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PART TWO 

Broken Peace

			


	

CHAPTER ONE

			Sam

			Finally.

			After weeks of working in the kitchens and weeks of packing things to take out of the mountain, Mavis, the rest of the workers, and I all get to leave Bergland.

			Most of the Bergland citizens had left to go help rebuild the streets, buildings, houses, and farmland in Bestellen after Bergland won the war, but a few people had to stay here in the mountain to help pack everything into the helicarriers and cargo cars. Mavis, Sarah, and I were three of the workers who stayed behind.

			We got our new schedules for the week yesterday and have been riding in one of the final helicarriers leaving Bergland ever since. Mavis and I have been assigned to work under Sarah in culinary aid in what has been declared as the “new capital” of this nation.

			According to Sarah, Janice and all of Bergland’s other teachers are spread throughout the new nation and are talking with all the Bestellen people to catch them up on everything and teaching them how this new government will work.

			“It will be the same setup as Bergland, government-wise,” Sarah tells us as we wait for the helicarrier to land, “but the economy and new businesses will be fun to see working outside of a strict schedule.”

			“What about the states?” I ask her, looking around the humid steel-lined room with many of the other workers strapped into similar seats as myself. “Are we going to have the same state lines? Same state names?”

			“No,” Sarah guffaws at the idea, “definitely not, Sam! They won’t have the same occupations either. I don’t think.”

			One of the other workers leans forward, past Sarah, and looks at Mavis and me. “What I heard was that they would be remaking and redefining every state’s borders, which will make it much more travel friendly.”

			“Me too!” another one of the workers cheer. “I think they are going to try to split the land of the old states up and divide it so that no single state remains the same, owning the same land.”

			“Meaning what?” I ask. “That they would give half of Bouw and half of Bloot to a new state?”

			Sarah shrugs. “I guess so.”

			Mavis and I remain quiet for the remainder of the helicarrier ride as we listen to the rest of the workers discuss what their hopes and dreams are for this new nation. Each person seems to have a different idea of their own utopia. Some want to live in a very rural and provincial state with gorgeous farmlands and houses far away from each other while others want to live in a tight-packed city with sky-high buildings and busy streets. Everyone seems to have an idea of where they want to live and what they want to do.

			All I know is that I want to see my mom and to know if Logan is okay.

			As I sit and think, my mind can’t help but wonder how Mavis feels. At this point, she only has Logan and Derek, and both of them had been sent off to fight. She has no idea if either of them are alive, just as I have no idea if my mom is alive.

			Mavis and I may be the only one each other has left.

			The helicarrier engines whir loudly as the machine lowers itself to the ground. It lands on a brand-new clearing that has obviously just been paved. Everyone unbuckles themselves, and we help roll off the equipment and pack it into a large van. Once everything is loaded up, the vehicle carries us all to a new location. When we exit the van, I find myself slowly looking up, allowing my eyes to follow one of the elevators on the outside of the building as it rises to dozens of floors.

			“Woah,” I mutter under my breath, earning a nod of agreement from Mavis.

			“Follow me, everyone,” Sarah tells the group. As she leads us outside, the freezing wind meets my face and reminds me of one of the only reasons I hate going outside. The bitter cold almost instantly dries out my skin, as well as many of the other workers. Sarah quickly leads us into a much smaller kitchen than we originally had in Bergland and cheers. Opening her arms wide to our new culinary station, she announces loudly, “Welcome to my new kitchen!”

			A lot of the workers chuckle as they roll the equipment past Sarah and make comments about how it is their kitchen rather than hers. I wait for Sarah to stop messing with the other workers and make my way over to her.

			“Hey.” I tap her shoulder to get her attention. “What are the other floors on this building for?”

			“Oh, I’m glad you asked that!” She turns to the rest of the kitchen crew and claps to gather everyone’s attention. “Hey, guys!”

			No one stops, moving equipment and clashing pots and pans.

			“Hey!” she shouts louder. “Guys!” This time, a few people stop long enough to help everyone else notice that Sarah was trying to get their attention. “If you were paying attention, you may have noticed the height of this building on your way in. I was just alerted and told that this building is not only for cooking, but also for storing and growing some of Bergland’s superfoods. Instead of planting those foods in the ground, we had some workers prepare a similar setup to the ones we had back home so that we would always have some at hand for our use.”

			One of the workers in the back groans loudly, allowing their complaint to echo through the room. “Does that mean we have to be the ones to deal with them?”

			Sarah chuckles as the rest of the workers all chime in to answer and make smart-aleck comments. “All right, guys, whatever. Let’s get to work.”

			Mavis and I share a look as we scurry back over to Sarah.

			“Excuse me, Sarah,” Mavis says as she taps her on the shoulder just as I did earlier, “all the Bestellen citizens got to be reunited with their families before they were forced to work.”

			“Yeah,” I chime in. “What about us? How do we find out where our family is?”

			Sarah points back in the direction that we just came from. “Go ask one of the men up at the front of the building. They should know.”

			Mavis and I speed back through the building. When we finally do find someone, he is at the front desk and talking on the phone.

			“Um,” I say, not knowing when to chime in. “Excuse me.”

			He gives me an annoyed look and holds up one finger.

			Yes, I realize you are on the phone, but you probably know whether or not your family and friends are dead. We don’t.

			He hangs up after a few moments and fakes a smile. “What can I do for you two?”

			Mavis looks at me and waits for me to answer, but I’m not sure I can do it nicely. I take a moment and force up an equally fake smile as the man behind the desk. “We need to know where to go or who to talk to, to find out where our families are.”

			“You are looking for the AO.” He looks back down at his desk and scribbles something down on a small square piece of paper. “Wave down one of the cars with a bright-blue stripe on the side of it and tell the driver to take you to the Administrative Office. When you get there, ask the person at the desk about what you want and who you want.” The man looks up from his desk and tears off the piece of paper. Handing it to me, he simpers, “I wrote it down for you just in case.”

			I clench my teeth and make another effort to smile. “Thanks.”

			Mavis takes my arm and pulls me out to the street where we wait for one of the blue-striped vehicles to come. I glance down at the paper he gave me to see that he has scribbled down “Administrative Office,” as if I would be incapable of remembering “AO.”

			When we finally flag down one of the cars, I hold the door open for Mavis and look back through the glass doors of the building to see that the man has left his position behind the desk. I doubt this is the first time he has left his post while “on the clock.”

			“Where would you two fine-looking young people like to go today?” the driver cajoles.

			I smile back at him from the rearview mirror. “The Administrative Office please.”

			“All right, all right.” He shifts the vehicle’s gears and begins down the road. As we ride, Mavis and I see many rebuilt apartment complexes, along with many roads leading to houses and other buildings. Not to my surprise, there is a construction site almost everywhere I look. The sidewalks, perfect roads, a few cars, many pedestrians, and workers all perfectly functioning together seem to give me hope for the future.

			But the only hope I really have right now is the hope I get to see my mom again.

			I distract myself from any and all horrible thoughts by shifting my attention back to the driver. “Have you been here long?” I ask him, still not knowing his name.

			“Yep.” He nods and glances back at me through the mirror. “I grew up in Bestellen. I was one of the people who supported Bergland in Minje.”

			I pause for a moment, not knowing what to say. “That’s nice,” I finally answer. “I’m originally from Bouw, and Mavis here is from Bloot.”

			“Oh really?” He chuckles. “That’s great! So tell me, have either of you ever seen people build cities, or even buildings for that matter, this quickly?”

			I shrug back. “No, sir. I haven’t.”

			“Me neither,” he replies. The conversation is quickly taken over by this man as he fills the car with a sort of joy that comes from hearing people tell their stories, even if you don’t really care.

			As we pull up beside the AO building, he parks the car and turns back to Mavis and me. “Well, I am really enjoying having you two ride with me today! Would you like me to wait on you so I can finish my story?”

			Mavis looks at me and shrugs, obviously not wanting to hurt the man’s feelings. I get the idea that we may need a ride back to where we just were, so I nod to the man and ask him to wait.

			“Okay! I will.” He extends his hand to me and gives me a firm shake. “My name is Chuck by the way.”

			“Sam.” I return the shake and nod back at him as we exit the car. “Thank you very much, Chuck.”

			When Mavis and I enter the building, we find a small line of people leading to the front desk. My ears immediately cut through the silence and focus in on the woman at the front of the line.

			“Jodie Vaughn, Lisa Vaughn, and Rebecca Hurtz.” The woman brings a tissue up to her eye with her left hand and reveals a small rectangular strip of randomly placed dots on her wrist. “Please.” The woman sniffles and whines something that I cannot make out.

			The man working behind the desk answers the woman quietly, causing her to storm out of the building in hysterics. As the reality of it all slowly sets in, my eyes widen as we take a step forward in line.

			Allowing my eyes to dart around the room to keep myself busy, they fall upon multiple different paintings hanging on the walls of the building. Some of them are paintings of the old mine shafts that started Bergland; others are paintings of the river that flowed through the mountain, the same river I never got to go and see. Janice explained to us that they had turbines powered by the river, which provided a lot of Bergland’s power, but that this river was also blocked off to the public for safety reasons.

			When my eyes meet a man’s who has just come around the corner of the room, I turn away and focus on the person in front of me, who happens to have the same sort of black dotted code tattooed on their wrist as the woman who just left the building. I look past the man in front of me and notice that everyone in this room, other than Mavis and me, seems to have one of these tattoos.

			Much quicker than expected, the two of us make it to the front of the line, where the words seem to jump out of my mouth. “Bonnie Beckman. I need to know where Bonnie Beckman is, please.”

			After typing into his hologram computer, he looks at me and smiles. “She is in a hospital in State Five.” The man prints off a sheet of paper and hands it to me with the address of the hospital and a small map of the new town. “If you give this to one of the cabdrivers, they should be able to take you, but since—”

			“Wait.” Shocked, I stop him in midsentence. “Hospital? Why is she in the hospital? What happened?”

			“If you go to this address, you can find out, but I can’t tell you from what information I have here.” The man gives me a genuine smile and looks at Mavis. “Next?”

			Mavis steps up to the man and gives him names or asks him questions. My brain switches over to panic mode, and I don’t pay attention to what Mavis asks him.

			Why is she in the hospital? I mean, she is alive, but for how long?

			Is she even conscious? Will she remember me? What if she already died in the hospital?

			Mavis taps my arm and snaps me back with a look of horror in her eyes.

			“What happened?” I ask her.

			She stumbles to find her words for a moment before she lets out quietly, “Logan is in a hospital too.” She pulls out a sheet of paper with Logan’s hospital address on one half and Derek’s address on the other.

			Mavis

			The man told me that Derek and his mom are in the capital with Sam and me and that he is working as a builder.

			Of course, I want to go see him, but I need to go see Logan first.

			“He is in a hospital in the capital, not too far from here. He is staying at the same place where all of the other injured Taai members are being kept,” I tell Sam. “Do you want to go with me to see him, or do you want to go see your mom first?”

			“Mom,” he tells me. “I have to go see my mom.”

			“Okay. How far away is your mom’s hospital? Do you want me to come with you?”

			He shakes his head. “You need to go see Logan and Derek. I don’t want to keep you.”

			We head out of the building and back into Chuck’s car, where we see him in the driver’s seat reading a newspaper.

			“Hey, that was pretty quick!” He laughs, tossing the paper onto the seat beside him. “Where to now? I’ll finish my story once we get going.”

			Sam and I share a look as we realize we can’t both go in the same car. After a moment of silence, Sam looks back down to his paper and tells me, “We should probably go talk to Sarah first.”

			I nod, and Sam tells Chuck to take us back to where he picked us up.

			After a minute or so of driving, Sam interrupts the story of how Chuck learned to swim. “Excuse me,” Sam apologizes. “I’m sorry, but can I ask you a question?”

			“Me? Oh sure!” Chuck cheers.

			“What is that on your wrist?”

			Chuck lifts up his right hand and looks at a mole. Before he has the chance to say anything, Sam corrects him, “The other one.”

			“Oh!” Chuck flashes a dotted code tattoo on his wrist at us and places his hand back on the wheel. “This here is how they are keeping track of everybody. It makes everything so much easier, and it will continue making things easier when we all get new careers or try to buy things.”

			“What do you mean?” Sam asks him, giving me a confused look.

			“It’s a bar code.” Chuck answers. “All the money we earn can be given to us in credits or cash money. Credits will be scanned directly onto the code and will be usable at most all places, but you can turn it into cash if you’d like by going by an office or bank to get it.”

			“So it—”

			Sam is interrupted by Chuck, continuing to explain, “And when we choose our jobs, they’ll scan us on over to it instead of doing a bunch of paperwork like we used to have to do. It’ll be so much easier to keep track of things too. Like …”

			Chuck rambles the rest of the ride about how wonderful these new bar codes will be, never finishing his story and never answering our other questions, not that I was going to ask anyway.

			Once we get back to the kitchen, Chuck drives off. We speed past all the people as they unload the helicarrier and make it straight back to Sarah.

			The moment Sarah sees us, she hobbles excitedly past the rest of the workers and over to Sam and me. “Hey, guys! What’s the news? Is everyone okay?”

			Sam shakes his head in a frenzy. “No. No, my mom. She is in the hospital.” He pulls out his paper and points to it, showing Sarah the map. “She is in State Five.”

			“State Five?” Sarah takes the paper from him and looks it over. “Really? Is she okay?”

			Sam continues shaking his head and muttering, “No, I don’t know. I don’t know.”

			I set my hand on his back and try to get him to calm down while looking over to Sarah. “Can he take a trip to see his mom if I do his work?”

			Sam jerks his eyes over to me as Sarah locks her eyes with mine.

			“How long would it take him?” she asks me.

			Sam shrugs. “I don’t know.”

			Sarah looks back down at the map and analyzes it. She sighs. “It’ll probably take two or three days to get there, spend a day with her, and to come back.” She hands Sam his paper back and nods. “Just make it back here within three days. Got it?”

			Sam nods to Sarah. “Thank you.” He turns to me and gives me a quick hug. “Thank you.”

			I nod and let him go. Sam turns on his heel and is quickly called back by Sarah. “Hey!” Sam turns back around and looks at both of us, confused.

			“Can’t I go?” Sam asks her.

			Sarah nods and shows us her newly coded wrist. “Yes, but first, you will need to go and get the code tattoo.”

			“When did you get that?” Sam asks her.

			“When you all left, a truck came by to code all the newly arrived workers. They told me to tell you guys to go and get your code as soon as you get back. You can get them at the Administrative Office.”

			Sam rolls his eyes and thanks Sarah as he scurries out of the building.

			“What about you?” Sarah asks me. “Did you find your friends?”

			I nod and pull my paper out of my pocket. With Derek’s address on the top half and Logan’s on the bottom, I hand it over to Sarah.

			She stares at it for a moment before handing it back to me. “You can come back tomorrow morning. Go ahead and visit your friends and get your code.” Before I get to say anything, Sarah asks me, “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

			I shrug. “I may. Worse comes to worse, I could probably stay with Derek.”

			“Some of the first things that were built when we won were houses,” Sarah tells me. “Once everyone gets their bar codes, they will be given a house to share for the time being. If you can’t find a place to stay, come back here before nightfall and you can stay with me and a few of the other workers.”

			“So we are just going to be given houses?” I ask.

			“No, next week—” Sarah is interrupted by a loud crashing sound as someone knocks over the racks where the pots and pans were being held, followed by an almost equally loud concoction of laughter and jeering. Sarah rolls her eyes and looks back at me. “Next week, everyone will meet with a career officer, and they will help you decide what you are qualified for and what you want to do. After that, they will help you find a house within your pay grade or set you up on a payment plan or whatever. It varies depending on what you want to do, who you want to live with, and a lot of other things.”

			I thank Sarah, and she tells me to “scurry off.” When I make my way out of the building, I find Sam still waiting on a cab. Just as I approach him, Sam flags one down and jumps in. The second he sees me, he scoots further in and waves me over.

			This cabdriver is nothing like Chuck. He asks us where to go, takes us both to the AO, and drops us off. No stories, he doesn’t offer to wait on us, and he speeds off after we get out of the car.

			I actually kind of prefer him over a chatty driver.

			As soon as we step back onto the familiar concrete sidewalk, Sam almost sprints into the building and up to the man at the desk.

			“Didn’t I just speak with you two?” he asks us, holding a confused expression.

			Sam nods. “We need to get our codes. We were told to come here.”

			His head tilts back and he smiles. “Ah, I see. One moment.” He grabs his desk phone and dials up. Holding the phone to his ear, he exchanges glances with Sam and me. “Hi! I have two people here who need to come up and get their codes … Yeah … Yeah … Got it. Okay. Bye.” He hangs up the phone and points down the hall. “The elevators are right down there. Go up to the third floor and someone will take you back.”

			I follow Sam back in silence as we head up to the third floor. The moment the elevator doors open, we are greeted by one man and one woman. The woman looks at me and waves me out after Sam approaches the man without any sort of hesitation.

			The man looks at both of us. “Are you two here for your codes?”

			Sam and I nod.

			The woman smiles at us. “One of you will need to come with me”—she gestures to Sam and the man across from us—“and the other can go with Walter.”

			“One second please.” Sam turns back to me and pulls me aside. “After I get my code done, I am going straight to my mom. Okay? So I may not see you again until I get back.”

			I nod and Sam pulls me into a hug.

			“Ready to go?” Walter asks us both, earning a slight glare from Sam.

			We part ways, and the girl takes me back to a small room with one seat and one counter with a drawer. I take a seat, and the woman pulls up my name, face, and account on a hologram computer that seems to pop up out of nowhere.

			“Okay.” She pulls out a small black pad with a plastic covering. Connecting a wire from the desk to the pad, she smiles at me. “I am going to set this on your wrist, and it will print the code. You will feel a small pinching when it places the dots, but it shouldn’t hurt, okay?”

			Shouldn’t? I think, not willing to ask the woman.

			“Okay,” I say.

			She peels off the plastic and places the pad onto my writs. It is surprisingly covered in a squishy and sticky substance that binds itself to my skin as the woman turns on the machine. The moment I see her press the button, I hear a whirring noise and feel the slight pinching she told me about.

			It takes about three minutes for this process to complete. Once the machine beeps, the pinching stops, and the woman peels the pad off my arm. She wipes my wrist with a wet napkin and cleans off all the goop with a smile on her face. “That wasn’t too bad, right?”

			I nod in agreement as she runs a small handheld scanner over the code and types some stuff into the hologram. Next thing I know, she is waving me goodbye and I am outside of the building, waiting for a cab to take me to Logan’s hospital.

			


	

CHAPTER TWO

			Logan

			“That’s it,” my physical therapist tells me as she helps me off the examination table. “You did great today, Logan.”

			I nod to her and move my aching body one inch at a time. “Thank you.”

			When I woke up after the jet crashed into the hospital, two weeks had passed. My eyes flickered open as I tried to move any part of my body. Only I couldn’t. The drowsiness from the medication they had me on greatly restricted my movement, causing me to wait in that room, listening to my heart rate monitor for what felt like hours, waiting on someone to come in and help me get the IV out.

			After the doctors explained to me that I was in a coma and my ability to move and speak returned, my first question was, “Where is Eric and Werner?” My question was quickly answered when Eric rolled into the room missing his left leg.

			“Werner is out doing his job,” Eric told me as he rolled past the doctor. “He is fine.”

			I froze. Eric wheeled his way over beside my bed as I stammered and stuttered, struggling to find the right words.

			Eric put the brakes on and folded his hands in his lap. “All the equipment he had on him that day, along with how far he had run, saved him from any serious damage. Just a few bumps and bruises along with a minor concussion.”

			I remained frozen, not being able to find the right words. When I finally did manage to get them out, they whimpered, “What happened to you?”

			He looked down at his leg, or where it used to be, and touched it with one of his hands, seemingly still in disbelief. “Shrapnel. They couldn’t save it.”

			“What about me?” Using all of my energy, I forced the blanket off to find scars strewn across my legs, causing me to notice the same scars on my arms. “Why didn’t they have to do that to me?”

			“That?” Eric asked me. “You mean amputate?”

			I nodded.

			A long pause filled the room as Eric looked over his shoulder to the doctor.

			The doctor took this cue and stepped forward to me. “Mr. Barnes lunged on top of you when the jet crashed. He took the large chunks of the blast.”

			That day, Eric and I were placed to live together at this rehabilitation center until we reach a certain point of recovery. We have been roommates ever since. In this center, we have unlimited access to any and all medical care we need, and almost every day, we come down and have physical therapy sessions free of charge. They even have a game center where we can play board games and card games with some of the others who are in the same boat as we are.

			Though we have the option to play games with other people, Eric prefers to keep to himself and would rather play me than anyone else. Before this whole incident, I had no idea how to play chess. Eric taught me last week and has been challenging me to it every day since.

			Every now and then, Werner would drop in and play a few games with us as well when he had time. He always makes it a point to come in and sit with us at least once every other day. I don’t know if it is because he feels bad for us, if he feels guilty for it, or if he genuinely enjoys spending time with us. Either way, I am not going to complain. I am just happy to be getting beat at chess by someone other than Eric.

			As I sit at this table, playing another one of the injured soldiers who happens to have no right arm, I watch him put me one move closer to checkmate.

			“Check,” he tells me for the fifth time in a row.

			I scan over the board at my remaining moves and try to figure out which would be best. Though I have the slight feeling that my defeat is imminent, I push back any competitive feelings I may have and accept his victory.

			I move my king over one space to the right, only to have this man move his queen over one space also, never letting my king flee from its wrath. “Check,” he tells me again.

			As his pieces chase and steal mine throughout the board, I think back to how Gramps used to try to teach me this game. He would snap at me for not paying attention and tell me that chess is one of the best board games ever invented. After about three tries, Gramps gave up on me playing chess and let me go back outside to play and, at the time, go back home to Mom and Dad.

			Gramps died back in Minje during the war. Even though I prepared myself for the news, it still hurt to hear the words. At least I know for a fact that he fought for what he thought was right until his last breath.

			“Checkmate.” The man slides one of his remaining pieces, the last rook on the board, over five spaces and puts my king into an inescapable situation.

			I lean back in my seat and smile at the man. “Good game.”

			“How does it feel being beaten at chess by someone who has only ever played once?” he asks me with a delighted look on his face.

			“Once?” I spout, surprised at how horrible I must really be at this game. “How in the—”

			My question to the man is interrupted by a sight I catch out of the corner of my eye. The long blond hair immediately grabs my attention and somehow seems to offend the man I played with.

			I turn my head from him to see Mavis standing at one of the desks asking the secretary something.

			I rise to my feet, leaving the man in front of me baffled at what has my attention. He turns to look in that direction and chuckles. “Boy, you better calm yourself or you’ll scare her off.”

			I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Mavis or Sam this entire time I’ve been away. Has she come to visit me? Someone else? I have no clue, but having her this close has lifted such a weight off my shoulders I can barely feel the aching in my back.

			After a few steps over to her, she glances this way, and her eyes grow as big as mine. Somehow, we make it over into each other’s arms and stay intertwined.

			“Are you okay?” she mumbles into my shoulder as our bodies stay pressed against each other’s.

			I place my hand on the back of her head and wrap my other arm tighter around her waist. “I’m fine,” I whisper. “I’m fine.”

			“Obviously not! Or else you wouldn’t be in here!”

			“Well …” I chuckle. “I may have gotten blown up … twice.”

			Neither of us let go of each other, even though I can feel too many pairs of eyes watching us. I dismiss their attention and give mine back to Mavis. “What about Sam? Is he okay?”

			“Yes.” Mavis pulls back from the hug but leaves her hands around my waist. When she realizes how much attention we’ve drawn, she pulls back completely. “He’s visiting his mom in a hospital in State Five.”

			I look around the room to see the man I was playing chess with snickering while a bunch of others join him in the jeering.

			“What happened with his mom?” I ask Mavis, pulling her aside and out into the hallway so that the others will stop staring.

			“I don’t know. Neither does Sam. He won’t know until he gets down there.”

			I close the door behind us and usher Mavis to one of the vacant benches in the hallway. “That is awful. I can’t imagine the suspense.”

			The bench squeaks as I take a seat beside her. She turns her body to me and crosses her legs, making herself comfortable.

			“So,” I continue, “what’s going on? Are you living in the capital right now? When did you get here? When did Sam get here?” I pull myself back and force myself to question her more slowly and give her a chance to speak.

			Mavis’s focus shifts from my arm to all the scars back up to my eyes. Our gaze locks upon each other, and we sit for a moment before she answers. “Sam and I got here this morning. We will be working at a kitchen about fifteen to twenty minutes away from here until we meet with the career counselor. What about you? When will you be leaving the hospital?”

			“This isn’t a hospital,” I correct her, just as I have been corrected hundreds of times. “This is a rehabilitation center.”

			“Ah.” She chuckles. “I see. When will you be leaving the rehabilitation center?”

			“They told me I should be getting out soon. My therapist told me that once she thinks I am ready, she will sign some discharge papers and send me on my way that day.”

			“What will you be doing after you get out? Where will you live?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know exactly. I won’t know until I go to the career counselor.”

			“You don’t have any ideas? I mean, I don’t, but I figured you’d want to go back into the Taai or something.”

			A group of a few men and women come down the hallway, all with different visible injuries. One of the women has been shaved bald and has had her head wrapped in white bandages. One of the men has his arm in a brace and the other arm missing. One of the men, with obvious burn scarring on his face, pushes one of the women who sits in a wheelchair similar to Eric’s. Each one of them give us a different look as they pass. The looks range from sour, to happy, to confused.

			I wait for them to pass before I turn back to Mavis and answer her question. “John came to visit Eric and me last week. He told us both that we will forever be remembered as part of the Taai, whether we come back or not, and will be treated with ‘the same level of respect as any other member.’”

			“Eric?” Mavis asks me. “Barnes? The one that, the one with, you know, Sam?”

			I nod.

			“What happened to him?”

			“He was in both of the explosions I was in.”

			“Is he okay?”

			I pause, not knowing how else to phrase it. “He lost one of his legs. His left one, actually.” Mavis freezes and stammers the same way I did when I first saw Eric. I explain, “When the second explosion hit, Eric jumped on top of me and got the worst of the shrapnel.”

			“What? Where is he? Is he here?”

			“Still in bed,” I tell her. “He doesn’t like getting out of bed much anymore.”

			Mavis sighs. “I’m sorry.”

			“Me too.”

			After we sit for another moment and listen to the light chatter throughout the hallway and in the game room behind us, I rise to my feet, fighting the urge to groan with the movement, and turn back to Mavis. “So do you want to go back to the game room with me?”

			She rises with me, looking back at me with her emerald-colored eyes and flashing her flawless smile at me. “Why not?”

			We make our way over to the door as I hold it open for her, and my eyes fall upon an empty board game table. “Do you know how to play chess?” I ask her.

			She chuckles back at me and nods. “I used to play it all the time with a friend back home.”

			“Oh,” I answer, ready for my imminent defeat. “Finally, a challenge.”

			Mavis

			Exiting the “rehabilitation center,” I flag down a cab and hop in.

			“Where to, ma’am?” the driver asks me.

			I hand him the paper with Derek’s address on it, and he punches it into his guidance system on the dashboard. We take off almost immediately, and I watch the rehab center disappear into the mass of buildings taller than it.

			Though I am ready to go see Derek, and though it is getting late, I still feel bad about leaving Logan right after I won the chess match. I’m sure he understands. He knows I need to go see Derek before I head back to the kitchen, but leaving right after winning in chess? It feels kind of rude.

			As we drive, I see people setting up their night gear and turning on all the streetlights so they can continue construction work even after it gets dark.

			I guess to them, working around the clock makes sense. This entire time, I have been wondering how they have rebuilt this entire country so quickly, but I guess the answer is never-ending labor.

			“Those people up there”—the cabdriver takes one hand off the wheel and both eyes off the road to point out all the construction workers toward the top of the skyscrapers’ skeletons—“they change from day shifts, to night shifts, to morning shifts in case you were wondering.”

			“How did you know?” I ask him, not feeling too comfortable with someone paying that close of attention to me to know what I am wondering.

			“The paper you gave me, it is the same paper they give people who are looking for other people. Most times, people in the city who hand me those papers are first-time visitors.”

			“Oh okay.” A slight feeling of relief comes over me, followed by a slight amount of panic. “Thank you.”

			I hope he doesn’t want to keep talking.

			I really hope he doesn’t want to keep talking.

			I also really hope Derek doesn’t have the night shift for what he does. Even if he does, I will get to see his mom, who has been a mother to me since my mother passed.

			I only hope that she will recognize me.

			We continue to drive through the city, passing some completed buildings, but many are still being worked on. The driver keeps giving me facts about this city, about what used to be where, what is being built, and so much more. I refuse to be rude, so every time he says something, I acknowledge him with a “huh” or “okay,” but it seems my telepathic messages aren’t getting through to him. I really wish he wouldn’t expect me to keep talking.

			“You know what else? The new capitol building is being built just a few miles from here. You should go check it out one day. It looks like it will be spectacular.” He continues to drive and describe how he imagines the beautiful gardens, along with exquisite fountains, and I assume that he must have been from Verwend, where they don’t ever really think about money unless it’s theirs.

			He continues talking as he drives me through the town and down a few back roads that have not been fully developed yet. The driver slows down and parks the car right in front of a small wooden bridge that is over a creek. If there wasn’t a mailbox out a bit closer to the road than the bridge, we both would have completely missed it, for the trees hang too low and the sun has fallen too far for it to be completely visible to the passerby.

			“Well.” The driver chuckles. “This is it. Do you, um, want me to stay here?”

			My stomach turns as I look into the woods. Not necessarily in a bad way, but more with excitement. Of course, Derek would make sure to get the most secluded house he can in the capital. I know this has to be the way to his house, so I turn back to the driver. “No thank you.”

			He gives me an odd stare. After a moment of silence between us, he says to me, “I will wait here for a while just in case you decide to come back.”

			I chuckle at how protective he is and nod. “Thank you.” Exiting the cab, I make my way over the bridge hidden by the trees and into the woods. The cold air becomes even colder as the wind bounces off the creek and splashes me. Once I get over the bridge, I find that the path has been lined with stones on both sides, just as Derek’s mother always talked about having for her dream house.

			Down the dirt path I go, walking, walking, walking, until I see a light in the distance. I quicken my pace and find a small wooden cabin with smoke coming through the chimney. Each step I take up onto their porch, the wooden stair steps squeak alive, causing me to make much more noise than I mean to.

			I knock on the door and hear shuffling from inside. The muffled talking between the inhabitants quickly comes to an end as the door is slowly opened by Derek’s mother. Her hair has become almost completely gray, and her skin has somehow sagged much more than I expected.

			“Can I help you?” she asks me, looking me up and down as if I am a stranger.

			“Ms. Page,” I say to her like I always have, “it’s Mavis.”

			She continues to stare at me in confusion with her now grayish-blue eyes. I feel my heart slowly tearing as I realize how bad it’s gotten. The smell of her favorite scented candle, apple cinnamon, hits my nose and almost causes tears to fall.

			The gut-wrenching feeling is pushed aside as Ms. Page’s face lights up with joy. “Mavis!” she cheers as she pulls me into a hug. Our arms find their way around each other, and we squeeze each other tight. She kisses me on the side of my head as my whole body warms up from her love.

			I hear her sniffle as she weeps into my shoulder. “I thought you were dead. I thought you were dead.”

			Derek enters the room, having just washed his hands, and throws the hand towel down as he rushes over to us both with joy. He wraps his arms around us and gives the huddle a quick squeeze, but is interrupted by his mother who turns to him with tears running down her face.

			“Look! It’s Mavis!” She grabs my face and continues to sob with joy. “It’s sweet little Mavis! I thought she was dead.”

			I look back over to Derek with one eyebrow raised. I have to wonder whether or not he told his mom that I was alive. Sure, we haven’t got to spend much time together since the draft, but still.

			She pulls me back into a hug, and I look back at Derek, glancing down at his still bandaged arm. “Did you tell her?” I mouth.

			He nods as reality sinks in.

			It’s getting worse.

			Ms. Page pulls away from the hug and grabs my face once again. “Derek was just about to make dinner! You should stay! We have enough, right, Derek?”

			He nods again as Ms. Page releases my face.

			“Can I help?” I ask, earning a smile from them both.

			Derek bends down and picks the towel up off the floor, throwing it back onto the wooden countertops. “Sounds good to me.”

			“All righty then!” Ms. Page cajoles. “I am going to go and take a shower, but I will be back soon.” She chuckles as she walks out of the room. “It is so nice to have a functioning shower.”

			“And a wall phone too,” Derek adds, pointing to the red block on the wall with a wire dangling from it.

			I chuckle and make my way over to Derek. We hold each other and stand in silence, listening to Ms. Page’s shower turn on from the other room. I want to ask him about the war, about what happened, about where he was assigned, about the revolt, about his arm, about what happened with my dad, and so much more.

			I settle and try to ask him about his mom, but manage only a stutter. “So, you, how is, you know … your mom?”

			He chuckles. “Yeah.”

			“Yeah what?” I ask him into his shoulder.

			“Yeah, it’s gotten worse.”

			I freeze, not knowing what to say.

			“I missed you,” Derek tells me, turning around and pulling out a pot and a few cans of stew for the fireplace.

			I back away from him and look around the living room. Though it is mostly taken up by the fireplace in the center of the building, it seems much bigger on the inside than it does on the outside.

			Derek brings the pot and cans over to the small ledge on the bottom of the stone fireplace and sets them all down. “We could have either had a working shower or a stove, and since we already had a fireplace, I found no need to get a stove.”

			I smile back at him, knowing he would have it no other way. “Good choice.” Looking around the house, I ask Derek, “Are you two planning on staying here permanently, or temporarily?”

			“Well”—he pulls the top of the cans off and pours them into the pot—“I got the offices to buy this house for me under my name. I will finish paying it off with my job in construction pretty quickly after we start getting paid.” He picks up the pot and places it on the hook in the fireplace. “Because believe it or not, this house wasn’t anyone in the ‘new capital’s’ first pick.”

			“I can see that.” I chuckle. “This really is a nice house though, and I especially like how you lined the path with stones.”

			He chuckles back. “Yep. Mom practically begged me to do it.”

			My smile slowly fades as I brace to ask him the questions I want to ask about his mom. I shuffle through them all and force out the least difficult one to ask. “Are you planning on continuing to live with her? Until …,” I pause, not knowing how else to say it, “you know.”

			He pulls his lighter out of his pocket and lights a piece of lint against the rest of the kindling. Once the fire really starts burning, he turns back to me and sits against the fireplace. “Yeah. I don’t really have a choice.” The light from the fire glistens and reflects off his pale face, causing the portion of his profile untouched by the light to seem much darker.

			We sit in silence, watching the small fire turn into a larger one. “So,” I interrupt the crackling, “how is she?”

			“There are good days and bad days.” The crackling interrupts him, and he pokes at it with one of the stokes. “She tries to play things off as if she remembers, but I know she doesn’t, and I definitely don’t push the issue with her because of how scared she already is of the disease.”

			We listen to Ms. Page talk to herself in the shower through the wall and sit in silence. The phrase “I’m sorry, Derek,” finds its way out of my mouth, only to be lost in thought by the person it was addressed to. “Does talking about it help?” I ask him.

			He nods. “It does, but I don’t like talking about it.”

			I nod back and point to his forearm where the bandage covers his wound. “How is it?”

			He looks down at it and looks back at me. After a moment, Derek unwraps the bandages and shows me the long scar running up his forearm.

			“What …,” I stammer, “what exactly happened?”

			“Are you sure you want to know?”

			I chuckle nervously, knowing that I am going to learn something I don’t want to. “Why else would I ask?”

			Derek sighs. He takes a few moments to think, which causes the suspense to grow even more. “There were riots,” he begins, his voice deep with pain and angst. “People were setting houses on fire, throwing bottles of flaming liquor at officials, shooting … killing. It was terrifying.” He pauses to clear his throat and looks from me to the fire. “After one of the Taai members got us all together, he told us to run and follow him once they took care of the wall. As he addressed the group, I realized I couldn’t see your dad anywhere. I saw Randy, but not your dad.

			“I ran back to your house as soon as I could and found your dad in the living room, which was absolutely wrecked. There were bottles and trash in every direction. The entire house stunk like urine and had become home to hundreds of flies.

			“When I went in, I immediately called to your dad. I heard some rustling in the back of the house, and after a few moments passed, he stumbled out more drunk than I have ever seen him before. He …” Derek’s fists clench together, along with his jaw. “With a bottle in his hand, he spit on the floor and growled at me, ‘What do you want?’

			“I asked him if he had heard anything outside or knew what was going on. He told me he heard the riots, but he didn’t want to go.” Derek pauses again, but looks away from the fire and back at me. “He told me he ‘just wanted to die.’”

			“What?” I ask him.

			“Without your mom, Steven, and you, he had nothing left to live for. He told me, ‘Mavis was all I had, and she was drafted.’ I tried to convince him to come out, but he got angry at me. He said that I drove you away from him while you were here, so it’s my fault that you didn’t like him.” He pauses again and looks back at the fire. “He said you were happy to be drafted to get away from him.”

			Derek rises to his feet and grabs a large spoon from the kitchen. “I continued to try to get him to come and follow, but he threw the bottle in his hand at me. He missed the first time, which made him even more upset.” Derek comes back to the fireplace and stirs the stew, keeping his eyes averted from mine. “He picked up every bottle and piece of trash he could get his hands on and threw it at me until I left. I only left after one of the bottles shattered on the wall and cut me. When I left the house to get back to the rally, I ran into Randy.”

			Derek heads back to the kitchen and brings a plate back to lay the spoon on after he finishes stirring. “I tried to convince him to come with me. I tried to tell him that your dad didn’t want to leave, but Randy wouldn’t listen.”

			Shocked.

			That’s all I am.

			That’s all I feel.

			Not because of the drinking, that was normal for Dad. Not because of the anger, that was normal too. I am shocked because I had no idea that Dad loved me. After Mom died, he stopped telling me that. I always figured he hated me because I reminded him of Mom.

			Derek finishes stirring and comes to sit back down beside me. “Are you okay?”

			I hesitate. What do I say? How am I okay? How is this okay?

			“I’m sorry, Derek.”

			He places his arm around me and pulls me into a hug. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

			“I …,” I sniffle as I realize I will never get to see my dad again. I take a shaky breath as I realize I never told him I loved him either. “I didn’t know he loved me.”

			“I’m sorry.” He sits close beside me, trying to console me. “I’m sorry.”

			The tears fall down my face as I think back to my brother. Steven never knew how much Dad loved him. If he would have known how Dad felt, would Steven have killed himself? Dad beat Steven almost every day. The only days Steven wasn’t beat were the days when Dad was at work or blackout drunk. The only day that I wasn’t verbally abused were those same days.

			How could Dad have loved us and treated us that way? Sober or drunk, that is inexcusable … Right?

			Derek’s hold on me becomes tighter as he speaks to the top of my head. “I know your mother knew that your dad loved her, and I’m sure somewhere in his heart Steven did too.”

			I continue to sob as Derek tells me that it’s okay.

			Everything is okay.

			My mom’s last thoughts were not about how much her husband loved her, but more likely, “Why is he beating me?”

			The moment the incident occurred, he was immediately consumed with even more guilt than he originally had from selling Sander the bad fruit. After the fruit, he started drinking. After Mom, he became a nightmare.

			He drank to forget, but the more he drank, the more the guilt seemed to grow. The more the guilt grew, the more the anger did too.

			How much worse was it for Steven than it was for me? The beatings ranged from one slap across the face to having Steven slammed down onto the ground. Every time Dad would sober up, he would apologize profusely for what he had done, but that never made things better.

			I don’t ever remember Dad apologizing to me for anything he ever said. He would only ever apologize to Steven, and that was only if there were visible injuries.

			It’s pointless to sob now. It is pointless to think about it.

			Pointless to dwell.

			I feel weak. There is no reason to shed a tear. It is done.

			There is nothing I can do.

			I sniffle and apologize into Derek’s chest, wiping my tears before I show my face. “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s fine. I understand.”

			I pull away and rise up. “There’s no reason to cry. It’s done with.”

			He follows me to a standing position and looks into my eyes, letting me know he sees through my lie. Derek takes the hint and heads back to the stew.

			“So what happened after I left?” I sniffle, holding back everything, pushing it as far down as I can. “After I was drafted?”

			Derek stirs the stew and tells me about how just after I left, the word of the revolt began spreading like wildfire. As I listen to Derek tell me about everything that happened, I continue pushing back the tears and the pain. I ignore how awful I feel and focus on the fact that I still have Derek.

			Just listening to him makes me feel better. His calming voice mixed with the crackling of the fire, the same color as his loosely curled hair, helps the tears stop forcing themselves down my cheeks.

			“We had been preparing for the revolt for weeks, so when the time came, almost everyone was more than willing to fight,” he tells me. “You know everything that has happened since. We went from Bloot, to Bergland, back to Bestellen.” He sighs and turns back to me. “What about you? What happened when you were drafted? Where did you go?”

			I give him a smile and a slight chuckle. “Where do I begin?”

			I tell Derek about everything that has happened since I was drafted. I tell him about the woods, the rats, the van, Bergland, the vials, Logan, Sam, and even about Eric. We go back and forth just like old times. He tells me that the moment the new government set up, they set up vial distribution stations at every hospital and ran everyone back through the system, diagnosing and prescribing the vials as needed.

			He turns his wrist over, and we compare our codes side by side. His code seems to have a few large dots while mine has twice the amount of small dots.

			As we continue to compare and count the marks, Ms. Page emerges from the hallway in warm clothes and her hair tied up in a towel. She comes over and takes a seat in the living room at the dining table.

			“So”—she turns to me and crosses her legs—“where are you going to be staying for the night?”

			“I actually don’t really have a place yet. My boss told me that—”

			“Oh,” she shouts with joy, “that’s perfect! You can stay with us! Isn’t that right, Derek?”

			I turn to see him with a goofy smirk rising on his face. “Sure? I guess so. I, I mean I don’t have a problem with that.”

			I smile back and chuckle. “I don’t want to be a bother.”

			“It’s no bother! No bother at all!” Ms. Page rises to her feet and scurries out of the room. “I will go find you some sheets.”

			We both chuckle as Derek rises to his feet and heads back into the kitchen to get the bowls and spoons for the stew. All the utensils and bowls clink against each other as he brings them over. His blue and purple eyes meet mine as he smiles down at me. Handing me my bowl and spoon, his smirk grows. “Welcome home, roomie.”

			


	

CHAPTER THREE

			Sam

			My head smacks the side of the door as my car hits a bump. I wake up immediately and wipe my eyes until I see a swirling of a million different-colored dots. I have changed cabs every two to three hours and have been riding for almost sixteen hours now. Lucky for me, two of the cabdrivers took me to get food when I told them what I am doing. I made a promise to myself after we arrived at Bergland, and that promise was to never skip another meal. Since I ate breakfast with Sarah and Mavis on the helicarrier on our way here, I have technically kept my promise and had three meals today.

			Well, yesterday.

			When we finally cross into State Five, I see newly renovated streets, buildings, sidewalks, and streetlamps. I never thought that any Bouw land would ever look like this. The old streets and sidewalks of my hometown always had tree roots growing under it, through it, and sometimes over it. I loved walking down the sidewalk and being able to see where exactly the tree roots are under the concrete. I loved seeing the grooves of the roots forcing their way to the top of the ground.

			My mom used to love that too.

			We keep driving for another half an hour before the driver drops me off at the base of a hospital I do not recognize. Immediately, I thank him and take off running into the building. I head to the front desk and notice that the hospital seems to be empty other than the man typing into the desk hologram.

			“I’m here to see my mom,” I tell him. “Bonnie Beckman.”

			The man nods to me and types something into his hologram. He picks up a box with a wire connecting it to the hologram and holds out his hand. “Can I see your code first?” I shoot him a confused look, and he chuckles at me. “Just to check and make sure.”

			I hold up my wrist, and the man presses a button on the box. A red line shoots out and scans the code by swiping up and down over the splattered dots, causing the man to smile at me. Typing something into his hologram, he points to a set of doors a few feet over from him. The man smiles at me and types back into his computer. “All right, Mr. Beckman, she is in room 206 on the second floor. If you can’t find her, just ask one of the nurses up there and they will tell you.”

			I nod and zip past him.

			“Mr. Beckman,” he calls out to me, stopping me in my tracks. “Please try to be as quiet as you can. It is very early and most of our residents are sleeping.”

			I nod again and take off up the stairwell and onto the second floor. I walk around the large loop of rooms and look for 206. I notice that some of the rooms are actual rooms with hardwood doors while other rooms are just walls with curtains blocking them off from the hallway.

			I continue roaming around until I finally have a run-in with a nurse. In a frenzy, I try to explain to her the situation, but only manage to get out “Mom” and “206.”

			“Yes. Hey, it’s okay.” She puts one of her hands on my back and leads me in the opposite direction I was heading. “The man at the desk called me and told me that you may need help finding your mom.”

			She ushers me through the loop and down a hall I missed the first time around. She gives me a smile and places her hand on the curtain. “Now, she may be asleep and she needs her rest, so do me a favor and be as quiet as you can, okay?”

			I nod. The woman pulls the curtain back to reveal my mother sleeping peacefully in her bed, cocooned in multiple white blankets. I step in and approach her slowly, not knowing exactly how to approach. The curtain behind me falls back to its resting position as the nurse leaves me alone with my mom.

			Her breathing is slow and steady, like it normally is in her sleep. Other than being in a hospital bed, swaddled to the point of no movement, she seems fairly unrestricted. I see nothing wrong with her.

			The curtain rises once again as the nurse brings in a small chair and sets it beside Mom’s bed.

			“Here,” she tells me.

			I sit down and thank her. Just as she turns around to leave the room, I blurt, “Can I spend the night here?” Quickly realizing how loud I am, my shoulders seize up and I clench my teeth, hoping I haven’t woken her.

			The nurse pulls me out of Mom’s room as quietly as she can. When we exit the curtained area, I find myself being glared at by one of the patients as he walks by in his gown.

			The nurse whispers to me, “Do you have somewhere else you need to be?”

			“No, ma’am. My boss gave me a few days off to be with her.”

			She nods to me. “Then you can stay with her as long as you want.”

			“Thank you,” I tell her.

			“I’ll go get you a pillow and a blanket.” The woman quickly turns and heads down the hallway, leaving me to go back to my seat. The moment I shift the curtain to go back in, Mom’s eyes meet mine.

			With tears welling up in her eyes, her lip quivers as she tries to form words. I take a step forward and feel the tears rise in my eyes as well.

			“Sam?” she whimpers. “I thought you were dead.” She fixes her bed into an upright position and frees herself from the cocoon.

			Rushing over to her, I fall into her open embrace, just as she does mine. I pull back after a moment and realize her right arm is being held in a white wrap, along with a blue sling.

			“What happened to you?” I ask her. “Are you okay?”

			She continues to sob. The tears don’t stop pouring as she sniffles, “I thought you were dead. I thought I’d—” She coughs, choking on her emotions and the overwhelming amount of tears and mucus coming from her. “I thought I wasn’t ever going to see you again!”

			I pull her back into me and hold her close. “I know,” I whisper to her. “I know.” Mom slides over in her bed and pulls me onto it. She sits me beside her and holds me by my side until she calms down.

			“So what happened to your arm?” I finally ask her after she regains her normal breathing pattern.

			She sniffles, “I’m fine. I got shot in the arm, but I’m fine.”

			“What?” I shout, quickly regretting my volume. I correct myself and whisper back to her, “What happened?”

			“It’s nothing. I’m fine. What happened to you? They said that you were thrown into the woods? For a disorder?” She squeezes me tighter and presses her head against my chest. “I had no idea any of this was happening. I promise you. I would not have let them take you if I knew.”

			“Hey.” I rub her back, trying to calm her back down. “I know. No one knew. No one could’ve known.”

			She sniffles back all of her sobs and sits back up straight, still resting in my arms. “So what happened to you? How long were you in the woods before they came and found you?”

			“Not long,” I tell her, “just a day or two.” I don’t want to make her feel any more guilty than she already does. There’s no reason for her to feel guilty, but knowing her, she will feel guilty no matter what. As my mind does cartwheels, trying to figure out what to say next, it lands on a new question. “How did you know I wasn’t actually drafted?”

			“What?” she asks me.

			“You just said ‘they’ told you that I was thrown into the woods for a disorder. Who told you that?”

			“No, no. No one actually told me that. When we were being prepped and having everything explained to us, we were told that some of those who were drafted for our military were thrown out into the woods to use as bait rather than actually being drafted.”

			“Yeah? And how did you know that I was one of the ones thrown out?”

			“Well, I thought back to what little training you received. You would always come home and tell me that everyone else who was assigned to be in the military had to do a lot more than you, so I connected the dots.” She pulls me into another awkward hug. “I couldn’t figure out what was worse. The idea of you fighting for Bestellen, most likely being killed during the war, or you being thrown into the woods to fend for yourself.”

			Chuckling, I pull away. “I guess we have our answer.”

			Mom sniffles again and wipes the edges of her eyes. “I guess you’re right. So …” She takes one long and large deep breath and wipes her eyes. “Tell me. What has happened since the draft? How was it in Bergland? Do you have a job? Do you—”

			“Mom,” I interrupt her, “how did you get shot?”

			She pauses and clears her throat. The pause she takes is so long, it is almost as if she is trying to ignore the question.

			“Mom,” I repeat.

			She clears her throat again and looks at the ceiling, trying to keep the tears in.

			I don’t want to make her cry. She never cries, but once she starts, she can’t stop.

			“There was a kid,” she whispers. “A kid in the field. He went out to go look for his mother, but there was no one else out there.” She takes another deep breath and chuckles as a few tears escape her eyes. She wipes them away and turns away from me. “I’m sorry.”

			“Hey no.” I rub her shoulders as she composes herself. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

			“No.” She sniffles again and clears her throat once more. “It’s fine. The kid was in the field alone. I went in after him, and there was an official. Next thing you know, the kid’s blood has splattered over me, and my arm feels like it had been blown off.” Her free hand finds its way onto her shoulder and down her arm slowly. “I lay down, I played dead, and the official ran past me and onto others.” She glances over to me then back down to her lap. “The kid didn’t make it.”

			I pull her close and kiss her on the head as she adjusts her position. She whispers into my chest as I feel the tears soak through my shirt. “He wasn’t even five years old. He was just a baby.”

			I watch as she holds her wrapped-up wound with her free hand. When my hand falls on hers, she winces.

			“Does it hurt?” I ask her, already knowing the answer.

			“I’m fine.”

			“That’s not what I asked. I know you can handle it, but I asked if it hurts.”

			She clears her throat and coughs a bit, trying to play it off. “It is sore and it throbs, but it isn’t nearly as bad as a lot of the other injuries in this hospital.”

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper.

			“It’s fine. I’m fine. What about you?” She looks up to me from my chest. “What happened to you? You know, after the draft? Tell me everything.”

			I sigh and rub her arm up and down, the same way Dad used to do for her to get her to go to sleep. “After I was forced into the officials’ van, everything went dark. Next thing I know, I woke up in the woods.”

			“Wow, really?”

			“Yes. And you know what, when the officials dropped me off, they laid me on a rock. I woke up barely able to walk because of that stupid stone. After I managed to stand, I was stalked by this giant catlike beast. It was almost as large as one of the official’s vehicles.”

			“What?”

			“Yeah, and guess what, I only managed to get away after some guards on the wall shot at me.”

			“Oh my! That’s horrible!”

			“That doesn’t even cover all of day one …”

			Logan

			I move my horse up and around, capturing a pawn of Eric’s. “Aha,” I say, happy to finally have captured one of Eric’s pieces.

			He stays silent, just like he always does when we play chess.

			Mavis has come in to visit me every day since she arrived, and every day we play chess. I hoped that by playing chess as often as I do, I would be getting better, but it seems my hopes are just that—just hopes.

			As Eric and I continue our game, I catch a small grumble coming from Eric. His face winces as he adjusts his position in his seat.

			“Hey.” I move one of my pieces forward. “Are you okay?”

			Eric takes his piece that looks like a castle and slides it forward, capturing my last little horse in the process. He doesn’t respond to me verbally, but he nods.

			After a while of playing back and forth and listening to the surrounding card players whoop and holler, I finally speak up. “So do you know what kind of job you want to get? You know, once we get out of here?”

			Eric moves one of his pieces forward. Keeping his eyes on the board, he sighs. “I don’t know of any jobs I can qualify for without a leg.”

			I hesitate for a moment, not wanting to make him any more upset, but the words come out of my mouth in a chuckle. “Cabdriver?” Eric glances up to me then back down to the board as I continue. “Or any desk job, really.”

			I move one of my pointy pieces that moves diagonally and capture Eric’s castle. I can’t help but smile as I feel the sense of victory nearing. As the smile finds its way onto my face, I ask Eric, “Do you have any ideas on what you would like to do?”

			After Eric steals my pointy piece with one of his pawns, I hear him grumble, “Grow my leg back.”

			My stomach is immediately shot with an immense feeling of guilt. I feel the blood drain from my head, and the pounding find its way back into my brain.

			It’s my fault that Eric lost his leg. If I wasn’t there, Eric wouldn’t have used himself as a human shield. He would have kept running and probably got far enough to escape from any serious wounds.

			I want to tell Eric how sorry I am, but I don’t want to tell him I feel guilty. I don’t want to make his pain about me.

			“So,” I continue, trying to shift his focus, “what about me? What do you think I should get a job as?”

			I move my last castle across the board, not really paying attention to the rest of the pieces. Eric immediately uses one of his pointy pieces and takes my castle. “You can do anything,” he tells me as he slides my piece off the board.

			I shake my head. I can’t to “anything” anymore. I know there are limitations. The doctors told me that I need to take it as easy as I can until they tell me otherwise. And last time I asked them, they told me it would be a year or two before I regain normality, but I’m not going to say that around Eric. Eric has more limitations than I do.

			And I caused them.

			We sit here, playing chess in silence for another moment, listening to the hologram screen in the back of the room talk about the new capitol building and how it “will be finished in just a few weeks.”

			Everyone in the room quietly chatters about whatever they are doing, ranging from card games, board games, supervising, to listening to the news.

			Eric, never looking up from the board, asks me, “Did you get an invitation to the inauguration ball?”

			“Ball?” I ask him. “What ball?”

			“You know”—Eric moves one of his pieces and yawns—“the ball. The large gathering of ‘important people’ for the new chancellor’s inauguration.”

			“The chancellor hasn’t been elected yet.”

			Eric chuckles. “I know. The capitol building hasn’t been finished yet either. I was just wondering if you had gotten an invitation yet.”

			“No, why would I?”

			“You were part of the Taai, remember?”

			I think back to John telling us how we were and still are valued members of the Taai and “will always be treated as one.”

			“Are the Taai members being invited?” I ask Eric.

			He nods. “As far as I know.”

			I move one of my pieces and give into the urge to yawn. “What about you,” I moan as my yawn comes to an end.

			“Not yet, but John told me that all the high-ranking military members would get invited, along with most of the government officials and politicians.”

			“And you and I are high-ranking military members?”

			He nods. “The Taai is the highest rank. It is our elite force, and I doubt John would let the team go by without getting recognition.”

			A few moments of silence between us pass as we stare at the board and try to plan out our next moves. As I listen to our surroundings, I have slowly become convinced that some of the men in here have smuggled in booze.

			I hear them whisper between each other to “put it away, put it away” and “give me some.” When I look over my shoulder, I see one of them taking a swig of a bottle with a towel wrapped around it. He chuckles as he passes it around his circle of card players.

			My attention is brought back to the game when Eric calls out to me, “Check.”

			I look down and realize this game is coming to an end. As I try to figure out what to do, Eric crosses his arms and leans back into his wheelchair. “So have you beat Mavis at chess yet?”

			“Me? Beat Mavis?” I snort. “I don’t think so. She is even better at this than you are.”

			“I see.” He pauses for a moment and looks over the board. “So are you and Mavis a, um, ‘thing’?”

			A confused smirk rises on my face as I look at Eric, who is finally making eye contact. He chuckles when he sees my confusion, but doesn’t say anything.

			“What? A ‘thing’?” I ask him. “What are you talking about?”

			“You know what I’m talking about.”

			“Well”—I move one of my pieces in front of my king—“if you mean a couple, then no. We are not.”

			Eric looks back down at the board and resumes his silent thinking position. After a few moments pass, Eric moves another one of his pieces and calls, “Check.”

			I know I am about to lose, but I shan’t give up easily.

			“Why not?” he asks me.

			Again, a confused smirk rises on my face. “Why not what?”

			“Why aren’t you two a thing?”

			I shrug as I move my king over one space. “I don’t know.”

			Placing me in checkmate, Eric returns with, “It’s pretty obvious you like her.”

			“Yeah right.” I chuckle as we reset the board.

			“It’s okay. It’s not a big deal, but denying it won’t make any difference.” He winks at me. “I won’t tell anyone.”

			We reset the board without another word. I think about how Eric has never spoken of anyone he fancies. The only girl I have ever really seen him interact with was Janice, somewhat Mavis, and Mandy. The only one out of those three that I would even consider an option for him is Mandy, and that is because she is obviously smitten with the “elite force member.”

			The more I think about it, the more I realize that Eric has never spoken about his family or his past at all.

			“Eric,” I say to him as he moves his first piece, “do you, um, do you know, um …”

			He looks up at me and shoots me an almost annoyed look.

			“Your family,” I continue. “Do you know where your family is?”

			I move my piece as he looks back down at the board. “I don’t have a family anymore.” He moves another piece. “Both of my parents died during the epidemic, and my younger brother was in the military. He died during the war.”

			“I’m sorry.” I move another piece. “How old was your brother?”

			“Eighteen.” Eric clenches his jaw and moves his horse in front of one of the many pawns. “He signed up to help at the last minute.” I move one of my horses and do the same thing that Eric did. “He wanted to be a doctor.” He continues, choking back his emotions. “I was so sure he was going to be one. He was so smart and determined.” Eric chuckles. “Even more than me.”

			A few moments of silence pass as we play the game. The room seems to become much calmer as the news about the capitol building echoes through the room.

			“It should have been me,” Eric whimpers.

			I stay quiet, not knowing what to say. The woman on the news switches over to a male announcer whose shirt looks to be the same color as snot yellow.

			“Thank you, Laura. Good afternoon, everyone, today I am here in front of one of the new career buildings where everyone will be going next week to decide on their new profession! Bestellen used to force their citizens to take whatever career they were assigned as a baby, even if they were no good at it, but this all changes as we enter a new age of prosperity …”

			Since everyone is now out of Bergland, most of the cities are almost fully repaired, which means in a few days, the week of career choices will begin. Many people will choose to be builders because of how needed they are and that they don’t have much education for anything else. They will take a few classes before they start, but with the technology Bergland has brought over, building isn’t going to be one of the harder jobs.

			The man on the screen continues and tells us which career options are the best-paying ones, the most-needed ones, the ones which will require the most education, and so on and so forth.

			After everyone chooses their new career path and is assigned to a new job, they will get to select a house and a payment plan to pay off the house. The real estate officers will make sure that everything is chosen according to need, meaning, if one single man decides he wants to be a florist, but chooses to live in the biggest house in town by himself, they can refuse to sell him that house because it would take too long for him to pay it off.

			Once everyone gets a job and a living arrangement set up, the following week will have one day where we can go and cast our vote for the chancellor, who comes along with a set of advisors.

			The council members, such as head of education, head of health, and all the other leading positions from Bergland will be transferring over here to continue in their given positions. The thing the people will be voting for is a new chancellor, who will then choose a group of people to help guide himself and the council members.

			I am somewhat upset about the fact that we have to be twenty years old to vote. If we are old enough to fight in the war at eighteen, then why aren’t we old enough to have a say in who runs the country?

			Along with the fact that there is nonstop coverage on the news about each candidate, there are pamphlets in every office building about all contestants for chancellor, so I am hoping that everyone will do their research before voting. There are many hologram screens in the capital, so most everyone here will be exposed to the news coverage in one way or another. From what I’ve heard, there is at least one in every building.

			This fact baffles me just to think about. Just a few months ago, I would never have expected all of this to be where Bestellen once was.

			I look up at Eric as he moves another one of his pieces. “Will you be voting next week?” I ask him. Eric is twenty-three, so I figure he will take advantage of it.

			Eric’s eyes are squeezed closed, his fists are clenched, and he squirms within his seat, seemingly trying to escape from pain.

			“Are you okay?” I ask him. “Do you want me to—”

			“I’m fine,” he snaps at me. Eric quickly adjusts his posture to a perfect position and moves his queen forward. “Check.”

			I look at Eric with confusion as I take his queen with my queen. “Check?” I say to him, wondering how he could have missed this setup.

			Eric grunts in pain and squeezes his eyes closed again.

			“Are you okay?” I reiterate. “Do you want me to go get a nurse?”

			Eric sniffles, clears his throat, and shakes his head. He takes my queen with a pointy piece. “Checkmate,” he tells me as nonchalantly as he can.

			I raise one eyebrow at him and hesitantly begin resetting the board.

			Eric winces once more as I move the pieces and reaches down below the table, kicking one of the table’s legs in the process. With one swift grunt of pain, he quickly takes the brakes off his wheelchair and rolls backward.

			“I’ll play later,” he tells me, rolling faster than I’ve ever seen him roll. Without stopping, Eric rolls through the crowd, weaves through the tables, and hits the side of the door on the way out. He hesitates for a split second before continuing out of the room as quickly as possible.

			


	

CHAPTER FOUR

			Sam

			Back to the capitol’s administration offices I go. I wave to the woman who drove me and make my way in to find myself at the end of a very long line of people. I can’t help but get slightly annoyed. Shouldn’t there be more people working at this desk?

			After a few minutes, I realize there are three separate people at the desk helping whoever is next in line. They just happen to be taking much longer than I wish. Once my turn arrives, I am called over to the woman at the far right.

			“How can I help you?” she asks me.

			“I’d like a transfer request.”

			The woman gives me a confused chuckle. “What kind of transfer?”

			“Sorry.” Realizing the vagueness of my request, I elaborate. “A hospital transfer. One of the nurses at my mother’s hospital said to ask this office for a transfer sheet.”

			“Under what grounds do you want the transfer?”

			“Grounds?” I ask her. “What do you mean?”

			She gives me another chuckle, this time seeming more rude. “Meaning, why do you want the transfer?”

			“Oh, um, so that my mother can be closer to me.”

			“You are going to need a better reason than that.” She sighs and leans forward to me. “Do you mean so that your mother can be near you, the person who provides for the family”—she clears her throat—“the meat bearer?”

			My head finds its way into a slow nod as I catch her hint. “Yes. That is what I mean. I am the family provider. I need her, I mean, she needs to be here with me.”

			The woman nods to me and holds out a scanner. I place my wrist under and the red line scans up and down my code.

			“Okay, Mr. Beckman, you will be called back to these offices soon to review what all a transfer requires and entails.” She smiles at me and turns to the next person in line. “Next please.”

			Before I can thank her, someone pushes past me and steals my spot. I take that action as my cue and head back to Sarah and Mavis at the kitchen. Once I make it outside, I flag down one of the many cabs roaming the street. On our way to the kitchen, I can’t help but let my mind drift back to the time I got to spend with my mother. Why did she feel like she needed to act as if she was okay?

			I mean, she survived, and I am superhappy she did. I remember the anxious feeling of not knowing whether or not she was even alive, but just because others have it worse does not mean that she isn’t allowed to feel bad.

			She is allowed to request medicine if she is in pain, just like I am allowed to take a vial if I need to calm down.

			The thing is, when I am with her, I don’t feel the need to take the vials. The whole time I was with her, I never even had to think about taking the vials.

			I will do anything, get any job that I need, to make sure I can get Mom up here and get her the medical attention she needs.

			When I finally make it to the kitchen, it is almost an hour after the morning shift started and the breakfast rush has come in full swing. There are very few restaurants and produce stores in the capitol right now, so this cafeteria is busy. This isn’t the only cafeteria in the city, but it is the largest and happens to be toward the center.

			The moment I step into the building, I am consumed by the crowd. A woman to my right, with red hair, shoves past me to get in line before me even though I wasn’t planning to get in line. She continues to shove past people until she bumps into a large man who stands his ground. As soon as she elbows him to get in front, I see him bow up as his eyes meet hers. As much as I desire to watch this unravel, I scurry through the crowd and back to the kitchen, which is now set up to look exactly like the one back in Bergland.

			My eyes fall upon Sarah, who is at the front, working in the serving lines as always. Making my way over to her, I catch a glimpse of Mavis in the back of the room cutting vegetables and decide to not bother Sarah. I wash my hands, head back to Mavis, and immediately get to work.

			As the knife slides into my hand, Mavis turns to me and sets hers down. “Sam!” She throws her arms around me without using her juice-covered hands. I do the same to her, and we chuckle as we retract.

			“How’s your mother?” she asks me, scooting back to her cutting board.

			“Fine,” I tell her. “She was shot in the arm trying to save a kid, but she is okay now. How is Logan?”

			She rolls her eyes. “He says he is fine, but he was blown up twice.”

			“Blown up?”

			“Twice!” she reiterated.

			I can’t help but chuckle. “Is he okay?”

			Mavis nods. “He can walk and talk like normal. There is no permanent damage. No limbs were lost or anything.” She turns back to the cutting board and picks up her knife to continue. “At least not on him.”

			“What? What do you mean ‘at least not on him’?”

			She continues cutting and glances over to me. “Eric was in both explosions too.”

			I pause, not sure what to say. I begin cutting and stare at the vegetables as I ask, “Is he okay?”

			She shrugs. “He was after the first explosion. The second one did some damage.”

			“What happened?”

			“He lost one of his legs.” She clears her throat and places her chopped vegetables into the large pot. “He lost it saving Logan from the explosion.”

			I pause again.

			Saving Logan from the explosion? Is this the same Eric that stood by and watched me get bullied?

			Or is it the same Eric who stood up for me when no one was watching?

			“Is he okay?” I ask her.

			She nods. “He will be.”

			After a few moments of silence, I jump back into the conversation. “How about you? I’m sorry, I should have asked that first. How are you? What have you all done in the last few days? Where have you stayed?”

			She smiles. “I stayed at Derek’s house with him and his mom.”

			“Oh, you did, didn’t you?” I elbow her in her arm and chuckle as she elbows me back. “I’m kidding, how was it? Was there much room? What was the house like? How is his mom? How about him?”

			“Sam”—she looks over and holds her hands up toward me—“one question at a time please.”

			“Okay,” I scoff at her. “What kind of house are they staying in? No.” I pause my chopping. “Where is their house? Is it in the city or what?”

			“Again, those were multiple questions, but I’ll answer anyway. It is a small cabin-type house, and it is in the middle of the woods a few dozen miles away from here.”

			I nod to her. “That sounds like something you’d like. Are you going to keep staying with them?”

			She shrugs. “I don’t see why not. Derek will be needing some help taking care of his mother, and I think I can help when I’m not working.”

			“What’s wrong with his mom?”

			I realize the bluntness of this question the moment it leaves my mouth. Mavis turns from the vegetables and looks at me with what seems like a light glare.

			“Wait, no, scratch that, new question,” I tell her as she turns back to the veggies. “Do you know where I can stay? You know, to sleep?”

			“Sarah said that some of the workers in the kitchen are all sharing a place until they find their own homes and get different jobs.” She throws the cut veggies into the pot. “I’m sure you can stay with them too.”

			I nod. “I will ask her when I get the chance, but I need to catch up on some work first before I ask for any favors.”

			She chuckles and looks at a man who is wearing a small messy smock and appears to be in his thirties. He comes over to us and plops down a large tub of more vegetables to cut.

			“Hi, Mavis.” He glances at me and forms a guessing smirk. “Hi, Sam?”

			I nod as Mavis smiles back at him. “Hi, Aiden.” She turns to me and gestures to the man. “Sam, this is Aiden. Aiden, this is Sam.”

			As I shake his hand, Mavis continues to cut her vegetables and introduce us. “While you were gone, he and I worked together. Aiden is actually from Bloot too.”

			“Yeah, just a few precincts away from hers.” He wipes his hands on his smock and crosses his arms. “I am so happy that I got out of there when I did. The rest of my family along with most of my friends wanted to stay there when the revolt came, but I couldn’t understand why.”

			“It’s home to them,” Mavis tells us. After a short moment of silence, Mavis clears her throat, looks back at us, and sets her knife down. “I am going to go and grab another pot for the cut vegetables.”

			I find myself watching her leave as I shift back to the cutting table. Once she is out of sight, I turn back to the man. “It’s nice meeting you, Aiden. She hasn’t given you any trouble while I was gone, has she?”

			He chuckles. “Only a bit.” Aiden looks around the room and leans in toward me. “My name is actually Hayden, with an H.”

			Confused, I shoot him an odd, squinty look. “What?”

			“Mavis heard it wrong when we first met, but I never corrected her because it was so loud in the kitchen, that I thought she was saying it right”—he shrugs with a goofy look on his face—“and now it is too late.”

			His little story causes me to cackle and guffaw, just as Sarah does. “I’ll tell her,” I say. “It’s no problem.”

			“No,” Hayden tells me. “It’s been days. It’s too long now.”

			“It’ll just get even more weird the longer you wait! I mean—”

			He shushes me as Mavis rounds the corner with a pot half her size. When she sets the pot down, I can’t help but snicker, causing Hayden to leave.

			“What?” Mavis asks me, knowing something is going on.

			“Oh nothing,” I tell her. “Aiden just had to get back to work.”

			“Got it.” She nods back to me. “You know, this is Aiden’s chosen career. He chose it as a permanent job this morning.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			She nods again. “Yeah. And you know what else? I get to go and choose my job tonight after my shift ends.”

			“Really? What kind of career are you going to choose?”

			She shrugs. “I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know? Is that not the sort of thing that you need to know before you go in?”

			Mavis gets back to cutting. “Yes, but I am not really prepared for anything. I don’t have any real ‘education’ for anything other than being thrown out into the woods, remember?”

			“Well, most people from Bestellen are not really prepared for any jobs besides the ones they were originally assigned to, but thanks to the technologies Bergland has brought over, many of the jobs we now have are going to be a lot easier.”

			She scoffs. “Like what?”

			“Eh,” I pause, “like a, um, road paver or a construction worker?”

			Mavis chuckles. “Good job. Those may be the only two I can think of.” She throws some of the chopped vegetables into the pot. “Derek is a construction worker. He told me that they have machines that build all the buildings and that all he has to do is load them up with the proper tools and then his managers will punch in the instructions.”

			“See?” I nudge her in the arm. “Easy, right?”

			“Sure, but I don’t want to do that.”

			“Why not? The machines really do all the work.”

			She looks back at the cutting board and continues chopping.

			I know I was joking with her when I told her that the machines do all the work, but that claim sits with me. It is true.

			Having machines help build a new nation quickly is great, but what about after that? Do we keep improving upon these machines until they can do the work by themselves? Why haven’t they made robots that can help make food, do the gardening, do the cleaning, and do the driving all by themselves?

			If we do, won’t that take jobs away from people who need them?

			I shake off the thought of robots making humans obsolete and get back to cutting carrots when all of a sudden, a large crashing sound echoes through the room. Mavis and I both look for the source of the sound to find Hayden standing over a bunch of metal pans that he knocked over.

			“Good old Aiden.” I chuckle at Mavis.

			Logan

			I fold one of my final shirts and shove it into my bag. Eric and I are finally being dispatched today.

			I don’t have much to pack. Just a few clothes that the hospital and John have provided me.

			Once I finish putting them all in my bag, Eric and I head out. Since we were both injured working for the Taai, our benefits are extremely gracious compared to most. Along with the fact that we share the same benefits, neither Eric nor I have any family left except for each other.

			Over the period of time that Eric and I have spent together in recovery, we have become close. About as close as you can get when one person won’t speak very much. Though Eric speaks every now and then, I catch him muttering things to himself more than actually speaking.

			John came by earlier today and told us both that he has set up a small house for the two of us. He said, “It is completely handicapped accessible, and once we get Eric up and moving with his prosthetic leg, we can take off any and all ramps.”

			Though this was supposed to be comforting, I noticed Eric roll his eyes when John told us. Usually, when John sees disrespect like that, he will snap, but he can tell that scolding Eric won’t help anything.

			Other than McCullough and the others in our van who died during the first explosion, no other Taai was killed. A few of them were hurt, but Eric and I took the worst hits, which is why I assume John pulled all the strings he could to get us a house to ourselves without having to force us to pay for it just yet.

			He wanted the new house to be a surprise, so neither of us have seen it yet. All we know is that the only people who have keys to our house are Eric and I, and that is because John came by and dropped them off earlier.

			I can’t help but be excited about the new house, but just as Eric does, I play it off as if it is nothing. Though I say “play,” I don’t know if Eric is playing or not. I figured he would be excited to move into his first house outside of Bergland, out in the real world, but he hasn’t made any real effort to show enthusiasm.

			Neither of us are one hundred percent sure that leaving the rehabilitation center will be the best thing, but I know for a fact that we both want to get out of there and stop feeling like victims.

			As Eric and I get into the cab, I chuckle. “I’m actually going to somewhat miss this place.”

			Eric scoffs as he takes a seat and tries to scoot inward. “I’m not.”

			“That’s too bad, because you will be coming back quite often for physical therapy.” I elbow him as I take my seat beside him. “It’ll be like you never left.”

			Eric rolls his eyes. “You’ll be back here too.”

			I nod. “Yes I will, but at least I am not going to be crabby about it.”

			Eric finishes scooting over and looks out of the window with nothing to say.

			“So”—I sit in beside him and hand the driver the piece of paper with the address of our new house—“are you happy to be getting a prosthetic leg?”

			Eric shrugs. “I’ll be happy if it works.”

			With Eric ending the conversation, the driver gets us to buckle up, and we take off. Eric and I look around to see how much the city has changed. I haven’t gotten out much, and I don’t think Eric has gotten out at all since the hospital explosion. The number of new finished buildings is baffling and extremely impressive. The roads are beautiful, the structures are gorgeous, and there are bronze-colored streetlamps lining the roads, along with the occasional raised decorative box clock on a street corner.

			As we drive and see all these magnificent structures, I am reminded that by tonight, I need to have a career chosen. John has submitted a list of careers that I can do to the career officer I will be meeting with. After submitting the list, he made sure that the officer understood that those were the only jobs I am allowed to do, all because John wants me to take it easy for a while.

			Out of the jobs John gave me, I can’t decide what I want to do. I know I don’t want a job where I will be working a lot. I am too sore to even think about working all day, but the main reason I don’t want to have a full-time job is I don’t want to leave Eric alone for too long. He is already depressed enough; leaving him alone won’t help anything.

			After driving for a few miles, we turn down a road, lined with freshly planted trees, looking like they have been planted less than a month ago. We keep driving to find a small circle of houses at the end of the street. The house the driver pulls up to is a small fancy-looking stone building with a red shingle roof. Compared with all the other houses in this area, it is extremely small, but it is still much bigger than the house I grew up in in Bestellen.

			“Here we are,” the driver tells us. He gets out of the car, just as I do, and he pulls Eric’s wheelchair out of the trunk. After setting it in front of Eric, we watch him deny help and struggle to get back into his chair.

			Once he is settled, the two of us pull out our small bags, thank the driver, and wave him goodbye. He takes off and pulls out of the neighborhood just as quickly as he pulled in. Eric and I wait and stare at our new house from the front in awe. The windows are perfectly square and clean, the grass appears to have the same deep shade of healthy green coloring as the grass from the woods outside the wall, and lining the sides of the house are fancy bushes with pink flower buds frozen closed on them.

			I take a few steps forward to get out of the chilly air, following Eric’s lead up the perfectly paved driveway. When he gets to the door, he pulls out the house key and unlocks the door. Assuming he was about to head in, I bump into Eric who remains parked in the doorway.

			Before I get the chance to ask him if he’s okay, he sighs. “I figured the first house I got to live in, the first real house, the first time I entered it, I wouldn’t be wheeling myself in.”

			


	

CHAPTER FIVE

			Mavis

			As my shift comes to an end, Sarah hobbles over to me with a pained expression on her face.

			I set down my rag and turn to her. “Are you okay?”

			“My feet.” She places one of her hands on my station and leans, trying to relieve some of the pressure. “I’ve been on them all day every day, but something about being out of the mountain is making them hurt worse.”

			“I’m sorry.” I lean against the table as well and look down at her feet. She wears closed toed shoes that cover her entire feet, but it is obvious that her ankles are swollen. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“No.” She shakes her head and straightens her posture. “I’m sorry to whine. I was actually coming over here to tell you that once you are done cleaning your station, you can go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			I nod. “Thank you, Sarah.”

			She nods back and hobbles over to Sam, where it looks like they have the same conversation we just had. I pick my rag back up and wipe all the crumbs off the table, onto the floor, and begin to spray down the stainless steel surface.

			Just before I get the chance to start wiping, a familiar voice echoes through the room, causing both Sam and I to jerk our heads toward the kitchen entrance. My eyes quickly fall upon Janice as she makes her way into the kitchen.

			“Mavis! Sam!” Her smile grows as her joyful voice bounces off the walls and she makes her way over to the two of us. She wraps her arms around us both and squeezes us tight. “How are you two? I missed you both so much!”

			“We missed you too,” Sam tells her as he pulls out of the hug. “Where have you been? We haven’t seen you in weeks!”

			“I am the assistant secretary of education, remember?” She chuckles. “I have been having to sort things through and organize a bunch of stuff. I have had so many different tasks since I got here that I can’t count them all. The main thing that Hash and I have been doing is prepping everyone from Bestellen.”

			Sam’s jaw drops in a smile. “You two did all of that? You two were the ones who prepped everybody and explained stuff to them?”

			Janice shakes her head with wide eyes. “No, no. Oh wow, no. We have teachers from Bergland who have spread out and have been teaching for us. They have also been gathering up the citizens and helping them set up school schedules. It is a lot of work. The two of us couldn’t do it all.”

			“Oh yeah, is everything going okay?” Sam asks her. “Meaning, you haven’t had too many people fight you on all this?”

			She shrugs. “Most everything is running smoothly. A good sixty-five percent of Bestellen fought with Bergland during the war, and most of the thirty-five percent that was against Bergland was either an official or a citizen of Metropolis or Verwend.”

			Before Sam can speak, I chime in and ask Janice, “Where are all the people who didn’t agree with Bergland?”

			“General Wilson is taking care of that.” She smirks. “I wasn’t trying to sound menacing. Wilson and the new government has them labeled as traitors, so they will be spending time in prison.”

			Sam’s face makes the expression that it makes just before he chimes in, so Janice speeds her speaking up. “They aren’t being tortured or abused or anything, they are just being held until they are no longer considered a threat.”

			“How long will that be?” Sam asks her. “And what exactly will deem them fit to come back to society?”

			“Once they have a full understanding of Bergland, they should be ready to submit.” She crosses her arms as someone in the back sprays someone else with the sink hose. I can almost hear Sarah’s frustration with these immature beings. Janice brings her attention back to us after a moment of watching the madness unfold. “Some have already been released. It was mainly people who only fought with Bestellen because they were scared that if they didn’t, they would die.”

			Sam raises his finger to interject once again, but Janice jumps in. “They are still being monitored though.”

			Sam’s finger lowers as he nods with an impressed look on his face.

			“So,” I say, “the extremists are staying in prison?”

			She nods as we all listen to Sarah scold one of the new workers. This is the first time that I’ve ever actually heard or seen her angry. I can’t help but turn around and watch as her face turns bright red and she tries to calmly tell the workers not to do that.

			Janice pulls us aside and gets our attention away from the mess. “So careers! Is this the one you guys chose?”

			“Nope,” Sam tells her. “I haven’t chosen yet.”

			I wave them back to come with me so I can finish wiping down my table. “Nor me. I am actually going to go and choose my career right after I finish my shift.”

			“Oh really?” Janice grows with excitement. “That’s great! What are you going to choose?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know yet. I am not prepared for anything.”

			Janice watches me wipe the table down for a moment and sighs. As I throw the rag back into the cleaning bucket, she asks me, “Do you want to keep working with food?”

			The water from the bucket splashes back up at me, getting a small chunk of the vegetables, from earlier today, on my arm. “No,” I tell her, flicking the chunk of food off me, “not really. I have had enough of it, but if I can’t think of another career, I will come back to do this until I figure something else out.”

			As I place the bucket back on its little hook, I grab the broom and dustpan and bring it over to sweep all the trash and crumbs from my table.

			“Well, that’s okay. The counselor you will meet with can help you find something.” Janice kicks out a small piece of trash from the side of the table. “They can figure out what you are best suited for and what you would probably enjoy the most.”

			I nod as I continue to try to get the trash from every corner and area as I can. If this career officer can help me like Janice says they can, then I am actually kind of excited for this.

			“So”—Janice turns from me, back to Sam—“do you know when you are going to go and choose a career?”

			“Not yet, but I will be going back to the offices soon for a meeting about a hospital transfer for my mom. I will ask them then.”

			“Okay.” She gives him a smile. “I’m happy to hear she is okay. One of the first things I did when I got here was check and see if your mother and Logan’s grandfather were okay.”

			I nod as we all look at each other with a silent acknowledgment that Logan’s grandfather is dead.

			The awkward moment passes, and Janice looks back at me. “So how are you two adjusting to the new country?”

			I finish sweeping my area and force all the junk into the dustpan. “It’s okay. I am enjoying my time so far.” I rise back up to a standing position and take the mess over to the trash can. “I’m staying with my friend Derek and his mother. They will be living in the capital for a while, but I don’t know how long.”

			Most likely they’ll be staying here for the rest of Ms. Page’s life. Derek told me the other night that he would make more money staying in the capital and working as a builder than he would in any other state. He said that he has to stay here so that he can afford a caretaker for his mom.

			Derek was not made to live in the city. That is why he bought the most secluded house in the entire capital, but he is making sacrifices for his mom. Another reason that he lives just outside the city is so that his mother can visit. She has always wanted to live in or near a city, so he is making sure that happens.

			“That’s nice,” Janice tells me. “Are you planning to move back to where Bloot was? State Four?”

			“No. I will be staying with Derek to help him care for his mother.”

			I don’t have very many good memories in Bloot anyways.

			“What about you, Sam?” Janice asks.

			“I want my mom to live in the city with me,” he immediately blurts. “Everything is fine, but I don’t want to be away from my mom. I want to give her the best, and the new capital will be the best.”

			She chuckles at his optimistic claim and nods her head. “That sounds logical.” Janice looks around the room and takes another deep breath. “All right, kids, I am very happy to see you both, but I really need to go get back to work.” She opens her arms and gives us both one last hug. “Once things settle down, we will have more time to talk.”

			“How will you find us if we change jobs?” I ask her.

			She smiles at me and begins backing out of the kitchen slowly. “I can ask the offices where you guys are. They’ll tell me.” She pauses and looks at us with a slightly serious expression. “Speaking of which, you guys can go to the AO and request that your information be private. This way, no one can ask about you and then get your address and where you work unless you put them on your list of people who can access that information.”

			Sam interjects, “Why haven’t we heard about this before?”

			“I don’t know. Did you listen to your briefing on your way out here?”

			Sam looks back at me and makes another goofy face, this one more of a “whoops” expression.

			Janice chuckles. “I have already done it. I told the person in the AO that I don’t want anyone but a select few to be able to contact me. You two, Logan, and a few others are on my list.” Janice winks at us as. “I will see you guys later, okay?”

			We nod as she heads out of the kitchen. I turn to Sam who places his hands on his hips and lets out a deep breath. “Well, time for me to finish cleaning my mess.”

			I smile at him as I back away, just as Janice did. “I have already finished, so I’m going to go ahead and head down to the offices for my career meeting.”

			Another crashing noise echoes through the kitchen as one of the new workers slips in some of the water he had sprayed earlier and drops all the pans he was holding. Sam throws his head back in disappointment as the laughter echoes throughout the room.

			I chuckle to him. “Have fun.”

			He squints at me and gives me a sarcastic smile. “I will.” Sam turns around and struts back to his station.

			I let him finish his work and leave the building, hop in a cab, and ride down to the AO office. When I get there, I am forced to navigate my way through the people in the waiting room in order to get to the front desk. I listen to all the conversations blur together as I come through.

			“I want to be a fireman. Wouldn’t that be so amazing? I’d like to get to go in and save people from burning buildings!”

			“Right, like that would be fun. That is dangerous, Kevin, and you aren’t built for it. The only reason you want to do that is because you think it would be cool.”

			“What do you want to do?”

			“I want to be a farmer. Is that weird?”

			“Playing in dirt and poop all day, only to hope that food grows and your animals don’t die? No. Not at all.”

			“I want to train to be a grief counselor.”

			This last statement I hear in between all the madness that is around me catches my attention. I turn to see a red-haired woman with countless freckles, brown eyes, and scars on her wrist that she shows to the person she is sharing with. I can’t help but hope that this woman gets to have the career she wants.

			Most everyone from Bergland has their job already carried over from the mountain or are still in school preparing for future jobs, so I assume what I am seeing in here are mainly the Bestellen citizens. Throughout each of the conversations I grasp a bit of, I manage to hear them say something about being happy no longer being a slave.

			I feel the same way, but I still don’t know what I want to do.

			I think back to the many pamphlets that I have looked through. I saw hundreds of different career options, but I couldn’t really find one that I was prepared for, and I don’t desire to go through tons of training for something my heart really isn’t in.

			When I get to the front of the line, the lady at the desk asks me my name.

			“Mavis Wamsley,” I tell her.

			She smiles at me as she types into her hologram. “Go to the third floor, and a woman will meet you in the waiting room.”

			I nod. “Thank you.”

			Once I find the elevator down the unnaturally chilly hallway, I press the button and hear a ding. The light above the elevator comes on, and I wait for what feels like minutes for it to actually make its way down to me.

			As it opens, I take a step in, but am clobbered by an unnecessary number of people as they stampede out, not even acknowledging that I was there.

			I didn’t even get a chance to say sorry, but I guess that’s okay.

			I’m not anymore.

			Once I get in, the elevator takes me to the third floor without any interruptions. I take my seat in the waiting room down the hall and watch as people come out of the maze of doors, hallways, and desks.

			The lady that brings people from their meeting back to the waiting room so that they can leave looks as if she has had a very long day. She has bags under her eyes, her facial expression is constantly holding a sour look, and she gets louder every time she comes back into the room to call another name.

			“Rebecca Thomas,” she says the first time.

			“Taylor Jennings!” she semishouts the second time.

			“Randy Fipps!” she roars as she comes out the third time.

			At this point, I’m not sure if choosing a career right now is worth dealing with her. I can feel my stomach becoming upset as my breathing quickens.

			I hear the lady’s footsteps as she comes out with another person; this time, she has a smile on her face and a kind voice as she speaks to the man. She turns to the waiting room and looks around with the sweetest expressions I’ve ever seen on an office worker. “Mavis Wamsley?”

			I rise to my feet as the man with her spins around. “Mavis!” Logan calls out to me as he makes his way away from the worker. “Hey!”

			He wraps his arms around me before I can really do anything, so I return the hug awkwardly. “Hey, Logan!”

			I feel the slight sense of anxiety leave the longer we are embraced, but it soon returns when I realize how many people are staring at us.

			I pull away and look up to him. “So the house? How is it?”

			“It’s even bigger than the one I used to live in, and in better condition! I feel that to get that house, Young may have had to pull a lot of strings. It is really nice.” He chuckles. “Well, I mean, it is not as nice as all the others around it, but to me, it is all I could ever ask for.”

			“That’s great,” I tell him.

			“Do you want to come see it?” he asks me. “It isn’t but a fifteen-minute drive from here.”

			I nod. “I do, but I actually have to go into my career meeting.” I gesture back to the woman, who has allowed the sour look to return to her face.

			“Oh yeah, sorry. Do you know what you are going to choose?”

			I shake my head. “No. I still can’t figure it out. What did you choose?”

			“Well, Young really limited my choices due to the fact that I need rest, so I chose the career that he suggested.”

			“Yeah? What is it?”

			Logan’s arm comes up as he scratches the back of his head. “Um, cleaning the training rooms?”

			“Ah.” I find my head slowly lifting back in acknowledgment. “Fancy.”

			“Yes yes, it is.” He holds his finger up and straightens his posture. “It looks like we have a ‘bright future’ ahead of us,” he mocks.

			“Considering we heard that nonstop in Bergland, I figured you could have done it a little better.”

			He sarcastically scoffs and holds his chest. “Ouch.”

			The sour woman clears her throat and calls out my name again. “Wamsley. Mavis Wamsley.”

			I nod to Logan, and he nods to me as we part ways. I follow the woman down the hallway and am shown to another office, where a short bald man awaits with a hologram. The moment I step in, the woman slams the door shut behind me, scaring the man into pausing whatever he was typing.

			“Hello!” He stands and reaches out for my hand. “My name is Rhegan Garrett. Pleased to meet you.”

			I shake his hand, and we sit down in adjacent seats. His office is all painted one bland color that reminds me of a dying leaf, and there are no pictures or paintings anywhere. It is just him, his desk, and his hologram.

			After he finishes typing, he turns to me and folds his hands. “So, Ms. Wamsley, do you know what you want to do for a career?”

			“No, sir.” I chuckle, trying to make it not seem as pathetic as it feels. “I was kind of hoping you would help me with that.”

			He nods and leans back in his chair. “Let me think.” Mr. Garrett looks me up and down, seemingly scanning me for answers. “You look like you are an artist. Very creative.”

			I look around the room for someone else that he may be focusing on, but when I look back to him, he is still staring at me.

			“Um no, sir. I’m really not.”

			He folds his hands and points at me, still leaning back in his seat. “Cooking. How do you feel about cooking?”

			I shake my head. “I have been cooking nonstop for the past few weeks and would really like a change.”

			He holds his position for a moment before sitting back up and typing something into his computer. “I think I have the job for you.” Mr. Garrett turns back to me and folds his hands again. “I think you would make an amazing news photographer.”

			“News photographer?”

			“Yes!” he shouts with joy. “Your boss would give you a camera and an assignment. You would then go and take pictures of said assignment.”

			“You,” I stammer, “you think that’s a good job for me?”

			“Well, do you like looking at things?”

			I shrug. “I guess so.”

			“Then why not? This is just like that! You just point and shoot. You seem creative to me, and I feel like you can take a decent picture. Does that sound okay?” He begins typing on his hologram before I can answer.

			“I guess so.”

			“Wonderful!” A ding noise, followed by a hum, echoes through the room. The man looks down and tears a sheet of paper off his desk printer and hands it to me. On the top of the sheet lies an address.

			“Go to that address tomorrow at nine in the morning and meet your new boss, Mr. Vincent Trolly.” Mr. Garrett rises from his seat and takes my hand and gives it a quick shake. “Have a great night!” He leaves his desk and opens the door for me. Calling out into the hallway, he smiles at me. “Rhonda!”

			The sour woman returns to me with a fake smile and escorts me out of the office.

			


	

CHAPTER SIX

			Sam

			After rising from my spot on the floor, folding my blankets, sliding a vial into my pocket, and trying to get the crick out of my neck, I leave the house that Sarah, myself, and the other workers stayed in last night.

			The sun rose about an hour ago, blinding me as it peaks over the trees in front of our house. I try my best to close the door as quietly as I can so that I won’t wake anyone, but I can’t help but feel like I am much louder than I need to be. After escaping the house and walking a mile or so until I find a cab patrolling, I head to the Administrative Office.

			Last night, after Mavis left the kitchen, we got a call from the AO. The woman on the phone asked me if I could come in this morning for the transfer meeting, and I happily told her I could.

			When the cabdriver drops me off at the front of the building, I head in and find myself almost running to the front desk.

			“Good morning,” I tell the woman at the hologram. “My name is Samuel Beckman. I was called in for a meeting about a hospital transfer.”

			The woman slowly looks at me as if she is still half asleep and takes a sip of her tea. “Go up to the fifth floor and speak to Mr. Jamison at the desk.”

			I nod to her and take the elevator up. I do the same thing the moment the elevator opens up on the fifth floor, I run to the front desk to see a man typing on his hologram.

			“Hi, are you Mr. Jamison?” I ask him.

			Unlike the woman downstairs, he turns to me with a large and bright smile. “Why, yes I am! How can I help you today?”

			“The woman downstairs told me to come talk to you. My name is Samuel Beckman, and I was called in for a hospital transfer meeting.”

			“Ah yes.” Mr. Jamison turns from his hologram to me and gives me a goofy smile. “Mr. Beckman, I can take you.”

			“Thank you. Can I also do my career scheduling thing today?”

			He rises from his desk and waves me to follow him. “Yes, sir, that sounds perfect.”

			I thank him again, and he drops me off in a small bland office with a man who is slightly taller than me and much skinnier.

			“Hello, Mr. Beckman!” He gestures to one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”

			I sit in the seat closest to me. “So have you reviewed my request?”

			“Wow, getting right down to business, I see.”

			“Yes, sir,” I answer. “So?”

			He smiles at me, though it seems like he is trying not to. My heart sinks as I hear his words leave his mouth. “I have. I am sorry to say that I cannot transfer your mother to any of the hospitals in or near the capital.”

			My stomach twists into knots, and I feel all the blood seem to force itself to the back of my head as the fear of not being able to bring my mother here sets in. “What?”

			“I’m sorry. I just can’t do that.”

			“You …” I feel my face get hot as I realize he is telling me that he can’t do it. What does he mean he can’t do it? Does he mean someone else can? “You can’t do it?”

			He shakes his pale scrawny head as a crooked tooth and squinty smile rises up on his face.

			“What? Are you happy about that? My mother needs me, and you can’t bring her to the same place I am working?” I try to keep calm, but I find myself jumping up from my seat. “You won’t bring a woman to be near her son in her time of need?”

			The man smiles again. “Mr. Beckman—”

			“Why are you smiling?”

			Is he laughing at me?

			Is he getting a kick out of this?

			I find myself stepping forward to him with my fists clenched as I hear my name called from behind. Immediately, all the anger drips out of me.

			I turn around to see my mother in the hallway with her arm all tied up like it was at the hospital, along with a suitcase by her side. “Surprise!” she cheers.

			She and I embrace once again and wrap our arms around each other. I feel the anger melt away and the fear of not getting to be with her slowly fall out of my body.

			“What are you doing here?” I ask her. “The man told me he couldn’t get the transfer.”

			“Actually,” the man chimes in, “I told you I couldn’t get a hospital transfer. I couldn’t get a hospital transfer because your mother has been discharged.”

			I let go of my mother and look back at the brat of a man who thought it would be funny to trick me like that, and I try to let the anger go.

			“He’s right,” Mom tells me after scooting by and sitting in one of the chairs. “I am as free as a bird now!” She looks down at her arm. “Well, as free as a bird with a broken wing.”

			I can’t help but smile and take a seat beside her. “Don’t you need to continue to rest?”

			“Oh no! I have been resting for weeks. It’s time for me to get out and do some work.”

			“Are you sure?” I ask her.

			“Of course. So have you chosen a career yet, Sam?”

			I shake my head. “No, ma’am. I actually was told I can choose it during this meeting.”

			“Wonderful!” she cheers. “Do you know what you want to do?”

			“No, ma’am.” I avoid eye contact with the man, but look back over to him. “I was going to ask and see what kind of thing would be best for me.”

			“Well,” the man says as he types into his hologram, “do you have any sort of idea as to what you’d like to do?”

			I shake my head.

			“What about you, Ms. Beckman?”

			Mom looks at me, then back at him. “Right now, I think I should probably just stick with what I know, which would be—”

			“Farming,” he interjects.

			Mom nods with a smile on her face as she looks at me. “I enjoy it, and it is something I have always found simple.”

			“I agree.” I nod back to her and turn to the man. “Can I do that too? Work with my mom? I know how so I won’t need any training.”

			“Sounds perfect.” The man smiles as he types into his hologram. “There is actually a small house available on a farm owned by James Gohaki just outside of the city. You two fit the description of the type of people he wants to rent it out to. All you have to do is work on the farm and pay the utility bills.”

			“That sounds lovely!” Mom cheers, looking back to me. “How does that sound to you, Sam?”

			I nod. “That sounds great, Mom.”

			Whatever makes you happy.

			The man prints off our new address, along with the contact information and address of Mr. Gohaki. “Go ahead and go to Gohaki’s house. I will give him a call, and he will be ready for you two.”

			“Thank you,” my mother and I say in unison.

			As we rise, the two of us race to the suitcase. I smile at her as I beat her to it and wheel it out of the building, making it easier for her to make it down to the cab. On our way out to Gohaki’s farm, Mother and I comment on almost everything we pass.

			“Logan, the guy I told you about that was in the woods with me is staying in a recovery center right down that road.”

			“What? Really? What happened?”

			“He got blown up.”

			“Really?”

			“Twice.”

			The cabdriver laughs at us almost every time we comment on a building.

			“I have been working at a kitchen right down that road.”

			“You? Cooking?” She laughs at me. “But you hate cooking.”

			“But I know how, so that was my job.”

			“You were never very good at it though.” She chuckles as she looks out the other window. Mom oohs and aahs at the buildings we pass in the new and beautiful capital for what feels like the entire ride. She points out the different designs on each of the new buildings, talks about what good choices they made designing them, and how they are the prettiest buildings she has ever seen.

			“These are amazing! You know, I’ve always wanted to visit a city with big buildings, but I have never really wanted to live in one.” She turns to me and grabs my hand. “And now, we will be close enough to get to see the beauty of it while still living far enough away that we aren’t drowned by the madness.”

			I can’t help but smile as I watch her eyes widen every time she sees something new. After about twenty minutes of driving, we finally make it out onto an open street with large fields lined with barbed wire fences to keep the cattle in. Trees line the road we turn onto, and the patches of sunlight produce a strobe-light pattern as we drive through the tunnel of dead winter branches hanging overhead.

			“I imagine that come springtime, this will be one of the most beautiful places we’ve ever seen.” Mom gives my hand another squeeze. “Can’t you picture it? The luscious green leaves with whatever flowers bloom, creating a tunnel above us to block out the heat of the sun, but still allows us to see the thick green grass as the cattle graze?”

			I nod. “I imagine so, Mom.”

			We drive for another minute or so and turn right onto a gravel road or driveway, leading up to Mr. Gohaki’s considerably large house. It is painted a light pastel pink with a gray tin roof. This house has the largest white columns lining their porch and decks that I’ve ever seen.

			The moment we pull up to his house, a man hobbles out wearing a long-sleeved button-down shirt, along with a pair of brown worker pants that look as if nothing could cut them, not even a knife.

			He makes his way down the stairs as Mom and I exit the cab. “Hello there,” he says to us, “you two must be the Heckmans.”

			Mom and I exchange a glance. “Actually,” she corrects him, making her way in for a handshake, “we are the Beckmans. Bonnie and Samuel Beckman.”

			She finishes shaking his hand and I follow. His hands are rough like sandpaper and yet plump like plums. “You can call me Sam though.”

			“Ah.” He releases my hand and chuckles. “Why, thank you, Sam.” He passes us both and pulls our suitcase out of the trunk of the cab and waves the driver off. “You can go ahead and go. Thank you very much.”

			The driver takes off, and Mom and I exchange another glance.

			“So …” He carries the suitcase over to us and sets it on the ground. Pointing to my mother’s wrapped-up arm in a sling, he continues. “What happened?”

			“Oh, um, I was shot a while back around the time the war first started. I’m fine though.” Mom smiles at the man and chuckles nervously. “I can still work.”

			He nods with a smile. “The man who called me just a bit ago told me you are both very hard workers. Is this true?”

			We nod.

			“Okay then.” Mr. Gohaki smiles again. “Wait here for a moment, and I’ll take you out to your new house. We can talk more there.”

			“Thank you,” Mom and I say in unison.

			Gohaki walks around the side of his house and whistles a tune that I cannot identify while Mom and I stand in the cold and try not to shiver. It looks like no snow has dropped in a while, but it is still a bit too cold for my liking.

			After a minute or two, Gohaki comes around the corner of the house with a small doorless car with eight seats, a front screen, and a red roof and hood. “Come on over. Take a seat and I’ll drive you guys out there.”

			I pick up our suitcase and throw it on, ready to get out of the cold. Mom follows and we sit in the seats right behind Gohaki.

			Almost immediately, Gohaki takes off and we begin riding down another dirt path. The cold air becomes even colder as it blows with force against my face. Mom must notice the redness of my nose because she takes her free hand and holds it in front of my face as a shield.

			“Thanks.” I chuckle as I return the favor and hold my hand in front of her face.

			“No problem,” she tells me as we ride with our hands held up like weirdos.

			After about half a mile, I see a house arrive on the horizon.

			“Is that ours?” I ask him.

			The man chuckles. “No. Those are your neighbors. I suggest you go talk to them sometime because they are also your coworkers.”

			We continue driving for another mile or so and come upon another house. Before Mom or I could ask if it was ours, Gohaki confirms. “Welcome home.”

			We pull up into the driveway of our small house to find that it has an even smaller garage attached to the side. The brown-stoned house seems oddly comforting as I walk my mother and our suitcase to the door.

			Mr. Gohaki chuckles as he scoots by us. “Sorry about that.” He pulls out a large set of keys and sorts through them. After listening to the keys clinking against each other much longer than they should have, he unlocks the old wooden door and ushers us in.

			This house is actually about the same size as our old one, but so much nicer. The windows are perfectly shaped, no broken glass, and no dirt covering the walls around it.

			“Oh, Mr. Gohaki!” Mom scurries into the building and spins around, admiring her new home. “This is wonderful!”

			He chuckles. “I’m happy you like it. What about you, Sam?”

			I nod and set the bag down. “It is certainly something.” I turn back to him. “Thank you very much, Mr. Gohaki.”

			“Oh, no problem. I’m happy to have two hard workers.” He chuckles again. “Just remember, I reserve the right to fire you if I think you are slacking.”

			Mom turns back to him and makes her way over. She shakes his hand once more. “Don’t you worry, Mr. Gohaki, both my son and I will work as hard as we can. We wouldn’t want to spoil an opportunity like this.”

			“Well, I’m happy to hear that, but I don’t want you working yourself too hard, Mrs. Beckman.”

			“No, no,” she tells him, “I’m fine, but I don’t need to do too much, I will admit. The doctors did tell me I can go back to work as long as I don’t overwork myself.”

			“Um,” I interrupt, “excuse me, but, Mom? Working already? You still have your sling on.”

			She waves me off with her free hand. “I’m fine.”

			“Mom,” I reiterate, “you don’t need to do too much yet.”

			Her voice shifts into a slightly more serious tone. Her eyes meet mine as she tries to get me to stop. “Sam, I am okay. I can do work. I already spoke to the doctors about this.”

			“I’m not saying you can’t do some, but farm work can be rough. I don’t think you—”

			She looks back at me and glares. “We can talk about this later, Sam.”

			I take a step back as I let Mother continue to speak with Mr. Gohaki. He outlines what all she and I will be doing and tells us the plan. I listen as he explains and boil as I watch. Mother won’t even look my direction.

			A great way to start our new lives.

			With an argument.

			Why doesn’t she understand that I’m just trying to help her? Why did she feel the need to shut me down like that in front of Mr. Gohaki? She made me look like a kid who didn’t know what he was talking about, when in reality, I think I know more about this than she does.

			I just don’t want her to get hurt.

			“Okay, Sam,” Mr. Gohaki grabs my attention, “so tomorrow, I will need you to start and clean out the horse stall. All the supplies you will need are in the barn, and you can carry them around by taking the cart in your garage.”

			“Cart?” I ask him. “What kind of cart?”

			“It’s like the one I drove you in, but smaller and more powerful. It’s in your garage. I’ll take you two out to the barn in a bit and show you guys around the land so you won’t be too terribly lost.” He winks at me and chuckles.

			Creepy old man.

			If he starts winking at my mom, I don’t know what I’ll do.

			“So any questions?” he asks us.

			I raise my hand so as to not offend my mother by speaking out of turn.

			He chuckles. “Yes, Sam?”

			“How many other workers are there?”

			“We have quite a few that live off campus and that one family that lives up the road, the one we passed earlier.” Mr. Gohaki takes a seat at our dining table. “The mother of the family should come over and introduce herself any time now.”

			“Oh”—Mom looks at us both with a giddy grin—“this should be fun!”

			Mr. Gohaki nods and rises to his feet just as quickly as he sat. “So if you guys need anything, you call me on that phone on the wall over there, okay? There is a list with all the phone numbers you may need taped beside it.”

			“Thank you,” Mom tells him.

			I catch him just as he heads to the door. “Do you know when you’ll take us out to show us everything?”

			He nods. “I’ll be back in an hour or so. That way, you guys will get to settle in a bit.”

			“Thank you,” we tell him again.

			Mr. Gohaki leaves the building, and the first thing I do is head into the kitchen and open the small white refrigerator. I open it to find a small bout of chilly air floating to me.

			I’ve never had my own refrigerator before. Neither has my mom. Though I’ve seen larger and better refrigerators in Bergland, this fridge is still amazing. As I explore, I see that this house comes with two bedrooms, one bathroom, one refrigerator, some plates and silverware, and a fireplace. It is all either of us could ever ask for.

			I mean, it even has a wall phone! Our phone number is written at the top of the list, so I can write it down and give it out. Now I can call Logan and Mavis.

			“Isn’t this great?” Mom asks me as she takes out a few of her clothes and places them into her new dresser. “And we won’t even have to make house payments! As long as we do our work and pay utility bills, we have a perfect setup.”

			I nod. Still slightly upset with her for snapping at me, I try to push down the anger and remain calm. “You’re right.”

			“Now all we really have to do is buy some food and pay off my hospital bills!”

			I nod again. “Everything is perfect. I have to go back to the place where I stayed last night and get a few of my clothes and my bag.”

			“Okay, but you should probably wait until after Mr. Gohaki comes back to give us the tour.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			I head out of the room and sit on the couch. Our new couch.

			My couch.

			I sit and fold my hands, intertwining my fingers with each other. I didn’t think I’d need the medicine anymore. I never really felt like I needed it when I was with my mom. When the man in the office tricked me, all I wanted was the medicine, but that desire slowly went away the longer I was with my mom.

			Until she snapped at me in front of Mr. Gohaki, I felt fine. I know it shouldn’t be a big deal, but it is. She snapped at me and treated me like a child when all I was doing was trying to keep her from having to go back to the hospital. And what makes it worse is the fact that she did it in front of my new boss. He probably thinks of me as a child now.

			He probably thinks that I am someone who won’t be capable of making decent decisions.

			All because she snapped.

			I reach into my pocket and pull out one of my miniature vials, which happens to be the only vial I packed for today. I inject it into my leg before things get out of control and feel a slight sense of calm wash over me.

			The miniature vial definitely doesn’t have the same effect as the regular-sized dose, but it does seem to help.

			Now, I wait for Mr. Gohaki to come back.

			Mavis

			Click.

			I take another photo of the voting booths.

			Click.

			I take another photo of people looking at the pamphlets just before voting.

			Click.

			I take pictures of people coming into the building.

			Click.

			I take pictures of people leaving.

			An old lady smiles at me as she waits in line to vote.

			I smile back at her, somehow inviting the woman to pinch my elbow and pull me close.

			“Who are you voting for, sweetie?”

			I give a nervous chuckle. “I am not old enough to vote yet.”

			The woman’s face drops, and she lets go of my elbow. She says nothing else to me and never even looks my way again. I shake off her attempt to get me to vote for her candidate and make my way back to the other end of the room. I continue taking pictures, angling the camera and each shot to be the most aesthetically pleasing as I can.

			Though I feel like my “career counselor” was really just trying to get me in and out of the office as quickly as he could, I think he made the right choice. I actually enjoy taking these pictures.

			I stay at one of the voting buildings for eight hours and leave as soon as my assignment is up. I drop the camera off at Trolly, my new boss’s office so that he can use them for the news, and then head over to Sam’s new house.

			Derek and Ms. Page are out voting tonight, so I’ve decided to take it upon myself to drop by and surprise the Beckmans. On my way, I have my cabdriver stop at a flower shop, and I buy a small bouquet of lilies, the favorite flowers of Sam’s mother.

			Though I have just started working, I have the flower shop woman scan my code and charge my account. She tells me it is all taken care of, which makes me wonder whether I got money for working at the kitchen or if my new boss has already paid me for this last week of work.

			Once I get back into the cab, the purple-haired driver smiles back at me. “Those are gorgeous. Are they for someone special?”

			I smile back at the woman as she takes me to Sam’s address. “Yes yes, they are.” Before the woman can really react, I pull the pink lilies out of the arrangement and hand them to the driver.

			“Oh!” she cheers as she stops at one of the traffic lights. “These are beautiful! Are they for me?”

			I nod. “Thank you for driving me.”

			She smiles again. “Aw, thank you.” She giggles and holds them up to her head. “They match my hair!” After a minute or two of silence, she looks into the rearview mirror back at me. “You do know you’ll still have to pay me though, right?”

			I nod and laugh. Once we get to Sam’s new place, she scans my code, and it pays her through the car. We wave each other goodbye, and I walk to the large house at the front of the property. Just as I begin climbing up the stairs of the porch, I catch someone’s attention.

			“Excuse me.” A young man approaches me with hedge clippers in his hands. “Can I help you?”

			I look around, somewhat trying to avert from eye contact and stumble to find my words. “Yes, sorry, I um, I am here to visit the Beckmans.”

			The man looks me up and down. After a moment, a small smile rises on his face. “Then why are you looking in there?”

			“I’m sorry, I’ve never been here before. I figured that knocking would—”

			He rolls his eyes with a smile. “I’m just messing with you. Follow me, I can take you out to their house.”

			Squeezing the bouquet tighter, I take one final look over the porch and follow the man back to a small red cart.

			He hops in the driver’s seat after tossing the clippers in the back. As he turns the keys to start the vehicle, he looks over his shoulder. “Their house is a mile or two back that way. I can give you a ride.”

			I can’t help but begin to rethink my visit.

			The man drives the cart over to me and pats the seat beside him. “Come on. I won’t bite.”

			After hesitating for a moment or two, I give into the pressure and take a seat. We drive for about five minutes or so when a house comes into focus. The large amount of joy I feel when I think I will be able to get out of this cart is surprising, but short lived when we drive right past the building.

			“There are three houses on the property. One is Mr. Gohaki’s, the house you were at originally. This is the second one, where some of the other workers live. The Beckmans’ is the next house we will come up to.”

			The rest of our ride is in silence. Once we pull up to Sam’s new house, I get out of the cart, thank him, and the man drives off. Making my way up the porch’s steps, I am startled by Sam swinging open the doors. “Mavis!” He leaps forward toward me and wraps me into a bear hug. “I saw you coming up the driveway!”

			“Yeah” I gesture over my shoulder. “I had to hitch a ride. Next time, I will call before I show up.”

			“Come in, come in.” He pulls away and ushers me into his home, pointing at the flowers. “Are these for us?”

			I nod.

			Sam smiles and calls out, “Mom!”

			A woman slightly taller than me, but shorter than Sam comes into the room. Her bright-blue eyes are even brighter than Sam’s and her skin much tanner.

			“Who is this?” she asks Sam. “Is this—”

			She pauses and points to me with a smile and Sam nods. “It is.”

			“Mavis!” she squeals, making her way over to me and wrapping me in a one-armed hug. “Oh hello! I’m Bonnie Beckman, Sam’s mom, but you can call me Bonnie.”

			I can’t help but smile at how similar the two are. “Thank you, Bonnie.”

			“So what brings you to …” She pauses again as she looks at the flowers Sam holds in his hands. “Are those …”

			Sam nods. “Yes. These are from Mavis.”

			Bonnie turns to me with a giddy smile. “You are the sweetest thing! How did you know I loved lilies?”

			I look back to Sam and smile.

			Bonnie’s smile turns even sweeter as she lets out a little “Oh you.”

			“Here.” Sam places the lilies at the center of his new dining room table. “Perfect.”

			I continue to stand, not knowing what to do, and feeling very awkward as Sam’s mother praises the flowers and me. Sam takes notice and chuckles as he ushers us both over to the couch. “Mom and I were listening to the voting results. They were just about to announce them.”

			“Okay,” I say, taking a seat on the end of the couch, and watching Bonnie as she takes a seat right beside me.

			Sam heads back to the kitchen and calls out to us both. “Do either of you want something to drink?”

			“No thank you,” I tell him.

			Bonnie shrugs and looks back to him. “I’ll take a water.” Before anyone can say anything else, Bonnie continues. “I was just telling Sam about my new friend Carrol. She is so wonderful, and she lives less than a mile away. She works with Sam and I.” She leans in and puts one hand beside her mouth to keep Sam from reading her lips. “And between you and I, Carrol has a daughter that I think Sam will like.”

			“Mom.” Sam brings her a cup of water and takes a seat in one of the separate chairs near the couch. “What are you telling, Mavis?”

			“Oh nothing.” She smiles at me and winks. The longer I sit here with Bonnie, the more and more she reminds me of Sam.

			Sam rolls his eyes at her and chuckles. Before any of us can say anything, he silences us, “Sh! It’s on!”

			The three of us listen as the radio on the fireplace mantel calls out, “And that wraps it up, folks! The polls are in! Grab your family, grab your friends, the votes are in!”

			We look around to each other as the announcer tells us about how big and important this is, and I think to myself, If this is so important, why don’t you just spit it out already?

			He must be able to hear my thoughts because as soon as I finish the thought, his voice echoes through the room. “This new nation of the free and hardworking has been given a name, and that name is Frieden. Yes, you heard it here first, Frieden. The home of the freed Diligent workers. The home of two nations combined as one. Frieden.

			“The new capital, located toward the outside of Frieden, has also been named. It’s new name is Kern. Kern, the capital.” The announcer chuckles to the other announcer. “You know, that’s kind of funny.”

			“Wayman,” the other announcer says to him, “I think I’ll take it from here. Listen up, guys, the new state lines have been finalized. What used to be Verwend and Metropolis has now been combined into State One. What used to be all of Meer and part of Hout has now been combined into State Two. The rest of Hout and part of Bouw has been combined to make State Three. What used to be all of Bloot and part of Bouw have now been combined into State Four. And what used to be the rest of Bouw and all of Minje is now State Five. All of this will be repeated throughout the next couple of days, and I imagine the rest of this month, so don’t worry if you didn’t catch all of that.”

			“All right, Benson, since you got to announce all of that, I feel that it is only fair that I get to announce Frieden’s new chancellor.” A pause floats throughout the room as the three of us wait for the two announcers to figure out who is doing what. “Wayman” continues. “All right, citizens of Frieden, your new chancellor has been chosen. And you know what?” He chuckles out. “It wasn’t even a close call. The new chancellor of Frieden is … Thomas Ronan Oswald!”

			The announcers continue to chat between themselves and comment on everything as the three of us stay silent in the house. Oswald was the only real candidate that said he would do everything that the Diligents believed in. Most of the others seemed to want to compromise. I didn’t do as much research as I probably should about this election, but I wasn’t one of the ones who got to vote.

			Oswald was the candidate whom Derek and his mom voted for, and by the smile on Bonnie’s face, it looks like that is who she voted for too.

			I can only hope that they all made the right decision.

			


	

CHAPTER SEVEN

			Logan

			I sit on the couch, watching Chancellor Thomas Oswald address the nation.

			He waves to the crowd, thanking everyone for this wonderful opportunity. “I will not let you down, Frieden. My trusted advisors and I will take our jobs seriously. We promise to think of the people first in all cases and do what will be best for them rather than best for us.”

			On the hologram screen that the news coverage is being broadcasted on, the camera changes viewpoints to the crowd. There are people crying with what seems like happiness and others who are stone faced, never showing how they feel.

			I am somewhere in the middle. I care about this, I do, but not enough to cry. From what John told Eric and me, Oswald was the obvious choice.

			About halfway through his speech, a few knocks on my door scare me. None of our neighbors have ever come to visit, and John didn’t say he would be dropping by. I rise to my feet and head to the door, only to be surprised by two of my favorite faces.

			“Mavis! Sam!” I cheer. “Hey!”

			Sam springs forward and wraps me in a bear hug. “Logan, man, it’s been so long.” He pulls away and enters my house without any hesitation. “Wow. Your new place is fantastic! It’s even bigger than mine!” Sam turns back to me with wide eyes and looks me up and down. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have started with that. How are you? Mavis said that you got blown up!”

			“Twice,” she corrects.

			I chuckle as I look back to Sam. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s sort of a long story.”

			“Well, we have time.” Sam looks over to Mavis and smiles. “Mavis and I are done working for the day. Is this a good time for us to hang out? Catch up? Maybe eat some of your food that I assume you are hiding in your brand-new ginormous refrigerator?”

			I nod, still chuckling at the fact that Sam seems to have gotten back to normal. Last time I saw him, he was red-eyed, angry, and barely had anything to say. Now, he is back to the nonstop chatter and focused on food.

			“So,” I say to Sam, leading both him and Mavis over to the couch, “how are you, Sam?”

			“I am actually doing great! My mom and I are now living together right outside of the city on a farm, where we also happen to work, and now that I have a job, I can afford to come and visit you! Not that the cabs are superexpensive or anything.” His face falls, and his eyes widen as he looks over to Mavis then back to me. “Oh, man, I’m sorry. Mavis told me about your granddad. I didn’t mean to—”

			“It’s fine,” I tell him. “It’s fine. I’m just happy that your mom is okay.”

			Sam smiles at me. “Me too. So go ahead, tell me, how exactly did you manage to get blown up … twice?”

			A smile rises on my face and leaves just as quickly as I hear a door squeak open from across the house. The three of us turn to the source of the noise to find Eric crutching out of his room. With his hair and clothes in disarray, he clears his throat and straightens his posture to try to make himself look less of a wreck.

			Mavis and I look at Sam, whose jaw is clenched. Though I expect Sam to seem angry or for him to become irrational, he is remaining calm.

			Eric gives a slight chuckle and runs one of his hands through his hair, trying to comb it back. “You didn’t tell me we had company.” He pauses and looks from me to Mavis, to Sam. Without another word between the four of us, Eric turns around and crutches back into his room.

			A moment or two of silence after Eric closes his door, Sam turns to me. “Can I go in there to, um, to talk to him?”

			I shrug hesitantly. “I guess so.”

			I really hope he won’t lose his cool.

			I really hope neither of them will.

			Sam rises to his feet and takes a deep breath. He heads back to the room Eric just entered and gives the door a knock. Mavis and I hear Eric say, “Come in,” and Sam listens.

			Mavis scoots over beside me as Sam closes the door behind him. “Do you know what really happened between them?”

			“Yes,” I whisper back. “Eric told me the same day that he and Sam met in the cafeteria. He told me that this dude who was part of the Taai was messing with Sam and Eric got them to stop.”

			Mavis nods. “Yeah. What else did he tell you?”

			“That he confronted the others after Sam was safe, and he paid the price.”

			“He told you that he got beat up?” she asks me.

			“He showed me too.” I think back to the horrid bruising he showed me. “I don’t think Eric was lying.”

			“Neither do I. Janice told us what Eric told her, and it sounds like he told you the same thing.”

			“Meaning he kept his story straight,” I say.

			“That’s not easy to do when you tell a lie.”

			I nod. Mavis smiles back to me for a moment before her eyes flit away and look at our hologram where Oswald continues to give his speech.

			“You know,” she says, chuckling, “Sam’s mom has a crush on him.”

			“What?” I laugh. “Really?”

			“Yeah, she says his jawline and cheekbones are her favorite thing, along with his ‘gorgeous blue eyes.’”

			“Oh yeah?” I laugh again. “What about you? What do you think about him?”

			“Eh.” She shrugs and looks back at me. “I prefer brown eyes.”

			A small flutter of joy finds its way into my stomach. I don’t know what exactly to say, so I look back to Oswald as he introduces his advisors.

			Eric’s door swings open, and Sam comes storming through the room. “Thank you, Logan, for letting me go back there, but I think it is time for me to leave.”

			“What?” Mavis rises to her feet. “Already?”

			Sam gives her an annoyed, and yet a pleading, look.

			“Okay.” She turns back to me. “Thank you, Logan, for having us over, but I’m going to go with Sam.”

			“Oh okay.” I walk Mavis to the door as Sam heads down the driveway. “I’ll call a cab for you guys.”

			Speed walking over to Sam, Mavis looks over her shoulder to me. “Thank you, Logan. I’ll see you later, okay?”

			I nod to her and give a wave as I head to the wall phone. I call the cab company and have them send one our way, but by the time I hang up, Mavis and Sam have already left the cul-de-sac. I assume Sam decided to go ahead and walk to the nearest cab, so they should be picked up shortly.

			After a brief moment of considering to ask Eric what happened, I brush it off and sit back down to listen to the news. If Eric wants to tell me, he will tell me. I don’t want to cause any more problems.

			The next morning, I wake up with an alarm blaring in my room. The annoying repetition of the same beep drives me nuts, to the point that if I hear the beep once, I want to go and break my alarm clock.

			I take that anger and shove it deep within me, hopefully never to be seen again. After swallowing the rage against my alarm clock, I rise to my feet and wipe my crusty eyes open. After shutting off the clock, the sounds of the chirping birds outside my window catch my attention. They call out to each other, back and forth, over and over, until my attention is diverted by another noise, this one in the house.

			A light weeping.

			I head out of my room and follow the sound to the outside of Eric’s bedroom door. Slowly, I enter to see Eric sobbing in pain. He squeezes his pillow as he lies on his stomach and holds his head down. “It hurts …”

			“Eric?” I say, trying to see if he needs help. “Are you okay?”

			He twists his body and throws his pillow at me. “Get out!”

			I dodge the shot and make my way over to his nightstand. I pull out one of his vials and hold it out to him. “Here, take it.”

			“No!” He turns his head away from me so that I can’t see his eyes. “Get out, Logan. Now!”

			Just as I set the vial down onto his nightstand, I remember Grayson and Caine administering the vial to Sam, our first night in Bergland. If they can do that to someone they don’t even know, I can do this to my friend, who needs my help.

			I stick it into the back of his leg right before the amputated portion. Eric shouts once more as the medicine kicks in. “I told you I didn’t want it. I was fine.” He takes a deep breath and wipes his eyes, trying to play it off as if he is okay. “I could take it. I didn’t need the medicine.”

			“You did,” I tell him. “You are allowed to take medicine. You don’t have to tough it out.”

			I don’t want to go in to work today. I can’t leave Eric.

			“Please,” he whimpers. “Please leave.”

			I take a moment and continue to stay beside him. I know I need to work, but Eric needs me.

			“Please?” he reiterates into his bed.

			I slowly move away, retrieve his pillow for him, and leave the room.

			I know Eric could take it, but he didn’t have to. He takes the medicine when it is most needed, and sometimes, not even then.

			I leave the house and obey Eric’s wishes. I call a cab and take it to work, but am unable to think about anything other than about how Eric’s prosthetic leg is going to be ready tomorrow. I really hope that Eric will take it. I really hope it will make him feel better. The nurses told me that walking around on it should help his body release much more of the “happy hormone” than it is releasing right now.

			Eric could use some happy hormone.

			Last time I spoke with one of the nurses, she told me that it has been measured and designed to fit Eric’s leg and every specific need he has or may have. I don’t know all the mechanics of it, but I do know it will be very high-tech so that Eric will be able to get back on his feet as soon as possible.

			Every day, I go with Eric to physical therapy or help him do physical therapy at home. Never once has Eric admitted how he feels about his new prosthetic. Other than “I hope it works,” he hasn’t said anything about it. Not even to John.

			As I continue disinfecting the small hand weights, John enters the room and calls my name loudly and proudly. “Forge.”

			I turn to him and rise to my feet. “Young.”

			He grabs my hand and gives it a good shake. “How are you enjoying being a cleaning lady?”

			“Why,” I snort back at him, “I’m enjoying it very much, sir.”

			“That’s good, that’s good. You are doing a terrific job at it too.” He chuckles and pats me on the back. “It’s nice seeing you up and out.”

			“It’s nice being up and out.” I return his smile, letting my resentment toward him roll off my back. “Are you happy with who won the election yesterday?”

			He nods. “I am very happy, and speaking of which, the invitations to the chancellor’s inauguration ball went out this morning. You and Eric should be getting yours any day now.”

			“Thank you, sir.” I take a seat back down on the bench beside the weights. “I just hope that Eric will be up for it.”

			John takes a seat beside me. “Why wouldn’t he be?”

			“I don’t know.” I shrug it off, not wanting to embarrass Eric. If I told John what happened this morning, I don’t think Eric would ever forgive me. “He is just in a lot of pain and won’t let anyone help.”

			John shakes his head and chuckles. “Eric is about as stubborn as they come. He is a tough kid, but his pride has always been something he has had trouble overcoming.”

			I nod in agreement, not knowing what else to say.

			John takes my silence as a hint to continue the conversation. “When does he get his leg?”

			“Tomorrow,” I answer.

			“Wonderful.” John grabs one of the disinfecting wipes, along with one of the weights I have not cleaned yet. He wipes the handle, but misses the corners between the actual weights. I stare at his missed spots, hoping he would wipe them down, but he misses them and sets the weight back in its spot.

			I make a note in my head to go back and reclean that one when John leaves, but try to continue the conversation as normal. “So what exactly should I be expecting for the ball?”

			John grabs another weight and attempts to clean it off as well. “What do you mean?”

			“Like, what sort of clothes do we need to wear? Who will be there? What will be happening at the ball?”

			He chuckles as he wipes off the ends of the weight. “Don’t worry about any of that. I’ll get the clothes for you and Eric, and I will arrange your ride. It’ll be just a large social gathering of fancy people. Most of them will be political officers or affiliates. Some will be high-ranked military.”

			I nod as I track which weights John fiddles with. “Will anyone else be there?”

			“Yes. Everyone gets a plus one.”

			I turn to him. “Really? Everyone?”

			He nods. “That’s the deal.” John quickly brings his watch up to reveal a vibrating cuff. He clicks its screen a few times and clears his throat. “Young.”

			“Young, the prison! It’s been blown.”

			“What?” he asks the cuff.

			“The prison! A bomb went off.”

			Mavis

			Click.

			I take a picture of what is left of the brick building.

			Click.

			I take a picture of the rescue team looking through the rubble for any survivors.

			Click.

			Rolling.

			I video “Jamie Jenkins,” a reporter, whose assignment it is to cover the prison bombings. Her perfectly sleek blond hair is tied back in a perfect ponytail, revealing her unusually large ears. I mean, she is really pretty, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that … her ears are much too large in proportion to her head.

			I shake off my rude opinions as Jenkins clears her throat and reiterates her name. “This is Jamie Jenkins, and I have just been handed the incident report from tonight’s attack. It says here that a Bestellen radical was seen on the prison security cameras, planting bombs on the cells of his fellow radicals. After a miscalculation of the strength of the bombs, this radical is responsible for killing six hundred and forty-two prisoners, as well as eighty-seven prison guards.

			“Wow. That is all I have to say about this situation. Wow. I have no doubt in my mind that our new Chancellor Thomas Oswald will have a lot on his hands in the next few years. He promised us that as chancellor, he will monitor and turn in any Bestellen radicals before they can cause any damage, but it looks like he is already behind. Will Oswald be able to follow through on his promises? Will he and his administration be able to keep Frieden’s citizens safe? This is Jamie Jenkins.” She gives me a nod and pulls her earpiece out. “Go ahead and take that to Trolly. He wants it as soon as possible.”

			Before I can answer, she walks off and speaks to the man who gave her the report. I listen to her instructions and walk off in the other direction. The smoke and airborne debris floats around me as I try to make my way through the fallen bricks and cracked structure, but am bombarded by people with microphones and notepads when I make it to the street.

			“What happened to the prison?”

			“Who caused the explosion?”

			“Was it a bombing?”

			“Will there be another war?”

			I throw my hands over my ears and take off running through the crowds. Why bombard me? Just because I have a camera?

			The people don’t follow me, but turn their attention to one of the famous reporters as she walks through the crowd.

			I take my chance and hop in a cab, head to the office to drop off the camera and the footage, and then make my way home. I trudge through the small woods to make it to the house, through the cold, through some mud, and over a fallen tree branch. When I finally make it inside, the warmth of the fire meets my face and thaws out my nose.

			My eyes immediately fall on Derek. He sits on the couch with one hand in his hair and one hand hovering over the chessboard, with the sound of the news on the radio echoing through the room.

			“Welcome home,” he tells me without turning around.

			I hang up my jacket by the fireplace, taking in the wonderful scent of apple cinnamon candles, and set my boots on our shoe bench. “Thank you.”

			He doesn’t look back at me. He doesn’t move his hand from his hair, nor does he move any chess piece. I make my way around the couch and over to him. He still says nothing.

			“Are you okay?” I ask.

			“Yes. I’m fine.”

			I watch him as he stares blankly at the chessboard. His irises have gotten much deeper in color. Almost all of it is now a deep purple shade.

			I can tell something is wrong. I just wish he would tell me.

			“Where’s your mom?” I ask him.

			He doesn’t look away from the board, but he leans back into the couch. “She is in her bedroom taking a nap.”

			I nod and look around the room, trying to get my nerves to calm down from earlier. Twiddling my fingers for a bit, I wait for Derek to put himself in checkmate. He has it perfectly arranged; that one final move will win the game.

			“Do you want to go check the traps?” I ask him, hoping to help him get his mind off whatever he is thinking about.

			He nods and rises to his feet. I pass the board without making the winning move and put on my wet boots that I had just taken off.

			We walk in silence through the woods. Without saying a word, we observe the beauty of nature that I don’t think I’ll ever find in cities. As we make it about a half a mile away, we see a few of our traps have been set off, but hold no game. We walk in a little farther to find that a few of our handmade traps have caught some game while only one of the metal traps Derek and I bought in the marketplace has caught something.

			At the end of our trek, we take our winnings, two rabbits and one squirrel, home. We skin the three, give the meat to Derek’s mother to clean, and take the pelts to the marketplace.

			We walk around the tables to see many different products, ranging from beautiful fruit aligned by color, to animal pelts aligned by the animal’s breeds. This marketplace is toward the outside of the city and is set up like one of the marketplaces we had in Bloot.

			The only things different about this marketplace is the quality of the products, the smells of the structure, and the status of the people. When I walk in, it reminds me of home, but not enough to strike up any uncomfortable memories.

			“Buy and sell your skins right here!” an old man calls out to us as he gestures to his gorgeous fox, beaver, and even deer pelts. He smiles and points to Derek as we walk by him. “You, sir, you look like a hunter.”

			Derek winks at me and heads over to the man’s table. “Why yes, sir, I am.”

			“Oh yeah? What state are you from?”

			“Bloot actually.”

			The man’s eyes grow. “That’s fabulous! So was I.” He pets the fox pelt on his front table. “What do you say? How would you like to make a purchase from a fellow Bloot?”

			“Actually, I’m in the market for a rabbit pelt.” Derek leans over the table and picks up one of the man’s rabbit pelts. “How much for this one?”

			The man narrows his eyes and gives Derek a smile. “For you? Twenty-five.”

			Derek nods his head and gives him the pelt back. “Okay. Thank you, but no thank you.”

			“Are you sure?” the man asks us as Derek and I walk off.

			We nod and head down the line. We pass a stand that sells traps, a stand that sells arrowheads, and a stand that sells different sorts of twines and buttons. Once we get to the next pelt stand, Derek makes his way over to the woman and gives her a light smile. “Hello.”

			She smiles back at him. “Hello. Are you interested in buying or selling a pelt?”

			“We are,” he tells her.

			I hand Derek the bag.

			He opens it up and shows the woman. “Two rabbits and one squirrel.”

			She nods. “Well, you came to the right place. We sell the cheapest here and buy for the most. What kind of offer are you looking for today?”

			He tilts his head and runs his hand through his hair. “Well, we were looking for thirty for each rabbit pelt and ten for the squirrel.”

			“Thirty?” she exclaims. “That is quite a lot for a rabbit pelt. The squirrel pelt I can do for ten, but the rabbit pelts?”

			Derek nods. “You’re right. That guy down there was only going to offer me twenty for each.”

			“Well …” The woman looks down at her table then back into our bag of pelts. “Would you accept sixty for the whole bag?”

			Derek looks back at me for an answer. I nod, trying not to be too enthusiastic. Derek turns back to the woman and accepts sixty in bills.

			He places them in his pocket, thanks the woman, and comes back over to me. “Remember when we’d barely get anything for these pelts?”

			Smiling back at the money as Derek hands me half, the two of us begin walking around the maze of tables and spend the money we just made on canned goods, fruits, and vegetables. As we spend the last bit of our cash on canned meat, we hear Derek’s name called out joyfully.

			Derek and I turn around to find an older man coming toward us with a large smile strewn across his face. “Mr. Page! How are you?”

			Derek extends his hand to the man and smiles back. “Mr. Gregory, I’m wonderful. How about yourself?”

			The man nods. “I am doing pretty good actually. It’s nice to see you outside of work.”

			Derek nods back. “I agree.”

			After an awkward pause where Derek clearly lied to the man, Mr. Gregory turns to me and smiles. “Well hello, dear.” He turns back to Derek. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?”

			Derek looks back at me, as if asking if it was okay. I nod and hold my hand out to Mr. Gregory for a handshake. “Sorry about that. I’m Mavis, Derek’s friend.”

			He takes my hand and holds it for a moment. “Just a friend, huh?”

			Derek nods. “Yes, sir.”

			Mr. Gregory smiles at me. “Ah. I am Walter Gregory, Derek’s boss.” He brings my hand up to his mouth, and just before he can kiss it, I pull it away.

			“Excuse me,” I say to him, feeling a rush of embarrassment and uneasiness flood over me.

			“No!” He takes a step back. “Excuse me! I am so sorry, I meant no disrespect. That was something I was brought up to do to beautiful women.”

			I nod, trying to hold back my cringe. “It’s fine. It may just be me, but that isn’t something I’m okay with.”

			He nods as Derek takes a slight step in front of me so that he is in between the two of us.

			“Again, I am sorry.” Mr. Gregory pulls out a card from his jacket pocket and hands it to Derek. “Here. I was coming over to give this to you and invite you to a group pheasant hunt tomorrow. All the information is on the card, and the guns will be provided by the people who are running the hunt.”

			“Thank you,” Derek tells Mr. Gregory, “but I don’t think I can afford it. These ‘group hunts’ cost a lot of money.”

			“No,” the man tells us, “no, you two would be coming as my guests. I will make sure you two are partnered up so that you won’t have to do much with anyone else. Consider it a treat for one of my best and favorite workers.” He turns to me and gives a slight smile. “And an apology for my action.”

			Derek looks at me, then back to his boss. “We’ll think about it.” He extends his hand and shakes Mr. Gregory’s once again. “Thank you very much, sir. Have a great day.”

			Mr. Gregory nods to us both and walks off.

			Derek turns to me. “Do you want to head out?”

			“Yeah.” I rub my arms and play my uncomfortableness off. “It’s getting a little cold.”

			We head out of the marketplace and find a cab. Neither of us say anything until the cab drops us off by the bridge across the creek. Once we make our way across the bridge, Derek clears his throat and pulls out the card he got from Mr. Gregory.

			“Do you want to go?” I ask him.

			Derek doesn’t say anything as we continue toward the house. He waits until we have to step over a fallen branch. “Do you?”

			I shrug. I don’t want to see Mr. Gregory again, but this is Derek’s boss. If I turn it down, Derek won’t go. If Derek doesn’t go, he may offend his boss.

			“I mean, we get to keep the birds we shoot, right?” I ask him, trying to sound okay with this.

			“That’s what it says on the card. It is pretty much a free hunt that guarantees we leave with meat.”

			“Well …” I look at Derek as the house comes into sight. “I guess that means I better call Mr. Trolly and ask for tomorrow off.”

			Sam

			“She really is great,” Mom continues, “I mean, she came over today to hang out on our break, and she brought this little casserole that was just heavenly! And you know what else? She—”

			I zone out as Mom fangirls about her new best friend for the millionth time today. My mind wanders back to an earlier event, one that I can’t forget.

			I didn’t want to make Eric uncomfortable. It was Eric’s house too. If he didn’t want me to be there, I shouldn’t be there.

			I wouldn’t want to be there if he didn’t want me there.

			So I went into his room to apologize. He stayed quiet as I spoke to him.

			I told him, “Thank you for what you did.”

			I told him, “I’m sorry for lashing out on you.”

			And all he did was stay quiet.

			He wouldn’t look at me, he wouldn’t speak to me, and he wouldn’t even breathe in my direction. I came in, pushed aside my pride, and apologized while Eric couldn’t even look at me.

			No.

			He wouldn’t.

			I had to get out of there when I could. I had to get out of there before I got too angry.

			“You two should really meet sometime,” Mom tells me as she finishes placing a pan into our oven.

			I nod. “Sure.”

			The phone on the wall between Mom and me rings. I rise to my feet from the couch and run over to answer it before Mom can. “Hello?”

			“Hey, Sam? This is Mr. Gohaki. I’m just calling to let you know the mail is here.”

			“Okay, thank you, Mr. Gohaki.”

			We hang up and I slide on my jacket. “Mom, I’m going out to get the mail. I’ll be back soon.”

			“Take as long as you need, honey!”

			I will. I don’t know if I can handle another Carrol story.

			I wave her goodbye and exit the house with the keys to my own individual cart. When I drive it out to the three mailboxes that are all held together by the front of the property, I park right beside it. The chilly air seems to take a break long enough for me to get out from behind the windshield without freezing to death.

			When the mail finds its way into my hands, I discover that they are all the same. Five envelopes, all addressed from the same place, and to my mom.

			Upon opening them, the moment my eyes fall on the numbers, my heart rate skyrockets and I feel my body become weak.

			They’re bills.

			Over thirty thousand dollars’ worth of bills.

			No. This can’t be. This is too much.

			I can’t let Mom see these.

			I head up to Mr. Gohaki’s house and borrow the phone on his porch. I call a cab and head to the address listed on the bills. When I arrive, the building is taller than any I’ve seen before, and the entire building seems to be made of glass.

			I step out of the cab after having him scan my code and wave him goodbye.

			Everyone seems to be using the cab service. On the road in front of me, I can count twenty-three cabs either parked or driving at this moment.

			I wonder what all you have to go through to become a cabdriver. It doesn’t seem that hard. All you have to do is follow the guidance system it has in the car once you put the address in.

			“Sammy boy!”

			I turn my head to find a familiar tattoo of the contorted Diligent symbol making his way through the crowd and over to me. “Bram?” I say as he pats me on the back.

			“How are you doing?” He grabs my shoulder and pulls me with him as he walks down the sidewalk. “What have you been up to since you escaped the mountain?”

			“Oh.” Feeling rushed, I look around at the people shoving past us. “I-I’m working on a farm.” I realize how pathetic this sounds as the words make their way out of my mouth. “But my boss provides me with an awesome house, rent-free.” We continue down the sidewalk, and I catch a large and strong whiff of what smells like a man’s cologne dumped on a sweaty boy to try to cover his original scent.

			It didn’t work.

			“Really?” he exclaims. “I wish my boss would do that.”

			“Where do you work?” I ask him, bumping into a woman, as the two of us continue to weave through the crowds.

			“I’m self-employed,” he snorts and speeds up. “But hey, that means I make my own hours. Speaking of which, I really have to go. I’m on the job right now.”

			“Oh okay.”

			“But I’ll see you later!” He zips through the crowd, weaving like he probably had to do, every day in Bergland. He looks back over his shoulder to me as I fail to do the same. “Where do you work?”

			“Um”—I speed up to try to keep up with his pace—“do you know where Gohaki Farms is?”

			“I do, that’s great! I’ll see you later, Sammy.”

			With those final words, I lose Bram in the crowd of people and find myself lost as well. Lucky for me, the building I have to go to stands out like a sore thumb. I head back through the crowd toward the tall glass building and go through the same process that I’ve been going through every time I enter one of these buildings. I ask the person at the desk, they reroute me to a different floor, and I wait to be called back into an office.

			When my name is called, an extremely short woman comes out from behind her desk and waves me back. Her feet move twice as fast as mine, and yet I can easily keep up. I am so mesmerized by watching her speed through the office that I become lost by the time we make it to my destination.

			She points me over to a desk where another woman, this one taller than me, is standing, waving me over. I thank the vertically challenged woman and head over to the new one.

			“Mr. Beckman, how are you today?”

			“Well, I was doing great until I made my way to the mailbox.” I set the bills down on her desk and take a seat. “How about you?”

			She chuckles. “I’m doing good. Thank you for asking.” She picks up the mail and sorts through it, all with narrow eyes as if she needs glasses. “I’m sorry, but these are addressed to your mother, Bonnie Beckman.”

			I nod. “Yes, ma’am, they are, but I was wondering if I could pay them off for her. She doesn’t have much money right now, and I figure I have some saved up from working back in Bergland.”

			“Bergland?” The woman looks back to her hologram with a confused expression, showing how horribly done her makeup is. “It says here in your file that you and your mother are from Bouw.”

			“Yes, but …” I take a breath as I realize I don’t want to explain once again that I with two others made it through the woods before the war. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say I have money saved up.”

			The woman gives me a little smile and pauses a moment. “Okay. Hold your code under the scanner.” She points to a little upright box connected to her desk.

			I hold my wrist to it, and we go through the motions of the little red line scanning.

			“Okay,” the woman tells me as she types into her hologram.

			“How much do I have now?”

			Her face scrunches up, and she looks back to me. “A little less than two thousand dollars.”

			I take a deep breath. “Before or after paying the bills?”

			“Before.” She turns to me and folds her hands. “How would you like to handle this?”

			Mom is making money. She is making enough to pay for food and the utilities.

			I clear my throat and look around the room to see many people who seem to be in similar situations as I am. “Would you be able to, um, use all but one hundred or two hundred dollars of my money for the bills?”

			“What?”

			“Well, I’d need money for cab rides. My mom makes enough to cover our other needs, so I can use the rest of the money I make to pay off the hospital bills.”

			The woman lets a smile rise up on her face. “You are a good kid, you know that?” She types something into her hologram. “But are you sure you want to do this?”

			I nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

			She prints off a receipt and hands me the small yellow paper. I look it over and it shows me she left two hundred dollars on my account, and transferred the rest over. I now have a little over twenty-nine thousand dollars left to pay off.

			“The longer these bills aren’t paid off, the more money will be added for you to pay.” The woman tells me, “But as long as you make regular payments, the interest won’t be much.”

			“Interest?”

			“The extra you have to pay if you wait too long.”

			I understand that this is an incentive to keep people from skipping out on payment, but I can’t help but hate it, no matter how rational. “I don’t think I can afford to pay it off quick enough. Is there anything else I can do?”

			“Just,” she shrugs, “pay it off as soon as you can.”

			I think and think about a way out of this and find only one solution.

			I guess it’s time to get another job.

			


	

CHAPTER EIGHT

			Logan

			I force my overly sore body off the ground and finish wiping off the handles of the weight machine. The muscles in my back ache terribly, and it feels as if each of my lower back bones are grinding against each other. I assume that this is a result of me working so hard cleaning and brush the pain off.

			After finishing the handles, I put my rag and the spray back into its bucket and look around the room. The amount of sweaty men surrounding me becomes more apparent as the smell sinks in.

			A waving hand catches my attention from the gym entrance, and I make my way over. John finishes up his conversation with a man with a clipboard and shakes his hand. “Remember that,” John tells him.

			The man nods to John and marches off, writing something on his paper.

			“Forge.” John waves me over to follow him, and I do. We head out into the hall and begin walking. “You have been doing a great job cleaning. I’ve never seen this equipment as clean as they are when you are done with them.”

			“Thank you.” I shrug. “I do my best.”

			“Good. That’s good. We need more people like you.” He points down the hallway. “I’m going to go and clear out Course A for you to clean next.”

			“Okay.”

			A man walks by the two of us and nods to John, who returns the gesture. Without looking back at me, John asks, “So how are you feeling?”

			“Feeling?”

			“Yes. Feeling. Are you sore? Is it hard to move around?”

			I shrug. “Somewhat. My legs and back have not regained normality yet, but I’m doing better.”

			“That’s good. I am happy to hear it.” John clears his throat and taps a few of the buttons on his cuff. “I was actually going to see if you would be interested in rejoining Taai.”

			“What?” My mind stumbles over his offer. “You were the one who told me to take it slow.”

			He nods. “I was. I was also the one who got you this job. Do you know why I was wanting you to take this one?”

			I shake my head.

			“I wanted to keep an eye on you. Make sure that you were getting around okay.”

			“Okay?”

			John chuckles. “I have been able to see that though you are sore, you should be getting back to normal anytime now. I just wanted to let you know that once you are, you are welcome to rejoin the Taai.”

			We make it to Course A and enter the room. John and I stand together and watch people run a course I have never seen before. They have to climb up a wall, swim through some sort of artificial rapids, carry a body dummy over their shoulders, and so much more that seems too physically painful and tiring for me to even consider.

			“Thank you, Young,” I tell him. “But no thank you. I like the job I have right now. It gives me more time to be home with Eric, who needs me a lot more than the team does.”

			John nods. “I can respect that.” He smiles at me and pats me on the back. “Just remember, you can come back whenever you feel like it. Pending a few tests, of course.” He winks at me and walks off into the room, observing his students.

			“Young,” I call out to him, catching his attention before he leaves. “I actually need to ask a favor. Eric is getting his new prosthetic today, and I was wondering if I could get off early to—”

			“No problem,” he interrupts. “You can get off after the course is clean.”

			“Thank you.”

			Why is he being so nice to me? I have never really liked John. I assumed the feeling was mutual with the way he treated me. But we seem to be okay now.

			I would never show John that I don’t like him. I would never show anyone that I don’t like them. What good would that do anyway?

			But I can’t help it. I don’t like John Young. Just speaking to him annoys me. The moment his voice hits my ears, I want to shoot myself.

			Or him.

			I will never let him know how much I don’t like him. There are times I can tolerate him, but there will be times I can’t.

			When those times come, we will see what happens.

			Mavis

			I hold the back of the gun to my shoulder as tight as I can. I look down the barrel and line up the two small dots that this gun has for sights. I point the gun into the air and wait.

			Wait.

			Wait.

			“Pull,” I say to Derek.

			He presses a button on a small controller the host of the hunt and owner of the lodge gave him. A bright orange clay skeet flies through the air from my right, and I swing the barrel of the gun over. Following its path for a moment to track its pace, I quickly aim a few seconds in front of it.

			I pull the trigger, my shoulder is forced back, and the corner of the skeet cracks.

			“Wow.” Derek chuckles. “You hit it.”

			I can’t help but turn to him with a scoff. “Why do you sound so surprised? I’m a good shot.”

			“Bows and guns are nothing alike.”

			I hand him the gun and take the controller. “Apparently they are.”

			“What are you doing? Here.” He hands the gun back to me and reclaims the controller. “There are still four more shots in there. Don’t be so eager to take my controller.”

			I roll my eyes at him and prepare myself for the rest of the skeets.

			“Pull.”

			I shoot, missing the second skeet.

			“Pull.”

			I shoot, barely hitting the third skeet.

			“Pull.”

			I shoot, missing the fourth skeet. Without hesitating, I shoot my last shot and disintegrate the skeet just before it falls into the large valley of trees.

			I put the gun on safety, not addressing the fact that I didn’t before I handed it to him last time, and give it to Derek. “Your turn.”

			He nods and hesitantly hands me the controller. “Don’t rapid fire on me again, okay?”

			“I promise nothing.”

			We both practiced with another shotgun before practicing with this one. Our plan is to see which one suits each of us better and then use our favorite during the hunt.

			Derek pulls his five bird shot shells out of his pocket and loads the gun. Within seconds, he brings it up to his shoulder and has it ready to shoot.

			“Pull,” he tells me.

			I press the button labeled “right,” and a skeet flies from the large wooden machine about twenty-five meters to our right.

			Derek shoots and hits the skeet perfectly. It didn’t disintegrate like my last shot, but it definitely did more than my first.

			“Pull.”

			I press another button, and a skeet flies from another machine to our left.

			Derek pulls the trigger and disintegrates this skeet even more than I thought possible. I see nothing but dust float from where it last felt the sun’s touch.

			“Pull.”

			“Pull.”

			“Pull.”

			Derek hits all but the last skeet, making me feel somewhat better about my skills.

			“Four out of five isn’t bad,” he tells me, pulling out his earplugs.

			“No. Not at all.” I make my way back to the picnic table provided under the overhang and take a seat. “How much practice have you had at this?”

			He follows my lead and sets the gun down on the table as he sits adjacent to me. He looks over to our other gun, propped up against the side of the overhang and looks back to me. “Some. Me and a bunch of others practiced for an hour or two in Bergland before we went to fight.”

			My jaw drops. “Only an hour?”

			“Don’t worry, they only gave guns to people who were actually good marksmen. Everyone else, they assigned a different job.” He runs his hands through his hair, trying to get it out from in front of his face. “They actually offered me a spot in the special forces group. What was that called, the Tay? Or something—”

			“Taai?” I ask.

			“Yeah, that, but I couldn’t complete the physical tasks necessary to be accepted.”

			I look down to his arm. It’s covered by his jacket, but I can still picture the bloody bandage wrapped around it. Could he not be a part of the Taai because of what my dad did to him?

			The old bus, parked up in front of the lodge, honks a joyful tune to let everyone know it is time to go. Derek and I rise, each with a shotgun, and head up to the bus. We watch as over fifteen old men in camouflage file onto the bus with their guns and backpacks filled with cases of ammunition.

			Derek hands the controller to the lodge owner, who is standing by the bus and passing out boxes of ammo.

			“Thank you very much, Mr. Page,” he says as he slides the controller into his pocket. “What all do you need?”

			He looks at me and shrugs. “Three boxes?”

			The lodge owner nods and smiles. “Good choice.” He hands me one box and Derek the other two. We slide them into our bags and file onto the bus.

			The large men in puffy hunting jackets fill up almost all the seats toward the front, causing Derek and I to have to scoot through the small and tight-fitted bus to get to the back. Once we do, we share a bench and watch as all the men talk among themselves.

			“So”—he leans over to me and whispers—“how many of these guys do you think are business owners?”

			I look through the crowd and count nineteen people on the bus, including the two of us and the bus driver. I take a wild guess. “Thirteen.”

			Derek chuckles. “Once my boss gets onto the bus”—he points out the window to Mr. Gregory taking two boxes of ammo from the lodge owner—“you will be right. Apparently, Mr. Gregory rented out this party and invited his business associates. Everyone else on the bus besides the two of us had to pay a hefty fee to come.”

			“Why do you think he invited us?”

			“A guess?” Derek tilts his head and squints. “Probably to try to make me not sue him for ‘sexually harassing’ my friend.”

			I snort, “What?”

			“Yeah. I could have ruined him if I wanted. So could you.”

			I watch as Gregory gets onto the bus. He tilts his hat at the two of us and takes a seat in the front with one of his friends.

			I shrug. “We are getting free meat out of this, so I’m okay.”

			Derek chuckles as the bus driver honks his cheerful horn once more. The doors close, and the bus squeaks and creaks as we take off. We ride the brakes down a steep hill, out of a fence gate, through some woods on a dirt path, and into a large open field with a wooden tower in the middle of it.

			The wooden tower scares me by just looking at it. It has a rickety old set of wooden stairs spiraling up to the top, its entire foundation tilted, and the whole thing looking to be a previous meal to termites. It looks as if, with one kick, I could take out one of its four legs, causing the whole thing to come down.

			We park directly beside it, and Mr. Gregory rises to his feet. Everybody else on the bus stays seated as Gregory addresses us. “Good morning, everyone! I am so happy that you all could make it today. We have just a few safety points we need to go over before you are given your partner. Okay? Okay.”

			He goes on to tell us that we will have bird dogs that will be running out into the field to retrieve whatever we shoot, so never shoot into the grass. He also tells us that there are a total of ten stands located around the field in a circular pattern. Each group will be at one stand per term, and there will be ten terms. The beginning of each term will be announced by a horn being blown five times. The changing of a term will be announced by that same horn being blown three times. Each change of a term, every team will need to shift one stand to their right. If the hunt for some reason needs to stop, there will be an announcement from the tower.

			“So remember to listen. Okay, now that safety has been taken care of, let’s get to the fun bits. There will be three trophy pheasants during today’s hunt. The announcement of a trophy pheasant being thrown out will be one swift blow of the horn, so be listening. This trophy pheasant will have a purple tag around its foot. We will know who shot it because there will be a dog’s keeper at every post to retrieve the birds. These keepers will be looking out for who shoots the trophies.”

			“What do we get if we shoot the trophies?” one of the men in the middle calls out.

			“Give me a moment.” Mr. Gregory holds his hands up to the man and scoffs playfully, earning laughter from everyone in the bus but Derek and me. “I was just about to get to that. Whoever shoots the trophy birds gets fifty dollars knocked off their bill for coming.”

			One of the men says something that I can’t make out, earning another large sum of laughter from the bus. Mr. Gregory finishes up the instructions and lists who will be in each group. The group sizes range from one to three. Derek and I are paired together by ourselves, which make us both a little giddy, even though we were expecting it.

			When everyone exits the bus, Gregory points them in the direction of their stand. When he gets to us, he doesn’t say as much as I expected him to. “You two can head directly to my left and take the stand right there.” He nods to us both once again and smiles. “Thank you for coming.”

			“Thank you for inviting us.” Derek shakes the man’s hand and heads back to our stand with me.

			There is a small worn-down path within the large field of dried grass that comes up to my waist, but it isn’t worn down enough that I can make my way through it easily. Once we finally get out of the grassy field, there is a large ring of dirt that paves the path for us to go to each stand after every term. It is much easier to walk on and through than the field, but it still somehow makes me question these people who set up the hunt.

			After a few minutes, Derek and I stand behind the wooden pallet that is supposed to help us somehow and wait for the horn. We watch the black dog fidget with excitement as its keeper holds it by the collar and scratches it behind the ears.

			“Good girl. Just wait a little longer,” the man tells the dog.

			Derek adjusts his grip on the gun and looks over the pallet. “How old is she?”

			“Two years old next month.”

			“Oh wow.” Derek gives him a small smile. “She is wonderfully trained.”

			“Thank you. I think so too.” He gives her a treat and increases the rate at which he pets her. “Good girl.” The brown-eyed black dog looks up at her owner and sits as calmly and still as she can, trying to earn another treat, but is interrupted as the hunt begins.

			The horn blows three long blows, and Derek and I hold the shotguns up to our shoulders and aim at the tower. We watch as a pair of hands toss out a bird to our right. The feathered being squawks and flies in the opposite direction it was thrown. We lower our guns and listen to whoever is on the other side of the ring shoot repeatedly, only to miss the bird and watch it fly over them to freedom.

			“This is what we’re doing?” I ask Derek, “Shooting at birds that are flung off the top of a tower?”

			“I didn’t know.”

			The two of us stay at our stand, watching the birds get flung off in all directions, only to fly in whatever direction they please. Bird after bird, shot after shot, almost every bird thrown from that tower goes down.

			“Don’t worry,” the dog keeper tells the two of us, “one will come this way.”

			Just as he says that, a bird is flung off the tower and flies our direction. Derek and I immediately aim the guns and wait for it to get into range.

			Derek fires. He misses.

			I fire. I miss.

			We both shoot once more, and the bird goes down about ten yards in front of us. The sound of the bird hitting the ground is much louder than I originally expected.

			The man beside us releases the dog, and it takes off into the field. I watch as the grass parts for the beast as she scurries around in circles looking for the bird. She emerges from the grass with the animal’s living body in its mouth and brings it to her owner, who then grabs its head and spins it around until the body becomes lifeless.

			Derek and I look at each other. A smile rises up on his face and he chuckles. “I got that one.”

			I can’t help but scoff, “No way. I got that.”

			“Right,” he sarcastically smirks. “You shot a second before me, and the bird went down when I shot, but you got it. Okay.”

			I nudge him in the arm as the tower throws another bird.

			This hunt seems sick. They raise these birds to early adulthood just to throw them off a tower, forcing them to evade gunfire from every direction.

			But I can’t help but aim and shoot every time a bird comes our way. It is almost instinct.

			Derek is enjoying himself. Every time he shoots something, a large smile finds its way onto his face, causing me to return the expression.

			Whenever we change terms and arrive at our next stand, we see a pile of the dead pheasants beside the dog keeper. When we change to our third term, one of the pheasants in the pile stands out from the rest. Most of the birds are a mixture of browns and some white, but this bird is larger than the others and much more beautiful. Its entire body is covered in this sort of sheen. Its head is a deep purple, and his eyes are surrounded by red feathers. Directly beneath the purple is a set of bright white feathers, leading to more purple and beautiful auburn colors running down his chest. The feathers on his back have what looks like a yellow oval outlined by a dark brown, which pops out against the auburn, and his wings are almost a grayish teal color. Each and every feather on his back has a different pattern than his chest, and his chest has a different pattern than his wings, and yet they all go together beautifully. Even his tail, which is an array of different purples, blues, and browns, has a sort of sheen to it. Over all, this is the most gorgeous bird I have ever seen.

			Derek nudges me as the round starts. “Hey, you may want to pay attention to the birds that are still flying.”

			“Don’t worry about me,” I tell him. “It’s your aim you need to focus on.”

			“Right. Like I haven’t been hitting every bird that comes our way.”

			“There have literally been eleven birds that have come our way. I hit seven of them. You hit three.”

			“No way.” He snorts back at me. “Stop right there. You seem a little mixed up.”

			One horn sounds quickly, and the trophy bird is thrown in our direction. Almost immediately, the pheasant drops down to the ground and flies right into the grass. I watch as the dogs are released and they run through the grass, searching to scare the bird. When it finally jumps up to fly away, it flies in the opposite direction it was thrown.

			No one shoots at first, not wanting the shot to get near the dogs, but after a few moments, all the guns on the opposite side of the field sound off. One shot after another, none take the bird down before it makes it into the tree line.

			Just as we hear the horn sound off three times to signal the next term, I notice something above us circling.

			“A hawk,” the dog keeper of the next stand tells me as we arrive. “It’s circling ’cause of the piles of birds. It attracts them.”

			“I see.” I turn back to the toothless man with his small fluffy dog and nod. “Have you ever had any problem with them? The hawks?”

			“Not yet I haven’t.”

			I nod again and turn back toward the tower as the five blows of the horn echo through the air. Derek and I go through the hunt and hit every bird that comes in our direction. One after the other, I watch as the dogs bring the birds to their keepers to have their necks wrung.

			We are at the last stand in the last term when I hear the dog keeper beside us call out, “George. What are you doing?” He rises to his feet and walks through the little patch of trees beside us and follows the dog. “George! Get back here.”

			Derek and I chuckle as another bird is thrown off the tower.

			“It’s coming our way,” Derek says as he throws the gun up.

			I follow his action and line my sights up, watching the bird soar right toward us, when something steps on my foot. My first guess by its weight is it’s a cat, but the guess is quickly overridden by my thought, It can’t be a cat. A cat would be nowhere near this many gunshots. My curiosity takes over, and I am shocked when I look down to see a terrified, young, and obviously wounded pheasant sitting on my right foot, cornered behind the stand.

			“Derek.” I nudge him as he sets his gun down. “What?” His eyes quickly fall down to my foot and he steps back in shock. “What?” He laughs. “Why, I mean, what happened?”

			I set my gun down and hesitate. I have half of me who wants to pick the bird up, to get it off the ground and make it feel safe, but I also have the other half who doesn’t want to touch it. Before I get a real chance to do anything, the dog keeper comes out of the trees, following his dog, and makes his way back to his seat, seeing the pheasant on my foot on the way. I look around to see “George” running around giddily, looking for the bird, and can’t help but ask, “Is he still in training?”

			The dog’s keeper nods at me, reaches down, grabs the pheasant before I can say anything, and wrings its neck until its body becomes lifeless. “Sorry about that, ma’am.”

			I become speechless as the hunt comes to an end, and we are called in to come back to the bus. Derek squeezes my shoulder and pulls me a bit to try to get my attention away from the bird.

			He came for help.

			He had been raised with humans and came to me for help.

			Only to have me let him be killed.

			He came to me for help.

			When we finally make it back to the lodge, it is late in the afternoon, and the lodge owner offers us all lunch. They serve it cafeteria-style and let everyone pick what they want. Derek and I both choose the foods we are most familiar with and pick a table to sit at by ourselves.

			“You know what’s funny?” Derek asks me, stabbing his meat with a fork and lifting it up to his mouth. “The fact that we just went pheasant hunting, and they are serving us beef.”

			I give him a chuckle and go back to eating. Once we are done eating, Derek and I clear our plates, put them in the sink they provide for us, and head to Mr. Gregory, who is speaking with the lodge owner.

			“Mr. Page!” he calls out to Derek as we make our way over. “How did you two enjoy the hunt?”

			I wouldn’t call it much of a hunt.

			“We enjoyed it a lot, sir,” Derek tells him. “Thank you for inviting us.”

			“It was my pleasure.” He waves us out, and we follow him away from the owner and out the front door. “You two are getting ready to go, I assume.”

			“Yes, sir,” Derek answers him.

			“Well then”—Gregory bends over and opens a cooler that sits up against the side of the entrance. He pulls out two bags of meat and hands them to us—“here you two go.”

			Derek opens his bag. “Is this—”

			“Pheasant, yes. It’s from a previous hunt. We prepare it this way so that everyone leaves with meat at the end of their hunt, whether they shot it or not.”

			I chuckle and look at Derek, but hold back my sarcastic comment.

			Derek somehow telepathically gets my joke and rolls his eyes. “Shut up.” He turns back to Gregory and shakes his hand one last time. “Thank you very much, Mr. Gregory. We enjoyed today, but we do have to get going.”

			“I understand, I understand.” He pulls his hand away and opens the door back up for himself. “I will go call a cab for you two.”

			“Thank you,” Derek tells him.

			Mr. Gregory nods and heads inside. Derek and I take a seat in the decorative swinging bench and enjoy the slight warmth of the late winter months until our cab arrives.

			Sam

			Why does sheep poop look like this?

			The first day I had to clean a stall and saw this poop, my first thought was, “What are these black beans doing in here?”

			My question was shortly answered when I scared the sheep out of the stall and the poop fell from them as they ran.

			If only I could get them to leave the stall now. For some reason, a few of the sheep will run from me, but others just assume I have food and scream at me until I scream back. At one point, Big Mamma, one of the oldest sheep of Mr. Gohaki’s farm, and I had a screaming contest. She screamed at me for food over and over, and that day I couldn’t take it anymore so I turned back to her and shouted in her face, “Bah!”

			She quickly returned my shout with a loud and booming “Blah!” Her tongue extended out toward me as if it made her shout more powerful, so I did the same.

			We went back and forth. That was the day a few of the sheep realized they shouldn’t be scared of me. Now, I have to continuously run them out of the stall so I can clean it.

			My scooping of the thick manure is interrupted as a bucket in the barn’s hallway topples over, scaring me in the process. I look to my right through the hole in the horse stall where the horses’ heads stick through to see Bram’s head pop up. “Sammy boy!”

			My shoulders relax and I roll my eyes. “Did you just trip over a bucket?”

			“Nah, man.” Bram throws his arms over the hole and leans against the wall. “Hey, you didn’t tell me there was a bombshell working here.”

			“What?” I walk over to him and lean the shovel up against the wall. “What are you talking about?”

			“You know what I mean. That girl?”

			I look around the stall and out to Big Mamma. I can tell she is about to jump back into the stall, so I run over to her and spook her and her followers. The sound of all of their hoofs stomping and stampeding away is almost louder than Bram was with the bucket.

			“Dude,” Bram snorts, “what are you doing?”

			I rise back to my standing position and realize how stupid I probably look. “Nothing,” I tell him. “So what brings you by?”

			“I was in the neighborhood. I have a meeting to get to in a bit and wanted to drop by.”

			“How’d you find me?”

			He snorts again. “That girl that I was telling you about.”

			“I still don’t know what you are talking about.”

			Bram rolls his eyes. “Whatever, dude.” He clears his throat and smiles at me cockily. “I’m actually here with a proposition.”

			“Yeah?” I look back over to the sheep out in the paddock to make sure they aren’t inching their way over.

			“Yeah. I actually was going to offer you a job. You know, if you’re up for it.”

			My head jerks back toward him. In surprise, I ask, “A job? What is it?”

			I need a job.

			“A”—his head sways as he looks around—“salesman of sorts.”

			“Of sorts?”

			“It’s more a deliveryman. I make all the deals, and you meet the people.”

			A smile finds its way onto my face. “Oh yeah?”

			“Yeah. The only real catch is that it, well, isn’t something that needs to be made public.”

			“What?”

			Bram looks around the barn and turns back to me. “Nobody is here, are they?”

			I shake my head.

			“Good. I trust you, Sammy. You and I have similar issues. We are both on the vial system, right?”

			I nod.

			“Right. So if I tell you my job, you won’t tell anyone, right?”

			“Well, it doesn’t hurt anyone, right?”

			“No way! In fact, it is the opposite.”

			I inhale and take in a floating piece of hay. I blow my nose out in disgusted and violent puffs and turn back to him. “What is it?”

			“And you won’t tell anybody?”

			“No.” I jolt back to the sheep as Elsa hops into the stall. I chase her out and turn back to Bram.

			“I sell vials.”

			“Sell them? To who?”

			“You know, to people who aren’t prescribed the same dosage as we are or to people who can’t get their hands on it at all.”

			I grab the shovel and continue to scoop the poop. “Isn’t that illegal? Didn’t we sign something when we got the vials, saying we wouldn’t share them or give them out?”

			“Well, think of it this way.” Bram enters the stall and looks around. “You aren’t sharing your vials, nor would you be giving them out. You are distributing vials that I have given you so you wouldn’t be doing anything illegal.”

			I take in a deep breath and quickly realize it was a mistake. The poop smell gets three times worse when I hit a pocket of wet poop beneath the hardened surface.

			Bram winces and exits the stall. Holding his shirt over his nose, he hands me a messenger. “Here,” he says to me through the fabric, “it’s good pay. Just consider it. Message my contact when you have an answer.” The little clear plastic screen folds open and closed. When I open it, a small glowing keyboard pops up, along with a place to insert the number to message.

			I need the money.

			Mom needs the money.

			“I will think about it,” I tell him, sliding the messenger into my pocket.

			“Message me if you decide you want to do it. I have to go. I will see you later.” Still holding his shirt over his nose, Bram takes off out of the barn.

			I pull the messenger out of my pocket and stare at its screen. I scroll through it and find only one contact listed: “Bram.”

			I need the money. If I don’t pay the bills soon, they will double in size. I can’t let that happen, and I can’t let Mom find out.

			I have to take this job.

			It’s not like Bram has a problem keeping his job a secret. I’m sure I could do the same.

			After hours of working in the barn, I finally finish the stall and head home, covered in hay, wool, and bits of manure that had been floating through the barn. “Mom, I’m—”

			I turn to the dining room table when I enter the house and find Mom looking at me with a smile, an older woman sitting beside her, and the girl from Bergland that I couldn’t take my eyes off of. Her dark and silky hair looks even better in this light, and her eyes are so much more stunning up close.

			“… home?” I finish.

			“Sam!” Mom rises to her feet and gestures to the two guests. “I’m so happy you’re home! This is Carrol and her daughter Aspen.”

			Carrol rises to her feet and takes my hand. “Hi, Sam! Your mother has told me so much about you.”

			I give a nervous chuckle as I look at the three women, trying not to blush when I look at Aspen. “I hope they were all good things.”

			“Oh, they were,” Aspen confirms with a smile. “All good things.”

			


	

CHAPTER NINE

			Logan

			The air in the room that the physical therapists takes Eric and I to is much colder than I expect. I assume it is kept in this temperature because the patients will be working up a sweat. That is definitely Eric’s case.

			I watch as they slide his new leg on and realize it is much more of a robot leg than it is anything else.

			“So as you know,” the therapist tells Eric, “above-the-knee amputees have it worse than below-the-knee amputees, but this specific piece of prosthesis was made specifically for you and your needs. Okay?”

			Eric nods, giving her a little smile.

			“What I mean by that is we took your measurements so that this would fit perfectly and be able to hold you up just as your real leg did, but that isn’t all this will do.” She finishes strapping it onto his leg and rises to her feet. “This attaches itself to your nerves through the skin and reads your brain signals, just as your leg did before. Go ahead, lift up your leg.”

			Still sitting, Eric holds on to the arms of his chair and looks at his new limb. I stand across from him, watching, waiting, and hoping he will do it.

			Slowly, but surely, he moves the foot. He lifts his foot up and down and looks at me with wide eyes. After he moves his foot, he slowly lifts the bottom portion of his leg to a completely lifted position.

			“This is weird,” he tells the therapist. “I’m not using any muscle, but it feels like I am, but at the same time, it feels like I’m not.”

			She chuckles. “I know. It will take some getting used to. Do you want to go ahead and try to stand?”

			Eric nods and forces himself off the chair using the arms. He gets to a standing position, but it is obvious he hasn’t put any weight on the new leg yet.

			“It’s okay,” the therapist reassures him. “Go ahead.”

			He leans a little bit onto the new leg and doesn’t fall. Looking down at the two different feet, he regains his normal standing position. “This is so weird.”

			“Yeah, I know,” she reassures. “It will get better, but for now, isn’t this great?”

			He shrugs. “Can I walk?”

			“Do you want to find out?” She looks over to two rails standing side by side that they use for people who are learning to walk again.

			Eric nods, and the therapist goes to his side. She wraps her arm around him as he does to her, and they slowly make their way over to the rails. Though Eric is in pain, I can tell he somewhat enjoys her attention.

			Once Eric gets between the poles, he grabs on to them and stands for a moment. He stares at the chair on the other end of his new obstacle course and takes a deep breath. One step with his new leg, and one half step with his real leg. His new leg gives out, and he falls onto the rails, shaking, holding on as if his life depends on it.

			“It’s okay, it’s okay.” The therapist makes her way to his side and places her hand on his back. “That’s expected until you get used to it.”

			Eric, with his eyes squeezed closed and his whole upper body wrapped around the rails, nods. “I know.” He forces his way back to his feet and takes a few more deep breaths. With his eyes still closed, he croaks out, “Logan, can you please leave?”

			“What?” I ask him.

			“Please?”

			The therapist looks at me and nods. After a moment of taking one final look at Eric, I leave the room and head into the waiting room next door, where the atmosphere is completely different. In the room where Eric is working, it is slightly dim, and all the walls are painted a deep blue. It has a cold and darker feel to me, but this room? The lights are bright, the air-conditioning is even stronger than before, and the light-colored walls seem to reflect the light into my eyes.

			I take a seat in one of the red foam-covered chairs and watch Eric through the door’s window.

			“Was it too hard to watch?” the woman behind the desk asks me.

			“What?”

			“Your friend. The one who is trying to walk. Was it too hard to watch?”

			I shake my head and continue watching him through the window. “No. He just didn’t want me in there with him.”

			“I can understand that,” she tells me. “Don’t take it too hard though. Everybody reacts differently.”

			I nod. “I just wish he would let me help, you know?”

			“Pride is a dangerous thing.” She stops her typing and looks at me. “Is he having trouble at home with pain?”

			I nod again. “Yes.”

			“Well”—she gives me a sad smile—“sometimes a knife is really the best thing to turn to.”

			Mavis

			When Derek and I get into the cab from the lodge, he tells the driver our address, and we watch her type it into the navigation system.

			“Thank you,” we tell her.

			Almost immediately, the purple-haired woman turns around and gives me a curious look. We recognize each other at the same time, and she calls out to me with a squeal, “You’re the flower girl!”

			I chuckle and nod, slowly letting my hand find its way back onto my arm to scratch. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Flower girl?” Derek asks us. “What are you talking about?”

			The woman’s smile grows as she turns almost completely around in her chair. “Your friend here is the sweetest little thing. Just the other day, she gave me some flowers from a bouquet that she was taking to someone.”

			“Oh really?” Derek asks her with a smirk on his face.

			“To this day, it is my favorite ride that I have ever given.”

			“That’s nice,” Derek tells her. “Really cool.”

			The woman smiles back at us once more and turns back around. “Okay, off we go!”

			The whole car ride, this woman tells the two of us about the other rides she has given and how rude they have been. She tells us that I am one of the only reasons that she keeps this job. “Well, that and the fact that I need money and don’t know how to do much else.”

			When we finally make it home, we wave the driver, Laurie, goodbye.

			“Bye, Derek! Bye, Mavis! I hope to get you two again sometime!”

			“I hope so too.” Derek waves her off, and we make our way over the bridge and through the woods, heading back home. I can feel the temperature dropping as the sun sets, and the shade of the trees consumes us.

			“Well, she was nice.” Derek chuckles.

			“Yes. Yes, she was.” I continue to scratch my arm, not wanting to stop.

			“So who were the flowers for?”

			“Sam’s mom. That was the day I went to visit them at their new house.”

			“Ah. I see.” We are hit by a gust of wind that makes it feel even colder than it really is. “I think the only time I appreciate cold weather like this is when we are carrying home frozen goods.” He lifts the bag to indicate the individually packaged pheasant meat.

			“Agreed,” I tell him, “but considering this is the only time I have ever had to transport frozen meat, I don’t think the cold weather is worth it.”

			I can tell we are getting closer to home by the smell of the smoke. One of the only things I find that I love about winter is the nonstop fire in the fireplace. I enjoy the smell of the smoke when it is from a distance like this. It reminds me of back when my mom was around. She always kept our fireplace stocked, so whenever Steven and I would come home, there would always be smoke coming out of the chimney.

			Though there is something different about the smell of this smoke. It doesn’t smell like dinner. It doesn’t necessarily smell like the light and airy smoke I am used to either.

			“Mavis.” Derek nudges my arm as my eyes fall upon our house, glowing with the fire that is consuming it.

			The two of us take off toward the house as fast as we can and find that the fire has covered half of the kitchen, but hasn’t spread anywhere else.

			“Go find Mom!” Derek shouts at me as he turns on the sink and uses a dirty cup to splash the fire.

			The immediate blast of heat from the fire helps my fingers and nose, seemingly thawing them, but burns everything else. The smoke somehow blows into my eyes and blinds me as I speed through the house, shouting, “Ms. Page! Ms. Page!” But there is no answer. I go into her room and find her bed made. I run into Derek’s room to find his bed the same, but neither of them have any sign of Ms. Page. As Derek continues to try to fight the fire that has spread all over the counters and into the cupboards, I break into the bathroom and find Ms. Page in the shower with the tub semifilled.

			“What? What is happening? Why are you in here?” she shouts at me, grabbing a towel to wrap around herself.

			“Come on! There’s a fire! We have to get you out!”

			I grab her by the arm and pull her out, past the kitchen and Derek, and outside into the cold. The feeling of her warm-water-covered body against the heat of the fire, followed by the abrasive cold outside of the house, shocks us both. Just as I get her out, she forces her way back inside. “No! My baby is in there!”

			She stands in the living room soaking wet, watching Derek in horror. She tries to go over to him to help, but he shouts at her, “Get out! Go!”

			“No! I’m not going!”

			I watch them fight for a millisecond near the fire, but quickly sprint away from their bickering to run into the bathroom. I take a bucket from under the sink and fill it with the bathwater, grab a towel and stick it into the bucket, and run back into the kitchen. I throw the wet towel at Derek and dump the water onto the hanging cabinets, letting the water drench everything below it. Most of the fire is put out, except for some that is at the top of the cabinets. Derek throws the towel onto them and rubs it around, trying to get the fire to stop, and slowly succeeds before the ceiling catches fire.

			After the fire is out, the three of us stand around, out of breath, looking at each other all in shock and at the counters, which are all black and charred now. Derek and I look back to Ms. Page, who is still dripping from her shower.

			Following a moment of Ms. Page’s and Derek’s eyes locking, he heads over to her and gives her a hug. “I’m glad you are all right.”

			Shakily, she answers, “I’m glad you and Mavis are okay too.”

			“What happened?” Derek pulls away from her and heads back to the kitchen, looking around.

			“I don’t know,” she tells us. “I was in the shower when this happened. Do you think one of you set a hot pot on a towel or something?”

			Derek and I exchange a look. We know it was Ms. Page’s fault. We were out all day, so she must have done something and forgot about it.

			“I …” Derek rubs his forehead and winces. “I’m going to call the fire services to make sure this part of the house is safe.” He lowers his hand and moves over to the wall phone. He dials the number, and Ms. Page adjusts her towel.

			“I think I am going to go and finish my shower really quickly.” She walks back to the bathroom, still shaky from this whole incident. “I’ll be out shortly.”

			“Hey,” Derek says into the phone, “I need to report a fire …”

			I walk over to the counter and pick up the plate that Ms. Page always burns her apple cinnamon candles on.

			With his eyes closed, Derek continues. “Um, yeah, everyone is okay, but I was told when I bought this house to call if anything like this happened.”

			I hold the plate up and show Derek, earning a look of pain. “Yeah,” he tells them. “Okay. Okay. Thank you.” He hangs up the phone and places his head against the wall. “Someone will be out in a bit to check and make sure the structure is fine.”

			I set the plate down and look around at the slightly singed ceiling. “I think it is.”

			“So do I,” he says into the wall. After a moment, he turns around, and we both stare at the damage done.

			I open up the cabinets carefully so as not to knock them down and find all the plastic dishes to be somewhat melted, but the metal ones to be fine. “Lucky for us, the fire didn’t burn the cabinets with the food.”

			I turn back to Derek to see him still staring at the burned cabinets.

			“It’s time,” he whispers.

			I make my way over to the dining room table and sit.

			He follows and takes a seat beside me. “What do you think?”

			“I don’t know.” I take a deep breath and twiddle my thumbs.

			“I’m going to have to quit my job and stay home with Mom or hire someone else to do it. We … I can’t leave her by herself anymore.”

			“You wouldn’t need to stay home. I can do it, no problem.”

			He looks over his shoulder and back to the kitchen. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

			“You aren’t asking, I am offering.”

			“No,” he tells me, “you have a job you’re enjoying. You’re not quitting.”

			I lean back into my seat as he looks back to me. I can tell he is scared, I can tell he is worried, but I can also tell he won’t ever let me quit my job to help his mother. “Hiring someone isn’t necessarily the worst option. I can think of quite a few pros. Not very many cons.”

			“Well, I mean—”

			I am interrupted by Ms. Page coming out into our view. “What?”

			“Mom”—Derek rises to his feet—“why haven’t you gotten back into the shower?”

			Tears of rage well up in her eyes. “I was coming back out to the closet to get another towel.” She becomes unable to form her words as her lower lip quivers. “Why would I need a babysitter? I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself!”

			“Hey, Mom …” He steps closer to her. “It’s okay. It’s fine. We were—”

			“The fire wasn’t my fault!” She sniffles and growls at Derek. “If you are going to call me senile for something that wasn’t even my fault, then I raised you wrong. That is my fault.” Derek takes another step toward her, and she steps back. “No! I’m not losing it!”

			“No, Mom, I was just suggesting getting some extra help around the house. Someone to keep you company since you aren’t working anymore.”

			She sniffles back her terror and tries not to cry. “I know what that means.”

			The room is silent for a moment, except for the sound of Ms. Page’s angered breathing.

			Storming out of the living room, she snarls at Derek, “I hate you.”

			Derek and I remain frozen without saying another word. We listen to her sob in the bathroom, cursing Derek to hell, until the fire services show up.

			Sam

			With practice, most everything becomes easier.

			This is one of those things.

			We met in an alley, right behind a coffee shop. He came up, handed me the cash, and I gave him the case. The eight hundred dollars he gave me is broken up into fifties and twenties and held in an envelope.

			According to Bram, I take him three-quarters of what I am given for the vials, and I can keep the rest. Before every deal, he gives me the vials that I’ll be selling and tells me exactly how much the buyer should give me.

			“If they don’t give you the full amount, they don’t get any vials,” Bram told me.

			I always count the money before giving them the vials. In order to keep them from stealing it from me before I can do anything about it, I hide the case wherever we are supposed to meet up. He gives me the money, I count it; and if it is enough, I tell him where the case is. Tonight’s case was behind the garbage bins.

			Just by doing that simple task, I made two hundred dollars in minutes. It is such an easy job. I never thought I would make this much money by doing something so easy. I will be able to pay off our bills in no time.

			As I stroll through the city, looking for a cab, I admire the streetlights, the beautifully made stores, perfectly paved streets, and the white stringed lights that dangle above me, running from roof to roof across the streets. The city at night is somewhat of a dream, especially as the spring weather approaches.

			I make my way down the sidewalk and catch a glimpse of something I can’t tear my eyes from. I enter the boutique, allowing the vanilla-scented air fresheners to fill my nose with their scent, and try to look around, attempting to make my staring less obvious. My efforts are proven worthless as Aspen immediately sees me and strolls over.

			“Hey, Sam.”

			“Hey, Aspen.” I smile back, not really knowing what to say.

			She chuckles and continues sorting through the dresses on display. “Are you trying to get out of the cold?”

			“No. Are you?”

			Stupid. She is looking for clothes.

			“No.” She moves over one section and looks at a long floral dress filled with pastel colors. “I’m here picking something out for my mom.”

			“Me too,” I tell her.

			She turns to me with a surprised smile. “Really?”

			“Yeah,” I lie. “I’m looking for a dress for her.”

			“That’s so nice. Do you know what kind you are looking for?”

			“No, not at all.” I pull out one of the dresses closest to me. It’s dark and long, made for the winter months. I grab the lower part of the dress to feel the fabric, when the bottom portion splits into two pieces, looking more like pants. “What?” I ask the dress, wondering if I broke it.

			Aspen laughs. Not just a chuckle, she grabs her stomach and leans backward laughing. “That is what we call a jumpsuit. That’s not a dress.”

			I nod. “I know.” I hang the jacked-up dress back on its rack and walk around a bit more.

			“How about this?” Aspen holds up another dress that is full length. “I think your mom would look nice in this.”

			Its purple coloring reminds me a bit too much of the lilies she is opposed to. “I don’t think she likes that color. Do you see anything in an orange or yellow?”

			Aspen looks around the room with an overly concentrated expression. “Yeah, I saw something earlier. Come with me.”

			I follow her around the store, looking at multiple different dresses, not really knowing what the best thing to get Mom would be.

			The more I think about it, the more I do want to get something for my mom. She has been working hard. She has dealt with a lot lately. Why shouldn’t I treat her? I have the money with me, and it’s not like I need to pay off the bills by tomorrow.

			Aspen and I continue to look around the store until she finds something that she can’t tear her eyes away from.

			“Here.” She hands me the long-length light-blue and orange-patterned dress. “How about this? I really think that your mother would love this.”

			“Yeah?” I pull it away from my body for a moment to get a better look.

			Running her hand down the pattern, she nods. “Yes. Definitely. I am one hundred percent sure that your mother will absolutely adore it.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I’m just good at judging these sorts of things. Trust me.” She folds it over her arm and gives me a little shrug. “And if worse comes to worse, she won’t tell you she doesn’t like it. She will wear it anyway because it was a gift from you.”

			I can’t help but snort, “Oh yeah, right.”

			After we agree on my gift, I help her look around for her mom’s gift.

			And by help, I mean I watch her look around for her mom’s gift, pull out random things, and get shot down kindly by the all-time best-looking person I have ever seen.

			It is a great night.

			


	

CHAPTER TEN

			Logan

			One step, two steps, three. All on his own.

			Eric’s first unassisted steps since the incident cause everyone in the room to cheer. I watch as people stop their physical therapy and pause their conversations to turn to Eric and watch him continue to walk around the room. For the first time in a long time, Eric looks happy.

			He goes through his whole session and does exercises with the leg. He stands on his toes, does a small squat, and for the final exercise, stands on the one new leg alone.

			“Wonderful, Eric!” His therapist has him sit down so that she can make sure the leg is properly secured. “I think it would be okay for you to take the leg home today. Would that be okay with you?”

			“Like wear it out?” Eric asks her.

			“Yes. I think it would be best for you to go ahead and use it a while today. Just don’t walk around too much. You have to give your thigh muscles time to adjust to being used again.”

			I take a few steps over to the two. “How much is too much?”

			“I don’t know. You probably don’t want to walk around for any more than two miles today. With the physical therapy we’ve been doing, I do believe that your muscles are ready for activity, just not excessive. Okay?”

			Eric and I nod.

			“So you know how to take this off? Right?” she asks Eric.

			He nods.

			“Show me.”

			Eric looks down to the leg and unfastens the straps, unclips one clip, and slides it off the sock they have over his amputation.

			“Good. Now put it back on.”

			Eric repeats the process he will be doing every day and fastens it on perfectly.

			“Wonderful,” she says. “I think we are done for today.” She rises to her feet, just as Eric does, and shakes both of our hands. “Go ahead and enjoy your new limb, but don’t run around too much, okay?”

			Eric chuckles and agrees. The therapist leaves us both, and we walk out of the building side by side. We flag down a cab, get in normally, and have a quiet ride home. Eric watches out the window as we drive, but I can’t tear my eyes away from his new leg. The bottom of his shorts covers where his amputation is and the new leg starts, leaving it looking like he has an entire robot leg. The foot is like something I have never seen. It is like a silicone mold of a foot without toes. With it being made of a clear material, I can see the metal joints within the foot. It looks just like the structure of a real foot.

			When the driver pulls into our driveway, he turns around to us and gives a little smile. “So how’d you lose it?”

			Eric turns to me then back to him. “An explosion.”

			“You two fought in the war?”

			Eric nods.

			“Well,” the driver gives us both a small nod, “thank you for your service.”

			“Thank you,” I say, holding my wrist out for him to scan the code.

			“No.” He turns back around in his seat and messes with the car’s computer screen, accepting a cab call not but three minutes from here. “This ride is on me. Have a great day.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Eric tells him as we exit the car. Seconds after the man disappears from our sight, Eric turns to me and gives a little smile. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

			I can’t help but return the expression. “Yeah. That sounds nice.”

			I watch Eric struggle to return to the same state of comfort with walking that he was back at the therapy session, but he doesn’t give up. He takes it one step at a time, and soon, he is walking as well as I am.

			We walk through the neighborhood, looking around at all the houses. The longer we walk, the more we see the houses spread out from one another. Down by our house, the houses are less than fifty meters away, but now, the distance seems much greater between buildings.

			As we turn a corner that I’ve never explored before, covered in large and mighty trees that seem to have had no problem with the winter months, Eric says to me, “You know, this is the most I have ever walked outside without a gun in my hand.”

			My face immediately scrunches into an expression of disbelief. The expression fades just as quickly as it comes up when I realize he is right. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

			“I know, but I’m still sorry.”

			Eric’s silent state returns, and we continue to walk until we stumble upon a small house by itself in the midst of all the trees. Its little driveway is lined with what looks like hundreds of gorgeous flowers in overflowing flowerbeds, along with many lining the road in front of it.

			“I think we’ve walked a little too far.” I chuckle.

			“Yeah. It’s been a little over a mile.”

			I turn around, taking one last look at this little cottage in the middle of all the trees. “Come on. Let’s head back.”

			Eric freezes as his eyes rest on the flowerbeds as well. I can see he doesn’t want to go, but I know he needs to before he wears himself out.

			“My back is bothering me,” I tell him. “I really think I need to sit down.”

			He looks at me and nods. Though my claim about my back is true, I really only pointed that out so that he wouldn’t feel bad about the walk ending.

			The two of us slowly, but surely, make it back to our house, and I am observing once again that this is one of the best walks I’ve had in a long time.

			When we get home, Eric and I take a seat on the couch and relax. He takes his prosthetic off immediately and rubs the area that it was latched on to. After setting up the chessboard, I turn on the news, and we listen.

			“There is speculation of a new bill being put into place to return the use of the one and done medicine that Lance Meir the First and his administration used. The rumors first started before the capture of Bloot, and have spread substantially since. Oswald told us last night in an interview that the medicine’s formula has been perfected, but he wants to discuss things further with his administration before anything is put into place.

			“He told the interviewer, ‘Yes, this medicine can cure many mental disorders that most people wouldn’t want to have to grow up with, but at the same time, who gives us the right to choose whether or not they get the medicine? Some of the things we will discuss and debate is at what age our citizens are allowed to take the medicine or if your parents can elect to have you take the medicine when you are born.’”

			Eric and I listen to the reporters give quotes from different people, ranging from random citizens, to people working under Oswald. Neither of us say anything until the phone rings.

			“I got it,” I tell him, making my way to the wall phone. I pick up the piece of plastic and hold it to my ear. “Hello?”

			“Logan!”

			“Sam?”

			“Yeah! Hey, is this a good time?”

			I look over to Eric, who is purposely keeping his eyes averted from me. “Yeah, I guess so.”

			“Okay, good. This won’t take long. I was wondering if you want to go to lunch with Mavis and me tomorrow.”

			“Really? Yeah, that sounds great.”

			“Perfect. Jones Cafe at twelve. Does that work for you?”

			I shrug, still watching Eric stare off into the chessboard. “Yes, I think so.”

			“Sounds great. I will see you then.”

			“Okay. Bye.” I hang up the phone and make my way back to Eric. We play the rest of the chess game, listening to the news and not saying a word.

			When I get to Jones Cafe the following afternoon, I notice Sam and Mavis immediately. Sam jumps up and waves me over to their table, where the waitress is bringing three waters.

			“Hey, Logan.” Sam takes his seat and places a straw in his drink. “I didn’t know what you wanted, so I assumed a water was okay.”

			“Yeah, it’s great.” I take a seat and look at them both. “Thank you for inviting me.”

			“Oh, it’s no problem. I have been meaning to get us all together.” Sam picks up his menu and looks it over. “Have you guys ever been here before?”

			“No,” Mavis answers. “Have you?”

			Sam nods his head. “I come here at least once a week to pick up a sandwich. My mom and I split it. Their sandwiches are huge here, so unless you are planning on having leftovers, get a half sized.”

			I chuckle. “Point taken.” I pick up the menu and look through it. It seems I have my work cut out for me. They have everything from sandwiches to steaks.

			“So, Logan, I haven’t really gotten to talk to you lately. What’s going on?” Sam looks over to Mavis, then back to me. “Mavis tells me you are working in the Taai’s training building?”

			“Yeah.” I have seen Mavis at least once a week since they got to Frieden, but this is only the second time I’ve seen Sam. “But I don’t know how much longer I will be doing that.”

			“What?” Mavis asks.

			“John asked me to rejoin the Taai yesterday, even though he was the one who told me to ‘take it easy.’”

			“John Young?” Sam asks. “This is your boss, right?”

			I shrug. “You could say that.”

			“Are you going to?” Mavis closes her menu and sets it down on the table. “Do you want to?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t think I will though.”

			“Why not,” Sam asks me, taking a sip of his drink.

			“Eric,” I hesitate. “Eric needs me right now.”

			Sam takes a deep breath and sets his drink down. “I understand.”

			The table goes silent for a moment, allowing the waitress to come back over and take our order. After our order goes in, we continue to chat about anything and everything, except Eric.

			“Yeah, I know, I was surprised too,” Mavis tells us. “I didn’t think I’d like being a news photographer.”

			“Well, why not? ‘You look artistic,’” Sam mocks the career official Mavis was given.

			“Yeah yeah, whatever.”

			The waitress brings our food out, and we all dig in. As I bite into the steak and cheese sandwich, my mouth fills with the siliva and amazing tastes. “This is the all-time best thing I have ever tasted,” I tell them, taking another large bite.

			Sam, with his mouth still full of fried bugels, chuckles. “That is my second-favorite sandwich to get here.” He forces the large amount of food in his mouth down his throat. “My first favorite is chicken, steak, and extra cheese.”

			My eyes roll with delight as I take another bite. “Whatever, man. This is the best!”

			“Don’t knock it until you try it,” Sam tells me, popping another bit of his bugels into his mouth. “What about you, Mavis? How do you like the chicken?”

			Mavis continues cutting into her meat and sliding it into her mouth. She looks up and zones out. Only after a moment of silence does she look back to me and Sam. “What?”

			“I take that as you like it,” Sam says.

			We continue eating and talking. Sam tells us both about how his mom’s arm has been sore so she is keeping it in the sling, but how she is getting better. Mavis tells us that Derek’s mom has been getting worse and even caught the house on fire, but that they were figuring out a plan for what to do.

			“I told Derek that I’d stay home with her, but he doesn’t want that for me. He told me that I found a job I am enjoying and should keep doing it.”

			“That makes sense,” I tell her.

			“I am with Derek on that one,” Sam agrees, “but I also understand that you want to help.” He drinks the rest of his water and brings his watch up into sight. His eyes quickly grow, and he jumps up from the table. “Okay, guys, we’ve been here for three hours. I really have to go.” He pulls out cash from his pocket and tosses it onto the table. “Here, pay for mine and use whatever is left for yours. I will see you guys later.” With that panicked frenzy, Sam takes off out of the restaurant.

			I pick up the cash and count enough to pay for his meal and both of ours. “Well, I guess lunch is on Sam this time.”

			“I guess so.” Mavis takes another sip of her drink and places it back on the table. “This has been fun. We need to do this again soon.”

			“I agree.”

			There is a silent pause where we listen to the groups of people around us speak and wait for something to say. When the idea pops in my head, I hesitate to say it.

			“So …” I feel my hands get slightly clammy and immediately try to brush it off. “Mavis, are you going to be one of the photographers that covers the inauguration ball?”

			“No. Not that I know of.”

			“Oh well, that’s good. Eric and I were actually invited because we were a part of the Taai, and John told me I was allowed to bring someone.”

			“Really?” Mavis gives a nervous chuckle, and I watch as she slowly begins scratching around her wrist.

			“Yeah. Do you want to go with me?”

			She hesitates. Her lack of an immediate answer makes my heart drop and my stomach twist. I really hope I didn’t ruin this.

			“Yeah,” Mavis answers. “Sure.”

			Mavis

			I pay the cabdriver as we park in front of the little wooden bridge over our creek. “Thank you, sir,” I tell him.

			He nods to me and drives off, leaving me to walk home alone.

			I enjoy being alone. I really do. It’s not that I like being lonely, I just enjoy not having to humor others constantly. I also enjoy being able to think by myself without having to hold conversations with others.

			Lunch today was great, and I hope the three of us can do it again. This wasn’t one of the times that I had to really force myself to speak. With the guys, it just kind of happens.

			I hope it will continue to happen. I hope that going to the inauguration ball with Logan won’t make anything awkward. I hope that I don’t embarrass him in front of all the important people he will get to meet. I can hear the whispers now.

			“Look at that girl. She is so scrawny. She must have been from Bloot.”

			“How did she even get in here?”

			“I bet you someone invited her just so she could come and get a meal. So sad.”

			Most of everybody in Frieden that came from Bergland had some sort of extra weight on them, whether it be muscle or fat. But me? I stood out like a sore thumb, and I doubt that anyone else from Bestellen will be attending the ball.

			Another thing, what am I supposed to wear? What do you wear to the first ever inauguration ball of Frieden’s first chancellor? My ratty clothes?

			As I come up to the house, my eyes fall upon Derek speaking with a girl. From behind, she looks as if she could be twelve, but when she turns around, she looks about his age. Her blond curly locks stand out in comparison to our dark wooden porch, and her almost perfectly white skin makes her look plastic.

			“Hey.” Derek steps past the girl and introduces us. “This is Mavis, the girl I was telling you about. Mavis, this is Caitlyn Learwood. She is going to be Mom’s new caregiver.”

			Caitlyn extends her hand to me and smiles. “Caitlyn Amanda Learwood, at your service. You can call me whatever you want, as long as it’s nice.” She winks at me as I shake her hand then turns back to Derek. “Well, it has been wonderful, but I have to go. I will see you two tomorrow.” She flips her hair over her shoulder and struts off through the woods down our path.

			I turn back to Derek and can’t help but scoff. Scooting past him, I head inside to find that Ms. Page’s candles have returned to their normal spots around the house.

			“What?” Derek follows me in and closes the door. “What’s wrong? Do you not like her?”

			“It’s nothing.” I take a seat on the couch, cross my arms, close my eyes, and lean my head back onto the cushion, trying to force myself to relax.

			“Nothing? You’re practically fuming.”

			“I’m fine.” Maybe it’s because you made a major decision about your mother without me. I look away from him and stare at one of the candles sitting on the dining table.

			“What is it? Come on.” Derek comes around to the front of the couch and sits on the footrest. “Tell me or it’ll bug you for the rest of the night.”

			“Fine.” I sit up and look at him, mimicking the way he is stanced. “I am a little bit upset that you hired someone without telling me.”

			“What?” He scoffs. “I thought you’d be happy! Less work for you, whoopee.”

			“No.” I rise to my feet. “I’m not happy. It’s not that I have anything against ‘Caitlyn Amanda Learwood,’ it’s just that I feel like I am entitled to help in the process of choosing who cares for your mom.”

			He rises to his feet and takes a few steps away. “Let’s focus on those last two words. She is my mom. You aren’t entitled to anything.”

			I take a deep breath, trying to cool my cheeks as they grow even hotter. “I didn’t mean entitled, I just meant that—”

			“We are letting you stay here with us, I am doing all the work to find her someone, I am the one suffering the pain of watching her widdle away, and you think that—”

			“You’re the one suffering? I understand that you’re suffering, but you need to understand that I am too! She is the only mother figure in my life and has practically been my mother since I was a kid. You think I’m not suffering?”

			“I didn’t say that, I am just trying to point out that you aren’t entitled to anything. She is not your—”

			Derek is interrupted by Ms. Page entering the room hesitantly. “Is everything okay? You guys were getting a little loud.”

			I feel my shaky body grow even shakier as I try to calm myself.

			Derek runs his hand through his hair and closes his eyes. “Yes, ma’am. We’re good.”

			“Okay.” She takes a few steps into the room and looks back and forth from Derek to me.

			“I …” I take another deep breath. “I need to go out.”

			“Oh yeah? I will come with you. I need to go grocery shopping.” Ms. Page walks past us both and grabs her jacket from the coat hanger. “Ready, honey?”

			I nod and look back to Derek. I want to apologize, but at the same time, I don’t. I didn’t want to make him mad or hurt his feelings. I know he is in a sensitive state right now, but that gives him no excuse to treat me like I have done nothing but be a burden to this family.

			“I’ll call you guys a cab,” he tells us.

			Ms. Page and I head out of the house and down the cold brown path below the roof of empty tree branches. After getting to the road, we wait for the cab. When we get in, Ms. Page tells the driver, “Take us to the town please.”

			“Town?” I ask her. We always get our groceries from the farmers’ market.

			“Yes, town. I don’t really need to go grocery shopping. I could tell something was wrong with you.” She pats me on the knee as the driver takes off. “So what is it?”

			I give her a little smile as I see a glimpse of the past return, a past where she was without this horrendous disease. “It’s nothing.”

			“Come on. You can tell me. Did Derek do something? Though your voices were muffled, I could definitely tell you two were having an argument.”

			I pat her back on the knee and give her a little hug. “Thank you for caring, but really, I’m fine.”

			She pulls away and looks me in the eyes. One of her eyebrows rise as she lets out a little “All right. So is there anything you want to talk about?”

			I shrug. “Nothing really.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“Well, I mean, the only thing new is that I was invited to go to Chancellor Oswald’s inauguration ball.”

			“What?” both her and the driver exclaim.

			She and I look at him with a goofy grin.

			“Sorry, continue,” he tells us.

			“Yeah,” I say. “Logan invited me.”

			“Logan?” she asks me.

			“Yeah, you know, my friend who was part of the Taai.”

			She gives me a long and hard stare. After a moment, she fakes an “Oh right!”

			I nod to her and chuckle. “That’s pretty much it for me.”

			“What? That’s it? Oh my goodness. You are no fun, not wanting to talk about anything.”

			We continue riding, and I listen to Ms. Page comment on everything we pass and explain how much she adores the city lights and buildings. When we get out, she hooks her arm in mine, and we stroll down the sidewalks, looking at the items the stores have on display. We pass discount clothing shops, fabric stores, cafes, and a few other shopping opportunities that we can afford; but once we get to the center of the city, things get pricey.

			Ms. Page stops us in our tracks to look at the clothes in a store called “Kern Physic.”

			“Wow,” I say, gazing upon the prices. “This is crazy.” One of the most simple and yet fancy dresses I’ve ever seen is priced at over one thousand dollars. It is such a simple burgundy dress that I think even I could make it, and I’ve never sewn anything a day in my life.

			“Do you like it?” Ms. Page asks me.

			“Like what?”

			“The dress.” She points at the burgundy one. “You haven’t pulled your eyes away from it since we stopped.”

			“Oh.”

			“So?” she reiterated. “Do you like it?”

			“Does it matter?” I ask her. “It’s way out of my price range.”

			Ms. Page looks back at the dress and stares. I give her a little pull at the elbow, and we continue walking as an odd smile rises on her face.

			Sam

			I never thought that I would go straight from lunch with two of my favorite people, straight into an alley, waiting on my client. When I arrive, my eyes immediately fall on a spray-painted portion of the brick walls.

			“Respect Existence or Expect Resistance,” it says.

			The longer I allow those words to run through my brain, the more I realize how masterfully crafted the statement is. What made the artist say this? What has forced them into this sort of passion for respect? I stare at it for a few moments, admiring the skill it took to perfectly paint these words, just before I shake it off and look around. There’s nowhere to hide the case, so I don’t. I just hold it in my hand and watch my six-foot-something buyer come around the corner of the building, followed by another man taller than me too.

			I was only expecting one.

			“You got the vials?”

			I shrug. “Do you have the money?”

			He and his friend look down to the case I hold by my side and back up to me.

			Yes, I have the vials. You know this. They know this. They see the vials.

			I really should have hid them.

			“I have five hundred,” he tells me.

			I can’t help but scoff. “This case is twelve hundred.”

			“Come on, can’t you help a guy out?” He takes a few steps toward me.

			“No. You know Bram’s rules. All or nothing.”

			He and his friend take another step forward. I reach for my pocket to type into the messenger our panic code, but as I move my hand, the two jump me. The friend of the buyer lunges forward and stabs me in the leg with a vial while the buyer shoves me as hard as he can and takes the case.

			My body falls back, and I hit my hip on the ground, followed by my elbow. I tense up, trying not to let the medicine kick in before I can type in the panic code, but it’s too late. I feel the relaxation flood over my anger and cause me to have that feeling of floating on a cloud that I so much enjoy. That feeling of lying on the ground comfortably, but at the same time, sinking into it, brings me peace.

			I slowly, but surely, force myself to grab the messenger and type in our panic code, along with sending him my location. Within what feels like minutes, Bram shows up and helps me to sit upright.

			“What happened?”

			I look at him and try to figure out what to say that will not make me sound like the horrible dealer I am. “They hit me with a vial and stole the case.”

			“What? You let them steal the case?” Bram stands back up and paces. Back and forth, with his hands folded behind his head. “Did you not hide it like you usually do?”

			I shake my head. “No. I got here too late.”

			“So you got here late, got yourself hurt, and lost me twelve hundred dollars’ worth of vials.” Bram looks me in the eyes and scoffs. “Tell me, did I make the wrong decision hiring you?”

			I shake my head again, this time noticing blood on my elbow. “No, you didn’t. I’ll pay you back.”

			“Yeah. You will.” After a moment of staring at me, he rolls his eyes and helps me to a standing position. “Come on.”

			Bram takes me out of the alley and we go to a tea shop right down the road. I head to the restroom to rinse off my elbow and find myself the center of attention. Everyone watches me as I walk past. When I make it to the restroom, I hold a paper towel onto my cut until it stops bleeding, then come out and take a seat with Bram at one of the tables. “Until you sober up enough to walk on your own without toppling, you’re staying right here.” Bram orders himself some earl gray tea and puts in a splash of milk. He takes his little teaspoon and stirs, staring at me. “Are you sure you don’t want to order anything?”

			I nod. “I’ve got to save up my money, remember?”

			“I didn’t mean you weren’t allowed to buy anything until I’m paid. I’ll just take it out of your cut every deal until your debt is gone.” He takes a sip and smiles at me. “Try not to look like you just took a vial. Try to look a little more normal.”

			I roll my eyes as the thought comes back to me. “A functioning member of society.” That’s what I have to act like. I straighten my posture and nod. “So why’d you order that?”

			“The earl gray?”

			I nod again.

			“Well, I’ve always been a fan of earl gray.”

			“And the milk?”

			“No. I just recently tried it. One of the waitresses suggested it when she found out that this was Chancellor Oswald’s favorite tea.”

			“Ah, sounds nice,” I answer, trying to enjoy the rest of the medicine as it finishes wearing off.

			We sit for a few more minutes in silence. I listen to the conversations around us, ranging from politics, to what “Margaret” told “Julie.”

			After regaining my sober self, I clear my throat. “Well, thank you very much, Bram.” I rise to my feet and wipe off the dust from my pants. “I think I am good now. I am going to head home. Let me know when you have any other jobs for me.”

			“Oh, I will. They won’t be as high paying as the last one, but I will definitely give you a call.” He gives me a little smile and sips his tea. I nod back to him and leave the building, flagging down a cab in the process.

			The driver takes me to Mr. Gohaki’s house, and I walk home from there, which is about a two-mile trek. I walk and I walk, no longer enjoying the calm the medicine gave me. I walk and I walk, looking around in the dark to see if I am truly alone.

			When I enter the house, I feel another sense of calm run over me. The darkness no longer surrounds me. I am no longer prey to whatever I was scared of outside. I am no longer the darkness’s toy to fool around with.

			The smell of a delicious meal of sorts sitting out on our counter hits my nose and further comforts me. I turn to see what looks like a casserole sitting on our counter with a few scoops taken out of it.

			“Sam!” Mom comes around the corner and runs over to me, giving me a large hug. “Where were you? I was just about to start calling people to ask them if they had seen you.”

			“I’m fine, thank you for worrying though.” I pull away and look her up and down. “That dress looks amazing on you. Where’d you get it?” I ask sarcastically, trying to shift her attention.

			“Oh, this old thing? Just from the greatest son ever.” She hits me in the arm with her good hand. “Except for when he leaves without telling me.”

			“Mom, I’m sorry. I’m back now though, and wondering what is that.” I point to the pan on the counter, still releasing steam from its contents.

			“That? Oh, that was just a little something that Carrol and Aspen brought over.”

			“They came over?”

			“Yes, and they actually just left. See? See what you miss when you don’t call?”

			“Yeah yeah, I’m sorry. I will let you know before I leave from now on, okay?”

			She narrows her eyes at me with a smile. “Okay. Now, go get you some food. It’s late. I am going to go take a shower and head to bed. Good night.”

			“I love you,” I tell her.

			“I love you too.”

			I watch her leave and make my way over to the food. It smells delicious. I pick up the spoon that sits in the pan and grab a plate from the counter. I take a big scoop of it and watch the steam float off. Just before I plop the scoop onto my plate, I set the spoon back into the dish.

			I’m not hungry.

			I put my plate back into the cabinet and head back to my room. I sit on my messy bed with the pillows unaligned and my blankets laid out in disorder, and I stare at the corner of my vial case peeking out from behind my nightstand.

			I have been good.

			I haven’t really needed them in a while, so I haven’t really taken any other than the few times I’ve gotten angry and felt the need to calm myself.

			Right now, I need to calm myself. I can feel myself getting shaky and spazzy. I need a vial to be able to go to sleep tonight.

			I grab my case, punch in the code, and open it up. My case, lined with the clear tubes with the blue jell inside of it almost causes a euphoric feeling to rise up in me just by looking at them. I pull one out and close my case, sliding it back into its corner.

			One more for today, and I will get to sleep.

			


	

CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Logan

			My alarm goes off, waking me for another day of work. I go through the morning routines of taking a shower, brushing my teeth, getting dressed, and doing whatever else I need to do, ignoring the slightly uneasy feeling of the house this early in the morning. As I make my way through the house and into the kitchen, something stops me in my tracks.

			I look over to the couch to find Eric sitting there in silence. The hologram is off, the radio is off, and the chessboard is still set for a new game. Eric never wakes up this early. I never see him before early afternoon.

			“Hey,” I say to him.

			He says nothing back.

			“Are you okay?” I make my way around the couch to look at his face and find that his prosthetic leg is on, and he is just staring at it.

			Eric slowly turns his head and looks at my feet. Silence fills the air between us as I wait for his response, which comes out slurred, as if he has been drinking. “Do you know what it’s like to have an itch that you can’t scratch?” He scrunches his face up and nods, still staring at my legs. “I’m sure you do.” Bringing his hand up, he forms a motion with his fingers as if he is pinching the air and scrunches his shoulders up. “Take that little bit of discomfort you’ve felt, and multiply it by a million. Take that million, and multiply it even further. It’s hard when you have a cast on the spot you want to scratch or something because the itch is covered. But having an itch in a place that is nonexistent?”

			He looks up to me, then back down to his prosthetic. “It’s not just itching. It’s shooting pains. It’s cramps. It’s horrid feelings in limbs that aren’t even there. How am I supposed to fix it?” Eric sniffles and chokes back tears, “How am I supposed to handle pain that isn’t real? But trust me, Logan, it is real, I can feel it. I’m not crazy, it’s there!”

			“Hey, Eric,” I interrupt his rant, “no one ever called you crazy.”

			He whimpers, trying to keep his tears in. “There’s no peace. Just when I think I’m okay, something else happens.”

			I take a deep breath and head into the kitchen, pulling a knife out of its block. The sound of it unsheathing grabs Eric’s attention, startling him somewhat.

			“What are you doing?” he asks me as I take a seat beside him.

			“Look.” I lift the lower half of his prosthetic up and feel the silicone-like jell covering around the metal bones. I plunge the knife into the silicone, causing Eric to panic.

			“Stop!” He tries to pull away, but I pull away first. We both watch as the thick substance that surrounds the metal heals itself, causing it to look as if there was no cut in the first place.

			I hand Eric the knife. “One of the women at the physical therapists told me that she knows what it feels like. She showed me a similar prosthetic to the one you have, but it’s for her hand. She told me that the phantom pains for her would get so bad that she wanted to kill herself.”

			Eric runs his hand down the mold of his calf.

			“She told me that one of the ways her therapist helped her deal with her phantom pains was by sticking a knife into the area where it hurt. It shows the brain that the body part isn’t there, that this is a fake, and that the pains are all in your subconscious.” I take the knife back and slide it down the mold, putting one long cut into it, and watch as it fixes itself and returns to its original position. “This was made to be able to take the damage. It was made to be cut so that you can deal with phantom pains.”

			Eric takes the knife, adjusts his grip, and looks at his foot. He slowly slides the knife in between the toe gears and plunges the knife all the way through. He lifts his leg and stares at the knife as it sits inside his metal foot. He pulls it out and sets the knife down on the table with tears in his eyes.

			I get up and head out of the house, knowing that Eric doesn’t want me to see him like this.

			Mavis

			I slide in our tray over the fire and place the pan on top. As the meat slowly cooks, I stir it, flip it, and move it around to make sure all the sides are cooked evenly. This is the first night this week that I’ve gotten to make dinner for Derek, Ms. Page, and myself.

			Derek should be coming home from work soon. He got the three of us messengers a day or two ago so that we can keep in contact in case something were to happen or if plans change. He messaged us just a few minutes ago saying he is on his way home from work, which let me know it was time to start dinner.

			Derek and I haven’t really spoken since the fight last night. That message was the first thing he has technically said to me since. We passed by each other this morning, but all we exchanged was a glance. He left as soon as Caitlyn came in.

			She entered the house, set her backpack down on the table, and gave me a quick smile and a “good morning.”

			I told her good morning back, and she began a happy little babble. “I am so happy that we were introduced yesterday. Wouldn’t it have been awkward if you were to wake up and I was just sitting in your living room?”

			Caitlyn continued for a while with what I assume was nervous babbling. She isn’t too bad. Actually, I kind of like her. After I left for work, she and Ms. Page hung out all day, and when I got home, Caitlyn left immediately, not wanting to intrude.

			Derek made a good choice hiring her. Ms. Page likes her too, though she doesn’t know she is her senior sitter; she just thinks that Caitlyn is a house cleaner.

			When Derek enters the house, his eyes fall upon me at the fire, just as my eyes fall upon him. After a moment, he hangs up his jacket, pulling out a little box. “So what’s for dinner?”

			“Pheasant.” I continue stirring and throw in some diced parsle, a superfood from Bergland.

			He nods and sits by the dining room table. “Sounds good.”

			What feels like minutes of silence pass before he speaks up again. “I’m sorry about yesterday.”

			I turn back to him. “Me too.”

			“Okay.” He spins the little box around and looks at all of its sides. “I just didn’t want to worry you. I didn’t want you to pay for care or anything either.”

			“Derek.” I turn to him, leaving the pan unattended for a moment as the meat soaks in the juice. Before I can continue, Ms. Page comes out of her room with a halfway-finished gown that looks eerily similar to the one we saw last night.

			“Look at this, Mavis!” She holds it up to herself then looks over to Derek. “Hi, Derek. Look at this. I’m happy to see that I haven’t completely lost my touch.”

			“Is … is that the—” I look from her to Derek then back to her. “What are you doing?”

			“It’s that dress! The one from last night! Caitlyn took me out to town today and I got some fabrics and tools to make this.”

			“What’s the dress for?” Derek asks us.

			“Mavis was invited to the inauguration ball next week!” Ms. Page tells him. “Isn’t it great?”

			He looks from his mom to me. “You were invited?”

			I nod. Before I can say anything, Ms. Page interrupts again, “By her friend Lucas.”

			“Logan,” I correct her.

			“Right. Logan.” She chuckles.

			Derek rises from the table. “Got it.” He leaves with the little box and heads to his room.

			Sam

			All over the news.

			Nonstop.

			“People are arriving from all over the country just to wait outside of the capitol building!”

			“They’ve pulled out all the stops.”

			“This is the biggest event of the year, possibly of the century!”

			Everything is about the inauguration ball. It has been for the past week, but now that the day has come, it is getting really annoying. Even the bank has the news up on the holograms.

			I come in and make my way up to the woman to pay my bills in cash. Now that I have paid Bram back, I am able to return my focus to our debt. Though I only have two hundred in cash at the moment, every bit counts.

			“Well, Mr. Beckman, are you sure that you are wanting to pay this toward your mother’s bills and not your own?”

			“My own?” I ask her. “What are you talking about?”

			“It says here that you purchased a new case of vials two days ago.”

			“Yeah, but I thought that medicine was free because, you know, I need it.”

			“Well, back in Bergland it was, but there are some new guidelines.”

			“How much is one case of vials?”

			She prints off a sheet of paper that outlines the prices and lists everything I have to pay. My stomach drops as I read it and realize how much I owe. I’m going to have to talk to Bram and get some more deals.

			The money my mother and I make on the farm is just enough to buy us food, pay our utilities, and pay for cab rides. The small amount I have left over from that I spend paying off the bills.

			I thank the woman and head home. On my way out, I find that the cabdriver is one of the ball fanatics. The entire way home, he speaks about how excited he is just to see who will come. When he finally drops me off at Mr. Gohaki’s house, I am relieved.

			I take my time on my two-mile walk back home and feel the beginning of spring blowing in the air. I can almost smell the warmth coming closer.

			As I come up on my house, I find there to be two first-responder vans outside, Carrol sobbing into Aspen’s arms beside the vans, and someone being rolled out of my house on a stretcher, covered by a white sheet.

			


	

CHAPTER TWELVE

			Mavis

			I finish sliding the dress on and stand for a moment. The fabric feels just like how I pictured expensive clothes would feel.

			“Oh my. Mavis, you look lovely!” Ms. Page has me sit down and plays with my hair, fixing it into a fancy updo. “You’re going to be the best-looking person in the entire building.”

			I snort, “Yeah, okay.”

			She grins as she continues pinning my hair up into braids. Derek knocks on her bedroom door and enters hesitantly. “Hey.”

			I smile back. “Hey.”

			After a moment or two of silence between us, Ms. Page chimes in as well. “Hi.”

			Derek comes in and holds out the box that he brought in last week when Ms. Page first showed us the dress. “Here.” He hands me the small one and hands his mom a similar box. “These are for the ball.”

			I open the little box to see pheasant feather earrings. The feathers dangle from a clamp that is to attach to the top of my ears from a gold chain.

			“So I got these for you the other day because I know you like pheasant feathers.” Derek points at the decorative pheasant feather hair clips that Ms. Page pulls out of her box. “And I got those once I found out that you were going to the ball. The woman who sold them to me said that they are ‘one of the most popular fashion items there is.’”

			“These are lovely!” Ms. Page places the hairpins in my hair and takes the earrings from my hands. “I think you’re going to look amazing, Mavis.” She hooks the clamps onto my ear and takes a step back. “I am partially to blame for that.”

			Derek chuckles as I rise to my feet. “You do look great, Mavis.”

			I have the overwhelming urge to scratch my arm, fiddle with my fingers, or just leave, but I don’t. “I feel way too overdressed,” I tell them.

			I don’t think I want to go anymore.

			“What are you talking about?” Ms. Page places her hands on her hips and smiles. “This is the first chancellor of Frieden’s inauguration ball! If anything, you’re underdressed.”

			Derek elbows her. “Not helping.”

			I don’t feel like myself; I don’t want people to look at me. And the strapless dress forces my arms to be exposed, showing off the scars on my skin from my scratching, along with the marks from other incidents.

			The knocking at the front door stops me from speaking before I tell them I don’t want to go. Derek exits the bedroom immediately and moves to answer the door.

			He opens it up to reveal Logan wearing a perfectly fitted suit with some sort of armored chest plate underneath the jacket. It doesn’t seem to look as if it is for protection, but more fit to make him look stronger than usual.

			I step out as Derek and Logan look at each other.

			“Hi, you must be Derek.” Logan and Derek shake hands awkwardly. “I’m Logan.”

			“Logan!” Ms. Page rushes over and shakes his hand. “I’m Derek’s mother, as well as Mavis’s in my opinion. It’s so nice to finally meet you!”

			Logan chuckles. “It’s nice to finally meet you too. I have heard a lot about you both.” He looks past them and to me. “Mavis, you look great.”

			Looking at Logan’s attire, I suddenly feel underdressed. “Thank you. You do too,” I tell him.

			He smiles. “Um …” He points over his shoulder to the darkness. “Eric is in the car. We are riding with him, if that’s okay.”

			I nod. “Yeah.” He and I head out as Derek stares, and Ms. Page waves us goodbye.

			We walk through the woods, over the wooden bridge, and into the black van. When Logan opens the door for me, I see Eric sitting across from the opening, wearing a similar suit as Logan, but with a long thick red cape. The collar of the cape buttons up around his neck, seemingly keeping him warm like a jacket.

			I slide into the fancy cab and greet Eric. “Hello.”

			“Hi. It’s nice to see you again.”

			“You too,” I say as Logan slides in beside me. The driver promptly takes off, and we begin our trip to the ball. “So how much did it cost to rent this car?”

			“Oh, don’t worry about it,” Logan tells me. “John went all out for us. He paid for this car and bought us these clothes for the ball.”

			“Ah,” I say, “that makes sense.”

			“Yeah, you think I chose to wear this cape?” Eric takes part of his cape and pulls it over his lap. “I doubt this thing cost less than two hundred dollars. I wouldn’t spend that much on something I would only be wearing one night.”

			“I agree,” I tell them. “Derek’s mom made this for me when she heard that I was invited to come. Thanks again, Logan.” I nudge him in the arm.

			“No problem,” Logan answers.

			“So, Eric,” I say, “how are you doing? Logan said that you’ve gotten a prosthetic limb.”

			“Yeah.” He pulls up his pants leg to show his fake calf. “I’ve almost mastered the art of walking with the new leg. But”—he lifts up a wooden cane from beside him—“I brought this in case I would be needing it at any point tonight.”

			We continue to chat for about thirty minutes or so. As we near the capitol building, we notice that the streets are packed. Our windows are tinted so that we can see out of them, but the outside can’t see in.

			“Wow,” Logan scoffs. “It is crazy how many people show up just to watch and see who enters the capitol building.”

			We continue through the crowds, through the traffic, and down the road. The driver shows one of the gate guards our tickets, and we drive into the high posted fence. We go down the driveway, and he stops in the roundabout. The three of us exit, and a photographer snaps our photo. Once we get out of the car, the driver takes off, and we walk farther down the path, past large and luscious gardens, fountains that are being lit up by lights, and speakers that are sounding the music from what I assume is the live band inside.

			We pass what feels like hundreds of people, most of whom are wearing some sort of decorative armor. Almost every person we pass holds a small dish in one hand along with a colorful drink in another hand.

			When we finally make it down the gorgeous pathway and up a few stairs, guards at the door scan our wrists and take out tickets. We enter the building, and I look around to see people chatting in their gorgeous clothing that look too expensive to even breathe on, beautiful paintings hanging on the walls, and servers walking around the building, offering people whatever is on their trays.

			“Rollen Crou?” a server asks us, holding the tray in front of our faces. He smiles at each one of us. “It is truly delicious and absolutely my favorite food being served here tonight.”

			Eric gives a small smirk and takes a piece of the small blue bread-looking food. “Thank you.”

			“Do you know where exactly we are supposed to go?” Logan asks the server. “We just got here.”

			“The ballroom is down the hall and to the left,” he tells us.

			Eric swipes another piece of the food and begins walking. “Thank you again.”

			We follow Eric and head down the decorative carpets and follow the sound of the music and laughter to find an even larger room. On one end, two sets of stairs lead up to where the band plays, and directly underneath the band is the bar, where many people have settled. On the other side of the room, there is a step from the hardwood dance floor up to tables of desserts and other goodies. The ledge that the band is on circles around the entire ballroom, allowing people to make their way to a raised glass room on the other side of the walkway. This glass room seems to be for the most important people of the night and the most important people only.

			I look around to find that almost all the people here are wearing some sort of metal armor that looks to be purely for decoration. One woman is wearing a dress, similar to mine, but with a decorative bronze vest under her chest and on her stomach that fits much like a corset. The woman she is speaking with wears a blue and flowing gown with nothing on it, but wears some sort of silver-studded gauntlet that only covers the top part of her hand and arm up to her elbow, along with a silver-armored shoulder pad on that arm. Many of the men have some sort of armored boots, armored gauntlets much like the woman’s, or armored shoulder pads as well.

			As I walk through the crowd with Logan and Eric, I feel eyes being cast upon me as they judge. Suddenly, I am very aware of my hair being tied up and a lot of my skin showing. Without the armor that everyone seems to possess, I somehow feel naked.

			The three of us stop once we take a step off the dance floor. We stand around, being passed by dozens of servers, when one of them stops by us and holds out his tray. He pronounces a word that I can’t even understand, and each of us take one. The waiter nods to us and scurries off, feeding the rest of the guests. Logan gives the small pink piece of fluff a smirk before taking a bite.

			“Wow, this is actually really good.” He pops the rest of the small dish into his mouth and chews. Eric and I follow his lead and enjoy the sugary softness that was the random snack.

			“You know,” I say to them as I swallow the last bite of the fluff, “if this is what it is going to be like in Frieden, I can’t wait.”

			“You mean servers everywhere you look?” Eric looks around sarcastically. “I doubt this will be outside of the capitol building.”

			“No, I mean, just having food. Back in Bloot, there was barely any food to go around. So far, under Bergland and now Frieden’s reign, I haven’t been forced to go a day without food.”

			Logan and Eric look at each other. They give an awkward smile as they nod.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to bum you guys out.”

			“No.” Logan chuckles. “No, you didn’t bum us out, it’s just—”

			Everyone in the room cheers and claps, causing our attention to shift to the raised stage where the band is. A man that I don’t recognize, but is obviously important, walks over to the microphone, silencing the band.

			“All right, all right.” He motions his hands to get everyone to simmer down. “Thank you, thank you. Before we get started, let’s give it up for the band!”

			Everyone in the room, including us three, claps. The string players, along with the trumpet and trombone players, give the room a real jazzy feeling, even when they aren’t playing.

			“Okay, so I’d like to thank you all for joining us this evening to celebrate the coming of a new age. A new time of prosperity and hope for the future. Please help me in welcoming tonight’s star and Frieden’s first ever chancellor, Thomas Ronan Oswald.”

			The entire room goes crazy. Everyone claps, but some take their liberty to scream and shout for him. When he finally gets up there, flashing his fancy armored epaulets and cape, he has this smile on that you can tell he can’t hold back. It’s one of appreciation, and yet embarrassment.

			He stands at the microphone and gestures for everyone to calm down, but the ball reminds me of a rowdy classroom in the way that there are a select few who won’t stay quiet. “Thank you. Thank you. I really appreciate the love, but it’s just too much for me. Now, if you want to spread it around to all the faculty and the workers, then please do so because I would be nothing without them.” He raises his hands and claps, gesturing at his administration, his advisors, and the heads of departments. “Thank you so very much for all you do, and I know that with your dedication, we will make the best society we can. Now, I am not saying we will be a utopia. I know that claiming so would be unrealistic, but let me tell you all something. We will try.” A few of the people begin to clap. “We will try our best and work our hardest to achieve that goal of prosperity.” Everyone in the room begins to clap, so I join in too.

			Oswald waits until everyone dies down again to pick up. He continues speaking of his goals and how it will not only be his doings, but also of his entire staff. He makes sure that we understand he is not the sole owner of the power that many assume he is, but that we all know he is thankful nonetheless for being allowed to govern in that position. As he continues his speech, a server walks between Eric, Logan, and me, throwing me into Logan.

			His hand falls into mine, just as mine does his. Once the server passes, neither one of us look at the other, nor do we pull our hands apart. We stand rather awkwardly, I might add, and wait until Oswald’s speech comes to an end to separate and clap.

			The band starts back up with its music, and the entire room returns to life with excited chatter, wonderful laughter, and drunken jokes.

			“Well, well,” John Young comes over to the three of us and looks me up and down. “Ms. Wamsley, you look stunning.” He turns to Logan and gives a little smirk. “You, on the other hand, could use a bit of cleanup.” Logan and Eric exchange a look. Just before Logan says anything, John gives a little chuckle to go with his smirk. “Kidding. It was just a joke.” He turns back to Eric. “You three really look wonderful.”

			Eric nods. “Thank you very much for everything, John.”

			“Well”—he looks at me then to Logan—“it was my pleasure. I had to make sure that my two best soldiers looked their best, right?”

			“Young!” a voice calls out from behind us.

			The four of us look back over to the dance floor to find a small group of people with Oswald in a huddle formation. General Wilson is looking over the group and waving John over to join.

			John nods to Wilson and looks at me. “Mavis, may I borrow these two for just a moment?”

			I look at the three of them and give a nervous shrug. “I guess so.” If I were to say no, what would happen? Would they miss getting to meet Oswald? I don’t want to be left alone, but I can’t hold them back.

			“Thank you.” John takes my hand and brings it up to his face, as if he was going to kiss it, but my facial expression changed his mind. The three Taai members walk off to the group and join in. Immediately, I see Oswald turn to them and welcome them with open arms.

			I look around the room and try to brush off the feeling that everyone is looking at the unarmored girl with ridiculous feathers in her hair. Even though many people here have some sort of hair decoration with feathers, metal, or some sort of pin, I still feel as if I don’t belong. I feel like they think I am a cheap knockoff of their style.

			As I continue to look around the room for someone I may know, a drunk woman stumbles over to me and hooks her arm into mine. “How are you doing, doll face?”

			I look at her to see an older woman with a full head of silver hair, pinned into an updo similar to mine. Her dress is a little blue one that is tight around her waist, and the bottom of it is short in the front but long in the back. Her silver hair is the only thing close to a decorative metal that she wears, leaving me to think she didn’t get the memo either.

			“I’m okay, I guess. How about you?” I say to her.

			“Fabulous actually.” She takes another sip of her colorful drink. “There is an open bar.”

			“Yeah? Do they taste good?”

			She gives the drink an odd look and shrugs. “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to taste in years.”

			I can’t help but chuckle. Her drink does looks appetizing, but I decide to brush off the desire to find out what it tastes like. “So you haven’t had any of those desserts over there?” I point to the dessert table a few yards away from us. “I was thinking of getting some, but I didn’t know what to try.”

			“What?” She pulls her head back from me and gives me a look. “You can get them?”

			“I guess so.”

			“Really?” She continues to look me over. “Where is your armor?”

			I follow her gaze down to my attire. “Armor? I’m not wearing any.”

			“Is there a reason for that?” Licking her lips, she gives me a curious look.

			“What do you mean?”

			She turns us around to the dessert table and points at a couple with the armor on as they have their codes scanned. “Look. Only certain fancy people can have the desserts at the table. Everyone else can have what the servers are serving”—she takes another sip— “but unless you are someone important, no desserts for you.”

			“Really?”

			“Yup. I found out the hard way.” She takes a large swig of the rest of her drink. “The Taai and all military who are currently employed are only supposed to eat health food and certain other things while the delicacies are only for the highest of high people.” She looks at me and smiles. “And you know what, I’m okay with that because you know why? A moment on the lips, a decade on the hips.” She sets her empty glass down on one of the server’s trays as he walks by and picks up another drink. She takes a sip of the pink liquid and smiles at me. “I’m just happy that the drinks are free.”

			I smile back at her. “Did you come with someone, or are you on your own?”

			“Are you kidding? Me? On my own?” She takes a step back and gestures to her body. “Do you see any armor? No, you don’t. You just see the perfect body of a goddess in disguise.”

			I chuckle again. “What is with the armor anyway? Why are certain people wearing it and other people aren’t?”

			“Well, the thing is, if you are part of the administration or high-ranking military members, you are to wear the armor to show your ‘superiority’ to others.” She continues to sip at her drink and look around. “I don’t really know why. I’m just telling you what my boyfriend told me.”

			“Your boyfriend?” I ask her.

			She points over to the corner of the room to an older man with a beer belly and a clunky gauntlet speaking to other beer-bellied men. “That’s him.” She nudges me in the side. “I’m his arm candy.” She gives me a little side eye and smiles. “Whose guest are you?”

			I turn around and point to Logan.

			“The dork in the cape?” the drunk woman asks me.

			“No.” I adjust her head to look one person over. “Him.”

			“Ah, him.” She looks back to me and wiggles her eyebrows. She takes another sip of her drink, never taking her eyes off Logan. “God did an excellent job with that one.”

			“Celeste!” her boyfriend calls out, waving her over to him.

			Her smile grows, and she squeaks out a happy little “It was nice talking to you, sweetie.” She tickles my shoulder and scurries off to the men, leaving me awkwardly standing by myself once again. I look around the room, this time with slightly more desperation, and find Janice in the midst of it all, walking my direction.

			I immediately make my way over and walk directly toward her. It is not until I almost run into her that she recognizes me. “Mavis?”

			I pause and give her a confused look. “Janice?”

			“Mavis!” She wraps her arms around me, and her fancy knuckle guard sends chills down my spine the second its cool surface touches my skin. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t recognize you with your hair up like this.” She touches the feather pins in my hair. “And in this beautiful gown. My goodness, you look so wonderful!”

			“You do too,” I tell her, glancing down at her emerald dress. “I’ve never seen you this dressed up, I am almost shocked.”

			“I know. Me too.” She chuckles and waves me over so we can get out of the way of the servers. “Can I tell you something?”

			I nod.

			“When I was a little girl, I always dreamed of this sort of moment. I wanted to go to a ball and dress up and be someone important. But now?” She looks around the room and sighs. “I just want to go home and go to sleep. I am exhausted.”

			I chuckle. “I’m sorry. Do you have to stay the whole night?”

			A large eruption of laughter comes from Oswald’s huddle. Logan, John, Eric, and the others are being surrounded by fangirls who wear no armor, just like myself. They hold little colorful drinks in their hands and try to play as if they are a part of the group.

			“No,” Janice answers. “I don’t have to, but at the same time, I kind of need to. You know?”

			“I understand. Well, I would be happy to stay with you as long as you need so that you don’t have to go be with the snooty people.” I chuckle as one of the women standing at a table near us looks over to me with a judgmental glare.

			“That sounds nice.” Janice follows my gaze over her shoulder to find the woman glaring. “Let’s move somewhere else.”

			Janice and I speak for the next hour or two, and she introduces me to many of her coworkers, along with their spouses. The entire time we stay together, I couldn’t help but continue to glance over to Logan’s crowd. He, as well as Oswald, has been entrapped by the girls and new crowd members. I watch as every time they try to leave, Wilson pulls them back in and introduces them to someone new.

			I stand around with Janice and talk for what feels like hours until she pulls us over into a booth. The two of us then sit and enjoy the company of Emily Hash and her sister Taylor Hash.

			“So, Mavis, how are you doing?” Emily asks me. “I never really got to speak with you after that first day you moved in.”

			“I’m doing okay. I’m doing better now that we are out of the mountain.”

			“I think everyone is,” Taylor tells us. “I have heard nonstop praise of the air outside, the actual sunlight, and the room. Yeah, some people miss the mountains, but those people can choose to work inside instead of outside.”

			Janice nods and takes a sip of her water. “I agree. Bergland was a terrific temporary home for us, but we aren’t made to live inside like that.”

			“Can you imagine how horrible it would have been if we had not had those lights in Bergland to prepare us for the sun?” Taylor snorts. “I already wear a lot of sunscreen and still get a little burned. I can’t fathom how bad it would be if we were to come out of Bergland with our skin having never felt some sort of UV rays.”

			I chuckle at the thought. “Has there been any consideration given to letting people visit Bergland again?” I ask.

			Emily and Janice look at each other, as if telepathically connecting.

			“Is that a no?” I ask.

			“It’s not a no,” Emily tells me. “It has been thought about, but …”

			“But,” Janice takes over, “if we were to have left Bergland open, it would be a good place for radicals to hide.”

			“‘If you were to have left it open?’ You mean you guys closed it?” I ask them.

			“That has been the plan this entire time,” Janice tells me.

			Taylor looks at me with a goofy smirk. “They did it the day everyone made it out.”

			“What?” I exclaim, “Really? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

			“It was on the news.” Emily takes a swig of her water. “But it wasn’t really the talk of the town, being that most everyone was excited to be outside for the first time.”

			I look down at the table in shock. I had no idea. “How did you guys seal it off?”

			“Key codes,” Janice answers. “All entrances and exits are locked, and the key codes are safe and secure.”

			“Well hello,” Taylor purrs at a body coming up behind me.

			Emily elbows her as Logan looks around awkwardly before realizing she was talking to him.

			“I’m sorry about that, Mavis. John and Wilson wanted to talk for a while.”

			I slide out of the booth and rise to my feet. “It’s no problem.”

			He brings up his watch and looks at the time. “Oh man, it’s getting late.” He looks back to me. “I’m sorry. I really am. I promise I didn’t mean to bring you just to leave.”

			I wave it off. “It’s fine, Logan. I got to hang out with Janice for a few hours.”

			She leans back into her seat and waves. “Hi, Logan.”

			“Hi, Janice.” He waves back to her then to Emily. “Hello, Ms. Hash.”

			She nods to him with a smile. “Logan, how are you?”

			“I’m good. Thank you.” He looks over to Taylor as she winks at him. Quickly, he turns back to me. “Are you ready to go, or would you like to stay a bit longer?”

			“I think I’m ready to go.” I turn back to the girls and wave. “It was nice seeing you all again. It was nice meeting you, Taylor.”

			“The pleasure was mine, Mavis.” She winks at Logan again. “Nice meeting you too, Logan.”

			He gives an uncomfortable grin, and we take off, out of the fancy ballroom, down the fancy hall, past the fancy people, through the fancy gardens, and into a fancy car.

			“Don’t we need to leave with Eric?” I ask him.

			“No. Eric wants to stay for a bit longer with his friends and old coworkers. There will be enough rides here for him to choose from.”

			After driving through the crowds that are waiting to see who comes out of the capitol building, we finally get on the street that will take me home. I look around to see the driver taking the most scenic route possible and look back to Logan. “So you met Oswald?”

			He nods. “I did. He seems really nice.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. Very gentlemanly.”

			I nod back. “That’s good. It’s nice to know that our new chancellor isn’t a jerk.”

			“Agreed.”

			We ride the rest of the way and chat about Oswald and how different he seems from Meir, we talk about how great and bright the future actually looks for us, and we talk about how Eric seems to be enjoying himself like he used to.

			When we make it back to the bridge, Logan asks the driver to wait for him and walks me back home. We make our way over and through the woods, and I notice that the stones on our path to the house have been realigned since we left. They are much straighter and better organized than they have ever been before.

			Chatting about whatever comes to mind to prevent an awkward silence, Logan and I continue walking down the path. When we get close enough to the house that it comes into sight, we see Derek sitting on the porch steps, seemingly waiting for us to get home.

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Mavis

			“Derek?” I make my way over to the porch ahead of Logan. “What’s wrong?”

			“You got a call.” He rushes over to me and hands me a piece of paper with an address and a phone number. “It was from a hospital.”

			“What’s wrong?” I ask him.

			“It’s Sam’s mom. She’s dead. He called here hours ago to get you.” Derek looks past me and to Logan. “He wanted you too, but he said you weren’t answering your phone.”

			Logan and I share a stare of pure horror. Sam called us while we were at the ball without him. He needed us, and we were off doing things without him. “Is he still at the hospital?” I ask Derek.

			“I don’t know. It was hours ago.”

			Logan places his hand on my back and begins walking back down the path. “Let’s go see.”

			“Thank you, Derek.” I swiftly turn and take off down the path with Logan. We rush back through the woods and back into our cab, where the driver greets us with surprise.

			“I thought I’d be waiting here a little longer. Where to now?” I hand him the sheet of paper and watch him type in the first part of the address. “Wait, hospital? I know this place.” He takes off driving and looks back at us in the mirror. Seeing the horror in our faces, he nods. “I’ll get you there as fast as I can.”

			Sam

			Nothing.

			That’s all I feel.

			Nothing.

			That’s a lie.

			Sobbing, I took a vial when I got home from the hospital. It didn’t have the effect that I needed, so I took another one. Now, my body feels nothing, and yet I can feel the weight of the world pressing down on it. The pounding in my head from my cries has gone away, but the ache hasn’t.

			I just sit here, fading out of my vials, trying to figure out how it happened. It can’t be real. I just got her back.

			A knocking at my door pulls me off the couch. I head over and open it to find Mavis and Logan dressed in clothes I never expected them to wear. I sit back down on the couch without a word and wait.

			“We went to the hospital the minute we heard,” Mavis tells me as they enter and close the door.

			“We searched the hospital and asked around until one of the nurses told us you had already left, and then we came here immediately.” Logan takes a seat at the table next to the couch. “I’m so sorry, Sam.”

			“Are you okay?” Mavis stupidly asks me.

			I turn to her and answer her question with only my facial expression. No, I’m not okay.

			“What,” Logan hesitates, “what happened?”

			I clear my throat. “The bullet wound.” I clear my throat again, trying to get the words out, and only manage a croak. “Her arm had become infected from the wound or something, and it got into her bloodstream.” I bring my palms up to my eyes, wiping them and rubbing them until I see another dimension of swirls, shapes, and spots. “I don’t know all the details.”

			“Do you have anyone to stay with you tonight?” Mavis asks me.

			I shake my head, pulling my palms away.

			“I—” She looks over to Logan then back to me. “I could stay with you, if you’d like.”

			Never looking over to them, I shrug. “You can stay if you want.”

			After a moment of silence, Mavis and Logan both come around and take a seat on the couch beside me. With Mavis in the middle of us and Logan on the other end, I continue resting my elbows on my knees. “Why do you guys look so funny?”

			They take a moment. I can feel them looking at each other.

			“We were at something for the Taai,” Logan answers, “but that’s not important right now.” A few more moments of silence pass before Logan tunes in again. “So where is she? Is she still at the hospital?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know. When the people asked me what I wanted to do, I told them I didn’t know.” I sniff what I can back inside of me and lean back into the couch. “But now I know. I called them earlier and told them.” I slide a pamphlet over to them from the coffee table, the one I got back at the morgue. “I want to have her cremated and then put into a gemstone.”

			They pick up the pamphlet and look through it to see what sort of gem cuts and colors I could choose. After they finish, the sinking feeling of despair returns to me. This process will cost a lot. It will cost less than burying her somewhere, but more than just a cremation. After going through with this, I will then be paying off Mom’s medical bills, my bills, the house bills, and the gemstone bills.

			But I don’t care.

			My mother deserves to be turned into more than just ashes. And this way, I can have her with me all the time.

			Time passes, and the clock tells us it is now within the first few hours of the morning. Logan rises to his feet and looks over to me. “I have to go. I’ll see you later, okay?”

			I nod to him as Mavis walks him out. They whisper something to each other before giving a hug goodbye.

			I follow their lead and make it to my feet. “Would you prefer the couch or my mom’s room? I can lay down clean sheets and stuff for you.”

			“Whatever would make you more comfortable.”

			“I don’t care.” I look down Mavis’s body to find that all I can hear is my mother’s thoughts. “I like your dress. Mom would have liked it too.” She gives a nervous smile. Before she can say anything, I head into Mom’s room. “Would you like some of her clothes to sleep in? So that you don’t have to sleep in that?”

			“Yes please.”

			I come out of the room with a pair of her pajama pants, along with an oversized T-shirt of mine that she would always steal from me to wear. “Here.”

			“Thank you.” Mavis takes the clothes from me and smiles. “I’ll take the couch.” She leaves the room, changes in the bathroom, and brings out the dress folded, along with the earrings and hairpins. She sets her things on the table and looks back to me, wearing the exact same outfit I have seen my mother wear before.

			I swallow back the pain and nod to her as tears begin to force their way out of my eyes. “Good night.”

			“Wait.” Mavis stops me on my way to my room and wraps her arms around me. “I love you, Sam.”

			We stay embraced for moments as I try to keep the tears in, but let too many fall. I love her too, but I can’t get the words out without sobbing so I pull away and head back into my room without another word.

			Mavis

			Wearing the dress I wore to the ball, I leave Sam’s house on the cart. He drives me to the farmer’s house on the edge of the property where a cab picks me up and then he heads home.

			I stayed with him all night and made him breakfast this morning with what I could find in his kitchen. He told me that he would be fine, that he needed to go to work for the day, so I left.

			Though Sam can work in the clothes he wore last night, I cannot. Well, I’m sure I could, but it would be a little ridiculous. Once the driver drops me off in front of my bridge, I make my way back to the house to find that Derek has already left for work, leaving his mother asleep and Caitlyn on the couch reading.

			“Hey.” She sets her book down and looks over the back of the couch to me. “Is everything okay? How are you doing?”

			I turn to her with a curious look.

			“Derek told me about Sam’s mom.” She rises to her feet and reiterates, “Are you okay?”

			I nod. “I’m okay. Thank you for asking.” I look around the house and slowly inch my way back to my room. “What time did Derek leave this morning?”

			Caitlyn smiles at me and sits on the arm of the couch. “He was supposed to leave like two hours ago, but he stayed for a bit longer and we talked. Why?”

			“I’m just curious.” Why are you asking me why? He is my roommate.

			“You know, you’re very lucky. Derek is the sweetest thing, and he cares so much about his mom.” She crosses her arms and gives me another smile. “You’re lucky to have him.”

			“I know.” I nod awkwardly. “He is pretty great.”

			“So you two are a couple?”

			“What?” I ask her. “No, he’s my friend. I’m not dating anyone.”

			She rises to her feet with a satisfied smile. “Really? I can’t say I’m not surprised.”

			“What?”

			“Because, you know, you’re so pretty. You could have anyone you wanted, and you’re not dating anyone?” She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “You should snatch up the guy you like as soon as possible.”

			“I don’t like anyone like that.” I make my way into my room to change, and Caitlyn follows.

			She leans against my door frame and looks at me as I shuffle through my drawer. “Good guys won’t be on the market forever.”

			I straighten my posture after grabbing today’s clothes and look at her. “If I don’t ‘snatch him up,’ will you be making a move on Derek?”

			“No. I’d never date someone I work with or for.” She takes a step back and giggles. “Or at least, I won’t anymore.”

			I roll my eyes and try to force a smile onto my face. “It was nice talking to you, but I need to shower and get ready for work.”

			“Oh.” Caitlyn walks back over to the couch. “Of course.”

			I hang my dress up, place the hairpins and earrings into their boxes, and set them on the dresser. Considering I don’t accumulate so many things, the fact that I sleep in an old closet doesn’t bother me. I have a bed, a small dresser, and a clock. What else could I need?

			I take my shower, get dressed, tell Caitlyn as kindly as I can goodbye, and head off to work. When I get to the building, I head into Mr. Trolly’s office.

			“Ms. Wamsley, good morning. I trust you had a fun evening?”

			I nod. “As good as it could have been.” I’m not telling him what happened.

			“Are you ready for today’s assignments?”

			I nod again. “Yes, sir.”

			“Fabulous.” He hands me a camera. “Go and photograph the people as they arrive at the conference building for the meeting today. Come back immediately afterward with the memory chip.”

			“Yes, sir.” I take the camera and do as I am told. When I get to the conference building, it is an hour or two before people begin showing up. I listen to the reporters scream questions at the attendees as they exit their cars and head into the building with their guards.

			The reporter right beside me, as I take pictures, is screaming her questions the loudest. She shouts the same questions at every person who walks by. “Do you have any comments on the prison bombings? Do you have any plans on acting against the poisonings in State Three?”

			After never being answered, she gets rowdy and begins cursing at the politicians. Her cursing is followed by her being escorted off the premises.

			I can’t help but be glad they kicked her out. I can tell that a few other people around me are happy too. Without her screaming in my ear the whole time, I managed to get the best pictures of the day. I even took one of a few of the politicians smiling at me.

			Once I take the best shots I can and all the politicians arrive, I head back to the office and give Mr. Trolly the memory card. He takes it from me and plugs it into his hologram base.

			“Though some of these are blurry”—he swipes through the pictures on his hologram screen—“and a few of them are awful, I think you managed to take a few brilliant pictures.” He hands me another memory chip and slides me a box with slips of paper in it. “Go ahead and choose.”

			I reach into the pile and pull out a slip, hoping it isn’t as bad as my job last time, which was photography of a debate. In this job, Mr. Trolly lets his photographers pick their weekly assignments and bring back what they get when they are satisfied with their work. We have individual assignments every day, but he gives us one to work on over the course of the week as well. Though some of them don’t have a due date, mine does.

			I have now been assigned to interview the main designer of Capitol Park’s garden and take pictures of each section by tomorrow night. Mr. Trolly waves me out of the room, and I head out to the lobby. Using one of the wall phones, I call the number listed on the paper and get the garden’s designer.

			“Hello?”

			“Hello, Mr. Smith?”

			“Yes, who is this?”

			“Hi, Mr. Smith, my name is Mavis Wamsley. I work for Mr. Trolly, the—”

			“Yes! Trolly called me earlier today and said that I’d be getting a call from you.”

			I stay quiet for a moment as I realize he set me up to take this assignment. “Yes, sir. So do you have any time tonight to speak?”

			“No, not tonight. How about tomorrow?”

			“That works for me. What time?”

			“How about sevenish at the Palace by the bar?”

			“Sounds good to me. Thank you very much, sir.”

			“Okay. I will see you tomorrow, Ms. Wamsley. I will be the one wearing a hat.”

			He hangs up the phone, and I head out of the building. From what I’ve heard, the Palace is a restaurant just a few miles down the road from here, so it shouldn’t be too hard to get to.

			All I can do now is hope there is not more than one person wearing a hat.

			Once I finish my four-mile walk or so to the park, I am relieved to find a nice cool spring breeze coming through the large metal arch. At the top, it has the bronze letters spelling out “Capitol Park” in a decorative font, along with metal vines and leaves making its way down the sides.

			I snap a photo of the beautifully designed arch and take a step through and look around to find flower beds lining the fences, tall and thick trees that seem perfectly kept, and people walking their dogs and children.

			Click.

			I snap a photo of a couple swinging a little girl in between them as they walk, all with large smiles covering their faces.

			Click.

			I snap a photo of a little babbling brook running through the park, along with a little wooden bridge that reminds me of the one that leads to Derek’s house.

			Click.

			I follow one of the stone paths to a large flower garden that is fenced in, one that you can only enter and exit through a gate. I enter in and snap pictures of the flowers, the people enjoying looking at the landscape, and a little girl trying to pick one of the lilies.

			Click.

			I take an extra picture as the girl manages to tear the flower out of the ground before her parents can do anything.

			I go on and on and take pictures of everything, from the birds to the shoes I find left in the grass. Once I get toward the center of the park, following a path through the shade of the trees, I find a large chessboard where the pieces are almost as tall as me. I snap a few pictures of the kids playing around with them, even though they aren’t playing the correct way.

			I make my way over to them and notice that the pieces are magnetized to the board so that no one can steal them, but that you can still slide them on and off the spaces as you please.

			“Hey!” One of the kids sees me with the camera and waves at me. “Take my picture!” He hops up on top of the knight and sits on the horse’s head. “Look at me!”

			I chuckle and snap a few photos of all the kids trying to get onto the pieces. Once I take almost thirty pictures of them alone, I wave the kids goodbye and continue down the path to find dozens of stone chess tables positioned in the shade of one of the largest trees I have seen in a long time.

			I take a picture of two old men playing chess together and manage to capture the exact moment that one puts the other into checkmate. His large smile as he moves his piece makes this photo one of my favorites that I have ever taken.

			I continue through the beautiful park and think. Why is the designer wanting to see me at the bar? It’s not like I am going to drink. In Frieden, it is legal for eighteen-year-olds to drink, but that doesn’t mean I am going to. Last time I drank was before Steven died. Sure, I snuck in a drink or two every now and then, but it was nothing serious. I promised myself I would never become as bad as my dad.

			I can be around alcohol. I mean, I did great at the ball last night. I didn’t have any, even though they were free and colorful. So why would I pay for some tomorrow if I don’t even need it?

			


	

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Sam

			It’s fitting. Very fitting.

			I spend my crappy life scooping crap.

			Now that Mom’s gone, I will have to do both her work and mine if I want to keep the house. Mr. Gohaki told me that I didn’t have to start working this soon if I didn’t want to, but I told him I would. He also offered to give me a roommate to help out, but I told him no.

			If I need to get a roommate, I’ll ask, but until then, I can do all the work myself.

			The barn door creaks open as I finish cleaning out the last chicken box and placing the old bedding into the wheelbarrow. When I turn and look, I find Aspen standing in the doorway of the coop.

			“Hey,” she says to me.

			I turn back to the new hay bale and pull the strings off. Once I get the hay free and loose, I pull some off to make the new chicken beds. “Hey.” I pull my shirt up a tad bit to cover the back of the chain of my mother’s gemstone necklace that I picked up this morning. I keep it under my shirt so that it won’t get dirty with all the crap I have to deal with.

			“I, um …” She gestures over her shoulder. “I was just at your house. I came to drop off a cake that my mom baked for you last night.” I look over to her without a word and she chuckles. “I mean, I would have baked the cake, but I can’t bake at all. I either burn it, or it comes out too dry, or something happens and whatever I was making gets ruined.” She slows herself down and takes a breath. “Also, you may want to start locking your doors.”

			I let a slight smile rise up on my face. “Thank you,” I tell her.

			She steps into the coop, tears at the hay bale, and begins to help me fix the dozens and dozens of chicken beds. “So how are you feeling?”

			I shrug. What am I supposed to say?

			“If there is anything I can do to help, please let me know.” She shoves some of the hay into another chicken bed and fluffs it just right. “Did you have anyone stay with you last night?”

			I nod. “Yeah.”

			“Do you have anyone for tonight?”

			“No. I don’t really want anyone.”

			She nods and stuffs another box. “Okay, but if you ever change your mind and don’t want to be alone, you can stay with us.”

			“Thanks.” As I stuff another box, I turn back to Aspen. It hits me that Carrol is really upset too. She was sobbing almost as hard as I was when she found out. “How about you? How are you and your mom doing?”

			She shrugs. “My mom is really upset. She was crying all last night.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“It’s not your fault. Mom is generally an emotional person, so it isn’t supershocking that she is upset.” Aspen stuffs another box. “She probably wouldn’t be crying as much if she wouldn’t have found out that I was the one who found her.”

			“Wait,” I say, setting my pile of fluffed hay down. “What?”

			Aspen hesitates to finish stuffing her box, but forces herself to anyway. “I had gone over to your house to visit you. When I got to the door, I was about to knock when I saw Bonnie on the floor.” She rises back up and fixes her posture. “I knew something was wrong, so I ran in and over to her, but it was too late.”

			I freeze. I have been so upset and wallowing in so much self-pity that I haven’t even considered the effect that this has had on other people. “I’m so sorry, Aspen.”

			We stand in silence, frozen in thought. After the crow of one of the roosters snaps us back, Aspen gives me a little smile. “Let me know how you like the cake.” She heads over to the coop door, brushing the hay off her hands and clothes.

			“I don’t know if I can eat a whole cake by myself.” Yes, I could. “You and your mom should come over later and have some.”

			She gives me another smile and nods. As she exits the coop and heads on her way, something becomes overwhelmingly obvious.

			I like her.

			I don’t have time to like anyone, and I definitely don’t have the temperament for it, but I do.

			I like her.

			Mavis

			When I enter the Palace for the first time, I realize it is nothing like I imagined it originally. The marble countertops of the front desk and the sleek and perfect wooden cabinets and columns make this place seem much fancier than I anticipated.

			I ask one of the women at the front where the bar is, and she looks me up and down. “How old are you?”

			“I’m eighteen, but I’m actually just here to interview someone.”

			She gives me a judgmental look and pulls me aside to one of the wall scanners. Once I scan my wrist and my picture, age, weight, and home address pops up, the woman completely changes her persona. “Well, that’s great! Sorry about that.” She gives me the brightest smile I have seen all day. “I have to be careful, you know. Let me show you to the bar.”

			As she ushers me through the crowd, I see Janice sitting with one of the other officials, along with people who look to be overdressed. I assume she is in the middle of a business meeting, so I say nothing and continue walking with the woman. She brings me over to the bar, and I see a balding middle-age man who seems to be about my height, with his hat placed down on the countertop.

			“Mr. Smith?” I say as the lady walks off.

			He turns around and looks at me with an even brighter smile. “Ms. Wamsley! I’ve been saving you a barstool.” He slides it out and pats it on the cushion. “Sit, sit.”

			I head on over and take the seat. “Thank you.”

			“Would you like a drink? I’m buying.”

			I shake my head and pull out my notepad. “A water would be nice.”

			He takes a swig of his drink and turns to the bartender. “Would you please get this lady a glass of water?”

			He nods and gives me the drink. I take it and turn back to Mr. Smith. “Would you mind if we get started?”

			“No problem at all!”

			I flip open the notepad and read off the questions that Mr. Trolly gave me to ask. “What inspired you to become a garden designer?”

			“Well, I’ve always loved design, and I had always been into art and so this is like being able to bring art to life for everyone to enjoy.”

			I nod and scribble down his answer. “That’s wonderful, Mr. Smith. What about time? How long did it take you to design the layout of the park?” I follow Mr. Smith’s gaze over my shoulder to find a man who looks to be only a few years older than me two barstools away. He is only having a water just as I am, which strikes me as odd.

			I go through a whole list of questions and get all the answers I need within half an hour. Once I finish up my final question, I look back to Mr. Smith to find his forehead becoming sweaty.

			“Are you okay?” I ask him.

			“Yeah, yeah,” he answers. “Listen, I am really honored that you came to ask me all this, but I was just wondering if we could wrap this up.”

			I nod. “Yes, sir. I think I’m okay. I got everything I need.” I slide my camera bag over and ask him, “Would you like your picture taken?”

			His smile grows, and he hops down to the ground. “Oh no, thank you. I’m sorry, it’s just that I have a date.” He puts his hat on and makes his way out of sight. I can’t help but chuckle at how nervous he seemed to be about being late.

			I remain seated and sip my water for a bit. I watch the bartender take his glass and clean it out with soap and water, making sure not a single inch of it remains unwashed.

			Everyone around me seems to be happy with their drinks. The sudden urge to try one of the colorful alcohols rises within me, but I shove it back away.

			I am old enough to drink. The drinking age is eighteen, so why shouldn’t I? I’m not on the job anymore. I went and did what I was supposed to.

			I’m not my dad. I’m not going to go overboard. I mean, worse comes to worse, I could just get one of the nonalcoholic ones.

			“Hey.” The man two seats over from me gives me a small smile. “Are you freelance, or do you work for someone?”

			“What?” I ask him, confused.

			He chuckles and scoots one seat over to me. “The camera.” He points to my bag. “Do you work for yourself or someone else?”

			“Oh, I work for someone else.”

			“That’s what I thought.” He takes a sip of his water. “I assumed you were here to interview that guy rather than coming here to take pictures of the bar.” He looks around and smirks. “Though it is a very nice one.”

			I chuckle, “Yeah. I didn’t know if he wanted his picture taken or not, so I brought it just in case.”

			“I understand.” He extends his hand to me and smiles. “I’m Werner.”

			I shake his hand and smile back. “Mavis.”

			We let go, and he looks back to his drink. “I find that I take the best shot from above rather than from below.”

			I nod. “Well, it depends.” I take a sip of my drink and look back to him. “There are some angles that work better for certain things.”

			“Yeah?” He sips his water once again. “Like what?”

			“Well, I mean, I like taking photos of buildings from a low angle, you know? Buildings, certain plants, and most structures, I guess.”

			He nods. “I see. Have you had any pictures published? Any I may know of?”

			“I have had a few published in the newspaper, but not many.” My eyes catch a glimpse of a man at the very end of the bar looking in our direction. Werner turns around and notices the man as well. Rising to my feet, I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. “It was nice meeting you, Werner.” I have to go and turn in the questions and my pictures.

			“It was nice meeting you too. Maybe I will see you around sometime.”

			I nod. “Hopefully.” I look over to the man at the end of the bar to see him grab his napkin off the counter and walk away.

			I head out of the Palace and walk down the road until I am able to flag down a cab. When I finally get into a car, a large thundering roar echoes through the town.

			The driver spins around and looks at me as I buckle in. “What was that?”

			“I don’t know,” I tell him. After a moment of silence, I tell him my office’s address, and we take off. As we drive down the road, we are passed by what feels like dozens of first-responder vehicles heading the opposite way.

			“Oh my,” the driver says to himself. “I really hope everyone is okay.”

			I nod in agreement, but say nothing. I really hope so too.

			Logan

			I stand by John as everyone gathers around the hologram screen to listen to one of Oswald’s advisors address the nation.

			“This heartless and vicious attack on the Palace killed ninety-eight people. There were no survivors. The forensic evidence confirms that this was a homemade bomb, and as of right now, we are assuming that this attack was the result of a Bestellen extremist. The three officials that were targeted and killed in the attack were Emily Hash, Terrance Parrott, and Janice Ludley. They were having a business meeting over dinner with …”

			Janice? First Henry, then Sam’s mother, now Janice?

			“Hey.” I nudge John in the arm. “How do they know it was a Bestellen extremist?”

			“That’s classified.” He looks over to me then back to the hologram with a dead expression. “Trust the system.”

			Trust the system? Janice was the person who actually welcomed us to Bergland, and now she is dead. Or supposedly dead. If they can’t even tell us how they knew she died in the process, how are we supposed to trust them? Who would kill Janice? Why would they kill Janice?

			The same type of people who killed Henry. The little boy with so many hopes and dreams he wanted to fulfill, but never could because he died fighting someone else’s war.

			He deserved better.

			Riding home in a cab, there is nothing but silence between the driver and I. I say nothing and think about everything. I think about Sam’s mom. I think about Henry. I think about Janice and Emily. I think about Mavis, and I think about Sam.

			When I finally make it home, I head inside and find Eric making dinner. I am usually the one who makes our meals, but Eric seems happier than I’ve ever seen him. Giddy, even.

			“Glad you’re home. I just finished.” Eric plates the fish and vegetables and hands me my dish. We sit down at the table, and Eric digs in.

			I take a bite and find it a tad bland, but I ignore it and continue eating. “So what has you in such a good mood?”

			Eric looks over to me with a smile on his face as he chews.

			“Did you finally get a girlfriend?” I raise an eyebrow at him and pop another piece of the fish into my mouth. “Possibly your physical therapist?”

			Eric mumbles something under his breath and takes a bite of his vegetables.

			“What was that?”

			He rolls his eyes and looks back at me. “I’ll get a girlfriend when you ask Mavis out.”

			I scoff. “What?”

			“You heard me.”

			“I don’t like Mavis.”

			Eric looks at me with an unconvinced expression.

			“Whatever, man.”

			“You know you do,” he tells me, “but we both know you are too scared to ask her out.”

			“What are you talking about? I asked her to the inauguration ball.”

			He sets another bite of fish into his mouth. “Was that a date?”

			“Huh?”

			“Was. That. A. Date?”

			I pick up a vegetable on my fork and hold it up. “Define ‘date.’”

			He snickers. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

			I take another bite of food, and we sit in a standoff, chewing our veggies. “How about this,” I tell him as I finish swallowing. “If I ask Mavis out, you have to ask someone out. Not just anyone, but someone you actually like.”

			He rolls his eyes and extends his hand. “I’ll take that deal, only because I know you’ll never do it.”

			We shake on it, and I take another bite of food. “Whatever, man. You never did tell me what you are so happy about.”

			“Oh right. Okay, so I spoke with John today.” He cuts into and stabs the last bit of his fish. “And he got me a job.”

			“Oh yeah?” I take the last bite of my vegetables. “What’s the job?”

			He lifts his fish meat into the air and takes his final bite. “Fisherman. Up in State Two.” Eric chews with a smile. “I’ll be leaving in a few weeks.”

			“Um, I …” Baffled, I look at Eric’s giddy expression as he chews. “Congratulations.” He has always wanted to be a fisherman and now he will be. “Do you have a place to stay up there?”

			He shrugs. “I think so. John said he has it all set up for me.”

			“What about a roommate?”

			“I don’t know all the details. John and I are going to talk about it tomorrow.” Shoving another piece of food in his mouth, he smiles. “I will fill you in on everything then.”

			Now that Eric will be moving out, maybe I should get a roommate.

			Sam.

			Sam needs a roommate.

			If he moves in with me, he won’t have to keep working on the farm.

			After dinner, I head over to Mr. Gohaki’s house then hike my way back to Sam’s. Once I get there, I knock on his door to find no one home. I back off the porch and make my way out to the barn half a mile away to see if I can find Sam there.

			The smells of the occasional fresh pile of manure find their way to my nose and bring me back to reality.

			What am I doing?

			Sam just lost his mother. Should I really be asking him if he wants to move in with me? There are upsides, sure. Sam won’t be alone, and he won’t have to work on the farm anymore, but it is really soon.

			It’ll be weeks before he moves in anyways, so what’s the harm of asking now?

			Once I get out to the barn, I can see through the boards Sam speaking with a man who has a set of dark tattoos on his neck. I enter through the doors, catch Sam’s attention, and know I can’t back out now.

			The two of them smile at me and make an obvious change to the subject. The tattooed man clears his throat and turns back to Sam. “So have you heard anything about the poisonings?”

			I continue to approach and turn to Sam with a slight smile. “Poisonings?”

			“Um …” Sam looks back at Bram with a goofy smile. “Our friend Markus told us that there were about fifteen people that were picked off one at a time in State Four.”

			“Yeah,” the tattooed guy tells me. “They had holes in their backs from where someone had walked up behind them and stabbed them with some sort of lethal liquid.”

			“How did Markus know?” Sam asks the tattooed man.

			“Markus’s friend works in the hospital down there.”

			“Do you think that the poisonings are related to the conspiracy theories?” Sam asks us both.

			“I don’t know,” the man answers, “but over the last week or so, Markus would say something about this every night and come up with a new theory. So he certainly thinks so.”

			Sam chuckles. “I actually think some of his theories are true though.”

			“Like what?” I ask them.

			Sam looks around the barn then back to me. “There’s word going around, and not just by Markus, that the bombing of the Palace wasn’t by a Stellen extremist, but by the new government.”

			“What?” I scoff.

			“Yeah, the word is that they have people out on the streets and spies in the home that monitor you.” The tattooed guy gives me a little smile. “And if you feel like Frieden is gaining too much power or if you don’t agree with something they believe, they will kill you.”

			“That’s why the Palace was bombed,” Sam tells me. “Janice and the others didn’t agree with the chancellor on something, so he wanted them out of the picture.”

			I shake my head in shock and disbelief. “There’s no way that any of this is true.”

			The tattooed man walks past me and pats my shoulder. “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t. If you want to know, you need to look further into what’s going on.” He makes his way out of the barn. “Rather than believing the news or what we are saying, think for yourself.”

			“I’ll see you later, Bram.” Sam waves to the man as he exits the barn and throws a bag of feed over his shoulder. “Hey, Logan, sorry about that. What can I do for you?”

			“Well, first, you can tell me if you believe the theories.”

			“It all makes sense, and nothing the theories propose can be refuted.” Sam carries the feed up a step and into what I assume is the feed room.

			“It has been refuted by the news reporters and the investigators, hasn’t it?”

			Sam exits the room and comes over to grab another bag. “Has it really?”

			After all the lies and deceit I have been fed my whole life by the news, I don’t know what to believe anymore. As Sam carries one of the bags back to the room, I bend over to help and grab one of the remaining bags. As I throw it over my shoulder, I feel a horrible pain in my lower back shoot through my spine and down my legs. I immediately drop the bag of feed, spilling the corn all over the floor.

			Sam exits the room and looks around the floor, seemingly growing with frustration until his eyes fall upon me. “Logan, are you—”

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him, grabbing my back and making my way out of the barn. “I’m very sorry. I have to go.”

			“Logan.” Sam runs over to me. “Are you okay?”

			I turn to him and nod with the only smile I can muster up.

			“No, you aren’t.” He heads over to his little cart and helps me up onto a seat. “I’m going to take you back to my place and call you a cab. You need to go to the hospital.”

			“No, no,” I tell him. “I don’t. I just need to go home.”

			“But, Logan—”

			“I’m fine.” He takes me back to his house, calls the cab, then drives me over to Mr. Gohaki’s driveway without another word.

			Sam helps me get into the cab when it arrives and looks at me once more. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			I can tell he is worried about me. I assume he is overly worried because of the way his mom died without warning, but I assure him once more. “I’m okay. Thank you.”

			With those final words, I make my way home, never getting to ask my question.

			


	

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Sam

			The sun has set.

			The day is over.

			I head home and take a shower to get all the crap and hay off me from work. After getting out of the shower and heading into the main area, the first thing my eyes fall upon is an orange-and-yellow frosted cake sitting on the counter in a fancy glass dish.

			Being only in a towel, I turn around and head back into my room to change. Once I am fully dressed, I come back out and examine the cake more closely. Carrol seems to have made a sort of swirl pattern all throughout the frosting that blends the yellow and orange together without forcing them to become one.

			I consider inviting Carrol and Aspen over to enjoy the cake with me. I have all of my work done for today, so what would be the harm?

			The more I think about it, the more I realize I don’t feel like having anyone over right now.

			I turn away from the cake and head to the radio on the mantel. I turn it on and take a seat on the couch.

			“I’m not surprised. It was just a matter of time before the New Care Act came through,” one man says to the other.

			“You’re right. This has been a hot topic for years, and I for one am glad to hear that Oswald has taken a stand and is following through on his oath.”

			A woman’s voice comes out of the radio following the second man. “For those of you who aren’t familiar with the New Care Act, it is the proposal that will be reinstating the medicine at birth that cures certain disorders. This act has made these medicines mandatory.”

			Thank goodness. I don’t know why it took so long to pass. They have been discussing this for years, so I guess they were just waiting until they got back out here, but still. By doing this, no one would have any more mental disorders, right? This process seems not only helpful, but it also seems like it is the moral thing to do.

			But isn’t that what Bestellen thought?

			“After the New Care Act was passed, Jonathan Riley, one of Oswald’s advisors, announced that they will be cutting down on vials. He told the crowd when he addressed this issue that ‘the vials have become too addicting and, with this cure, unnecessary. There were vial dealings back in Bergland, but not nearly as many as there are now. There have been over thirty reported cases of vial overdose in Frieden since we arrived, and we don’t like those numbers.’”

			I head over to the radio and turn it off. I don’t need to hear this. I use the vials when I need to. I use them when I can’t sleep or when I can’t feel any peace. I just lost my mother, and now they want to take away the only thing that can help me feel calm? The only thing that can help me feel normal, like a functioning member of society?

			I wash my hands and head back over to Carrol’s cake, where I plate a slice and take it over to the table. As I sit down and blankly stare at the cake, I pull my mother’s gemstone necklace out of my shirt. I pull it off and find myself stroking my thumb against the orange jewel.

			A bite or two of cake finds its way into my mouth as I continue to stroke.

			At least while I was in Bergland, I had already prepared myself to never see her again. Sure, I held on to hope, but not so much that I believed in it. I was preparing myself to either be right or to be pleasantly surprised.

			But now, I feel even worse than I would have if I would have come back from Bergland to find her dead. It is so much worse to have her practically come back to life and then be snatched away just when I think everything is great again. We were just getting back to normal. Her arm was supposed to be getting better. She just said she was sore.

			I wish she would have died before I got to see her again. That way, I wouldn’t feel like this.

			No.

			I don’t feel that way. I just miss her.

			I miss her so much it hurts to think that I’ll never get to feel her hugs again. I’ll never get to feel her warmth again and never get to tell her I love her again.

			My messenger vibrates to life on the couch. I check it to find Bram wanting me over at his and Markus’s house. I message him back to tell him I am on my way then sit back down at the table and finish my cake. Though it is a pity cake, it is a very good one, and it should not go to waste.

			Maybe I made the right choice not inviting Aspen and Carrol over to share it.

			Once I get to their house, I make my way to the door and knock. Markus swings it open and looks me up and down. “Hey, Sam.” He lets me in and points over to Bram. “He’s over there.”

			I follow his directions and make my way into their kitchen. On the counter is a vial case, which I assume is why he called me here.

			“What’s up, Sammy boy?” Bram says to me as he slides me the case. “Are you ready for today’s assignment?”

			I can’t help but chuckle. “You make it sound like school.”

			“This is even better than school though.” Bram walks around the corner and places the case in my hand. “Because you’re getting paid.”

			I nod. Bram tells me where to meet, and I head out. Once I get behind the bakery, I look around and observe my surroundings. The easiest thing to do would have been to just hide the case in the dumpster, but instead, I come up with a more original plan.

			A plan that even I am impressed with.

			As I climb up on top of the dumpster to reach my hiding spot, I find a familiar mark spray painted on the back of the building. This one, though, is much smaller.

			REER.

			Respect existence or expect resistance. I have seen this abbreviation several times since the day that I was mugged. And every time I see it, it makes me more aware of the fact that people in Frieden seem to be upset with the way it is being run. Other than this New Care Act, what do we have to be upset about?

			After placing the case, I wait and wait, and the two women finally come around the corner.

			“Are you Steve’s guy?” one of them asks me.

			“No.” I shake my head and look around.

			“Bram’s?” the other one asks me.

			I nod.

			“Good. We just needed to make sure.”

			One of them comes over and slides an even thirteen hundred into my hand. “Where’s the case?”

			I smile at them and point up. Their eyes slowly rise to find the case sitting on top of one of the thick tree branches that provide the bakery with shade.

			“Pleasure doing business with you,” I tell them.

			By the time I make it around the back of the bakery, one of the girls has already hopped on top of the dumpster and pulled the case down, the same way I put it up there. I can’t help but feel proud of my hiding skills. I wasn’t a jerk and made it hard to get, but I was smart and made it hard to see.

			I head back to Bram’s and hand him three-quarters of the cash. He nods to me and smiles. “Thank you very much.”

			I nod back to him without another word.

			“Do you …” Bram turns to Markus then back to me. “Do you want to stay here for a while?”

			“What?” I ask him. “Why?”

			“I don’t know. We know you lost your mom, and we …” He looks back to Markus again. “I don’t know.”

			Markus moves over to one of the desks in the room. He pulls out a small purple vial and hands it to me. “Here. This is a type of vial that we don’t usually give out to people.”

			I take it and roll it around in my hand. It looks to be the exact same as the blue vials, only a different color.

			“Go ahead and try it,” Bram tells me. “It’ll help you feel better.”

			I continue to stare at the vial. “Take it here?”

			“Yeah,” Markus says.

			I look at both of them and go take a seat at the table where I did the last time I took something here. I hold the vial in my hand and look it over once more before injecting it into my thigh. The purple liquid drains just as the other vials do, and I close my eyes.

			“So”—Markus nudges Bram—“did you hear about the Palace bombings?”

			“Obviously, dude. It was all over the news.”

			“No, I mean the theory. Someone told me that they found out what really happened.”

			As they continue, I zone out. My mind somehow drifts to Aspen. What would happen if I ask her to dinner sometime? I don’t want to ask her out right now, of course, but I can’t help but think about it anyway.

			Taking the time to walk slowly home, enjoying the sound and smells of nature and its breezes, I walk into my house on the farm and see Aspen. The room is warm as she has already lit the fireplace, and the smell reminds me of the store we were in when we went shopping for our mothers.

			She walks over to me from the hallway and throws her arms around my neck, kissing me on every inch of open skin from my neck up. When she pulls away from me, I look down to find her wearing Mom’s orange gemstone necklace.

			“Welcome home,” she tells me.

			A smile rises up on my face as I lift her off her feet and open my eyes to reveal the dream ending.

			Markus and another dude I don’t know have passed out on the couch beside me, leaving Bram nowhere to be seen. I rise to my feet and shake off the haziness left over from the purple vial. No one around is awake for me to say goodbye to, so I make my way to the door to leave when I am interrupted with an idea.

			I make my way back to the desk that they pulled the purple vial out of and take an extra. Heading out of the house as quickly as I can, I find myself a cab roaming the streets and head home.

			When I get home to an empty house and one piece taken out of the cake, I realize how much I hate living alone.

			I think back to the feeling of my mother’s warm hugs. I think back to how wonderful they felt. She would always welcome me home. She was always concerned with my well-being. Now, who is? No one is worried about me. No one cares about me.

			Mom would have made sure the cake was put away properly rather than letting me leave it out like I did. It is going to get stale if it isn’t already.

			Pulling out the purple vial, I lie down on my couch and sit in silence. I stare at the purple bubbles inside the glass tube and think to myself, One more time.

			The medicine is injected into my thigh once again, and I watch it drain. I close my eyes and lay my head back.

			My mom.

			I miss my mom.

			It hurts.

			It hurts my chest. It hurts my head. It hurts me. The pain seems to put a million tons of pressure on my chest, causing it to hurt to do anything, including breathe.

			The vials are the only thing that ever help, and sometimes they don’t even work.

			“Don’t worry.”

			I jump off the couch and spin around to locate the voice.

			“It’s okay, Sam,” she tells me.

			“Mom.” I feel my lower lip begin to quiver, and my eyes begin to flood. I run around the couch and wrap my arms around her, just as she does me. The warmth from her hug enters into my body, causing a calming sensation greater than all others.

			I don’t seem to get the chance to take my time and hold her. She pulls away and brings up her sleeve, wiping the tears off my cheeks. “Why are you crying?”

			“I miss you.”

			A smile rises up onto her face as her piercing blue eyes meet mine. “I know. I miss you too, but I will see you again one day.”

			“I don’t want to wait.” Tears pour down my face no matter how much I try to stop them. “I miss your hugs.” I chuckle and wipe the tears from my face. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

			“Hey, hey.” She pulls my arms down from my face. “It’s all right.” She wraps her arms around me once more. “You need to be strong. There are so many things in life to look forward to. I don’t want you to miss them because you are too busy dwelling on the past.” She pulls away and wipes more of my tears. “Dwelling on me.”

			I nod and allow her to pull me into another hug.

			She kisses my forehead and takes a deep breath. “I love you.” The sounds of the empty house around us seems to become more apparent as I realize how shaky my breath is.

			“Don’t go,” I tell her. “Please don’t go.”

			I feel her hug getting lighter as she passes once more.

			The gut-wrenching feeling returns as I choke out, “I can’t do this myself.”

			Logan

			“Hey, Mavis, it’s Logan.”

			The rain outside begins to grow in severity. “Hey, Logan,” she answers. “How are you?”

			“I’m good, I’m good. Actually …” I shift away from the wall phone and pick up the newspaper off the counter. “I was just calling you to congratulate you.”

			“Congratulate me? For what.”

			“For your picture and article being in the newspaper!” I look over the beautiful pictures of the park and read down the article where they cite her name as a large roar of thunder consumes the atmosphere. “It says right here that you took these pictures and that you coauthored the article.”

			“Wait, what is it about?”

			“The park.”

			“Oh really? They gave me credit for that? Yeah, those are my pictures, but I didn’t help write the article, I only interviewed the man.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. That was two weeks ago anyways. I didn’t think that he was even going to do anything with that stuff.”

			I toss the paper back onto the counter and chuckle. “Well, he made a great choice to use your work. It looks amazing.”

			“Thank you. It—” The rain outside begins pouring even harder, causing our line to break up. “… was—”

			“Hey, Mavis, the line is breaking up.”

			“What? Logan, the line is breaking up.”

			“Wait, I can hear you now.” I chuckle again and look out the window. The skies say that the rain won’t be letting up anytime soon. “I think I should probably go get a cab so I can make it to work on time, but before I go, I—”

			“Logan—” The line continues to break. “… saying.”

			“Can I see you tonight?” I slowly and loudly enunciate.

			Laughter bounces out of the phone’s speakers. “I can hear you now. Yeah, that sounds good.”

			“Okay, when can I?” The line goes dead. “Mavis?”

			I hang up the phone and dial out for a cab. If I don’t get one now, I’m going to be late for work.

			I call for one and have to wait over twenty minutes before the cab arrives. When the driver finally picks me up, she speeds through the rain as if there was none. Though the windshield is covered in water, completely compromising her vision, nothing stops her.

			When she drops me off at the building, I almost sprint away after paying her. I have never been so relieved to get out of a car, and that includes the first time I was blown up. I make my way into the building, have them scan my wrist to sign in, and get right to work.

			Throughout the entire day, I am able to avoid John. I figured that he would have come over to me and somehow scolded me for coming in late, but he hasn’t checked on me once. His neglect combined with the fact that I get to see Mavis tonight makes this the perfect day. That is, until I finish cleaning one of the training rooms.

			I straighten my posture as I rise to my feet from the floor and get a shooting pain in my lower back. I shoot back down into the bent-over position I was in right before the pain came along, and I freeze. I don’t want to move. If I move, I could damage myself further, but I can’t stay bent over.

			Slowly, I begin to rise back to a normal standing position with a small amount of pain and strain on my lower back. I squat down, never twisting or bending my back, and pick up my cleaning supplies.

			After packing them all up, I look around in all the training rooms for John, but can’t find him anywhere. Still as stiff as can be, I head downstairs to the front desk and ask the woman at the hologram, “Excuse me, do you know where Commander Young is?”

			“One moment please.” She nods and finishes typing something. “Yes, sir, he is currently in a meeting. Is there anything I can help you with?”

			“Um, could you tell me where the meeting is? I need to speak with him.”

			“Will you wait outside of the room until the meeting is over?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			She smiles and gives me a little wink. “Room 314.”

			I return the smile. “Thank you.”

			After heading up the stairs once again in hopes to loosen up my back, I wait outside of the room. I can hear slight mumbling from the men and women, but I can’t make out what they are saying.

			When they finally exit the room, I see many random people I feel like I’ve only ever seen once before, along with some of the highest-standing officers in Frieden. Werner Rhodes is one of the first people to exit, but he leaves so quickly that I miss my chance to say something to him. General Wilson is the second to last to exit, followed by John.

			When John sees me, he heads over to Wilson and shakes his hand, saying something just before the general leaves, surrounded by his bodyguards.

			“Forge?” John comes back over to me and looks me up and down. “Why aren’t you working?”

			“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m not feeling too good, and I think I may need to go home and lie down.”

			He looks down to where my right hand is resting on my back, and his jaw clenches. “How long have you been here?”

			“Since about ten minutes after my shift started. The rain slowed the cab services down.” All cabs except for my driver.

			He takes a deep breath and lets out an even deeper sigh. “And you finished Training Room D?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			John nods, scratching the back of his head with what seems like annoyance. “Then go ahead. You were only supposed to be here for another hour anyway.”

			“Thank you.” I head out of the building as quick as I can to make sure John doesn’t change his mind. When I finally get out, the rain seems to have stopped, and time seems to have passed much more than I realized. It is already dark out.

			I flag down a cab and give them Mavis’s address. I want to stop by her house on the way home to go in and see her. Yes, I need to get home and lie down, but we already said that we were going to get together tonight. We never said where, so I assume she is probably still home. Why not surprise her?

			The cab drops me off by the bridge and takes off, leaving me to trudge through the muddy path to their house in the dark. Somehow, on my way, I step on part of a stick and shoot the rest of it up, scaring me into a small jump. After my nerves partially calm, I continue and make it to their house, never fully feeling safe, and turning around every few feet to make sure nothing is going to jump back out at me.

			I knock once and find myself knocking nine more times. Not trying to be excessive, I stop myself there and find some sort of relief in the even number.

			The door opens up, revealing a short blonde woman that isn’t Mavis. Her hair is separated into curly golden locks, and her smile seems somewhat fake at first. “Can I help you?”

			“I, uh …” I hesitate. “Is Mavis here?”

			Her smile grows less fake as she looks me over. “Not right now, but she should be home soon.”

			Ms. Page peeks around the corner of the door’s threshold and looks at me with a slight squint. “Who are you?”

			“Logan.” I touch my chest with my hand and look at her. “Do you remember me? I took Mavis to Chancellor Oswald’s inauguration ball.”

			Her eyes flicker over to the blonde girl for a moment then back to me. We stand in silence for a moment as Ms. Page slowly remembers me or pretends to remember me. “Logan!” She smiles and waves me inside. “Come in, come in!”

			Ms. Page heads over to the table and takes a seat. She pats the chair next to her and smiles at me. “Come sit. You are more than welcome to stay for dinner! Caitlyn is making it, and she is a fabulous cook.”

			I chuckle, not knowing what to say. Why would I stay if Mavis isn’t here? But why wouldn’t I? I don’t want to be rude.

			The blonde girl heads back to the fireplace and stirs the pot. “I think that’s a great idea.” She winks at me and smiles.

			Ms. Page rises to her feet and looks around. “Hold on one moment.” She exits the room with almost a skip in her step, leaving me alone with “Caitlyn.”

			I take a seat at the table, where Ms. Page was gesturing for me to sit and am almost immediately joined by Caitlyn.

			“So, Logan, what do you do? Or are you still in school?”

			“I am working as a janitor now in the training building, but I fought in the Taai during the war.”

			Almost immediately, her slightly shy exterior gives way. She wiggles her eyebrows at me and leans in. “You know, I may not be a photographer like Mavis, but I can really picture us together.”

			I can’t help but blush. What am I supposed to say to that? Lucky for me, Ms. Page walks out of one of the rooms with a few framed pictures, stopping Caitlyn in her tracks.

			“Mavis is just like a daughter to me.” Ms. Page sets the pictures down on the table, revealing young pictures of Derek and Mavis together in the town. Both kids in this picture hold a scowl and have their arms crossed. “Neither of them wanted this picture, but when the photographer’s bus came to town, I forced them both.”

			She slides over another picture that looks like Mavis, just with dark hair and aged a few years. “This was Mavis’s mom. She died when Mavis was no more than ten. Ever since she passed, I have practically taken Mavis in. Her uncle Randy helped some, but he was always too busy to actually do anything useful.” She shakes her head and slides me another picture of Derek and Mavis.

			“What happened to her mom?” I ask Ms. Page.

			She slowly sits back in her chair and looks over to Caitlyn, who seems overly interested as well. “You don’t know?”

			I shake my head. “I don’t really know much about Mavis’s past.”

			Caitlyn looks at Ms. Page and is nodded off. She heads back to the fireplace pot and stirs as Ms. Page looks down at the picture of Mavis’s mom.

			“Is there something I need to know?” I ask her.

			She sighs a deep sigh and places the picture in front of me. “I believe so.”

			Mavis

			I make my way into Logan’s work building and head over to the desk. A woman sits here, typing away on the desk’s hologram keyboard at a speed that I find unbelievable.

			“Excuse me?” I say to her.

			“One moment.” The woman continues to type for what feels like minutes before she finally turns around to me. “How can I help you?”

			“My friend works here, his name is Logan Forge. Do you know where he is?”

			“I can’t tell you that, ma’am. You can ask his supervisor though.” She types something into her hologram. “Commander John Young.”

			I nod. “Thank you. Where can I find him?”

			“He should be in Training Room D.” She scans my wrist to log me in and points to the elevators down the hallway. The woman describes to me where on the fourth floor it is and quickly resumes typing. I thank her and follow her directions for what feels like a mile down the hallways until I see a door cracked slightly open. I peek in as I walk to see John with a clipboard, doing what looks like taking inventory on the wall of weapons in front of him. I see guns, ammunition, and what looks like little yellow vials that could fit into a gun.

			I take a small step inside and utter a little “Hello?”

			“Ms. Wamsley!” He smiles at me and sets down his clipboard. “How are you doing?”

			I look around the room of weapons to find we are the only ones present. “I am good, how about you?”

			He nods and takes a little step closer to me. “Much better now that you are here.”

			I give a little chuckle and cross my arms, trying not to scratch. “Do you know where Logan is? I actually came to see him.”

			“No, I don’t. He actually asked to leave early today.”

			I find myself nodding. “Oh okay. Thank you.” I point back to the wall of weapons and begin stepping back. “Sorry for interrupting.”

			“Oh, it’s no problem.” John follows my pace and approaches me. “I am actually happy you decided to drop by. I meant to speak with you more at the ball.”

			I find myself nervously chuckling. “Ah. Sorry about that. I know you guys were busy with Chancellor Oswald.”

			“No no, Oswald is a friend of mine. I can speak to him whenever.”

			“Yeah?” I ask, trying not to be rude. “Well, that’s nice. It was especially kind of you to introduce Eric and Logan.”

			He nods once again. “Yeah. They’re good soldiers, and they deserved to meet him.” Stepping closer to me, he folds his arms, mimicking my stance. “I can introduce you two, you know, if you’d like.”

			I shake my head and try to scoot back without making it obvious. “Oh, I’m all right. Thank you for the offer though.” John stares at me, so I continue, filling the silence. “Maybe one day, but as of right now, I am okay.”

			“Are you sure?” Smiling at me, he steps closer. “It would be no problem. I have a lot of connections and can make the arrangement fairly easily.”

			Nodding awkwardly back, I shrug. “Well, again, maybe one day. I just—” I look back to John as he stares me down with an unsettling smile plastered on his face.

			John takes another step closer and smiles at me. “You know, you looked amazing at the inauguration ball.”

			Not knowing how to take the compliment, I laugh. After a moment, my mouth finally produces words. “You looked pretty nice too.”

			He inches even closer toward me, and I make a half a step back. Before I can do anything, he takes my hand.

			I freeze, not sure what to do. All I am sure of is that I don’t like this.

			John slowly brings my hand up to his mouth and kisses it. I try to pull it away without making a scene, but he doesn’t let go. “You were the best-looking woman at the entire party, you know that?”

			I try to pull my hand away again, but he doesn’t release. “Okay. Thank you, but I think I need to get going.”

			“What’s the rush? You should stay for a bit. We have always been too busy to ever actually have a conversation.”

			“Maybe another time, Commander Young, but I really have to get going.” I pull my hand free and turn around to leave the room, when John grabs my arm tightly.

			“Where are you going?” Squeezing my arm as tightly as he can, he growls back at me. “I am just trying to talk to you.” He pulls me closer and grabs my other arm as I try to pull away. “I even offered to take you to meet the chancellor. And what? You’re just going to walk off?”

			Swinging my hands to the center of our bodies and swinging up, I manage to break free of his grip and try to run away. Before I make it too far, John wraps his arm around my throat and pricks me in the arm with one of the little yellow vial bullets that was hanging on the wall beside us.

			Within seconds, everything goes black.

			


	

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			Mavis

			No.

			This couldn’t have happened. No, no, no.

			As I come out of the haziness, I feel a pain in my hips slowly become more apparent. I open my eyes and find myself on the floor of a bathroom stall. Forcing myself to my feet, I examine myself and find a mess.

			There’s blood.

			There wouldn’t be blood if it had not happened.

			There wouldn’t be bruising either.

			I have to get out.

			I open the stall door and make my way to the sink. I wash my face and notice redness around my throat, most likely from where John grabbed me.

			I can’t remember anything after that. I woke up on the floor, and that is it.

			I exit the restroom and look around. No one is visible, so I make my way out of the restroom and pull out my messenger. Before doing anything with the device, I realize I have to get out of the building without being seen. I can’t let anyone see my injuries.

			I can’t confront anyone.

			I can’t get caught wandering the building, hazy and dazed.

			Thinking back to when the woman back in Bergland administered me a vial the moment I became upset, I realize that the vial is the only way. It is the only way to get rid of this feeling.

			To get rid of this feeling of horrid violation. To get rid of this feeling that I’d rather die than face that again.

			To get rid of these thoughts.

			Should I have fought harder?

			Could I have fought harder?

			Is this my fault? Is this my fault that I let him do this?

			It is my fault. I shouldn’t have been in the same room with him alone.

			I message Sam and ask him where he is. I need to borrow a vial, and I know he has some. I want peace. I have only a few vials back home, and I’d have to go through Derek and Ms. Page to get them first.

			“Can you meet me somewhere close by the capitol building?” I message him.

			Moments later, Sam responds, “I’m actually heading that way. Meet me in front of Lemon’s Bakery.”

			I look around to see the streetlights on, but no one else out. I check the time on the messenger and notice how early in the morning it really is, forcing myself to wonder how long he had me for.

			Sam

			After finishing the last few chores I had to do on the farm, I began heading to Bram’s house, only to be messaged by Mavis.

			When I turn the street corner to meet her, I see a silhouette standing by herself. Her arms are crossed so tightly that you’d think she was wrapped by tape.

			“Mavis,” I call out to the figure and see her spin around to me. Immediately, I see in her eyes, expression, and mannerisms that she is upset. “What’s wrong?”

			She looks away from me without a word. I make my way over to her to give her a hug, but she jumps back, bursting into tears.

			“What? What’s wrong?” I ask.

			She doesn’t let up. Her breathing deepens as she backs away from me.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

			She sniffles and wheezes, trying to get herself under control. “I’m sorry.” She rubs her eyes with her palms, seemingly trying to cause blindness. “I’m sorry.”

			“What happened?”

			“Something.” She lowers her hands and looks away from me. “I don’t want to talk about it.” Mavis turns her body around and begins walking away.

			“Hey, wait.” I follow her, quite confused as to what could have happened. I have never seen her act this way.

			“I’m fine,” she tells me as I catch up. Pulling her jacket up almost to her ears, she shakes her head. “I’m fine.”

			“Are you sure?” I think back to when I said the same thing to her and tell her what she told me. “You can trust me, you know.”

			“I know.” She looks at me and sniffles again, wiping the tears away with her sleeves.

			Slowing our pace, I ask her, “Do you want to come with me to a friend’s house? They have vials you can use if you want. That is where I was heading.”

			Mavis takes a deep breath and nods. She follows me, and we walk in silence. We walk for miles before arriving at Bram’s house. When we get there, I make my way onto the porch and turn around to see Mavis standing in the driveway.

			“Are you okay? Do you want to go home?” It is obvious she is uncomfortable.

			She shakes her head. “I’m okay.”

			I knock on their door, and Markus opens it up. “Sam, hey.” He looks over my shoulder then back to me. “Who is this?”

			“This”—I turn around and look at her—“is Mavis.”

			Bram comes around the corner with a smile on his face. “Mavis? The Mavis?”

			I chuckle. “Yes.”

			“Oh, why hello, Mavis.” Bram shakes her hand and looks at me. “Sammy boy here talks about you a lot.”

			She looks at me.

			“All good things,” I tell her, earning a little chuckle.

			Bram and Markus look at each other and come through the door, but leave it open. Markus looks at us both with a small smirk. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Mavis, but Bram and I actually have to get going.”

			Bram wiggles his eyebrows at me. “We have an appointment.”

			“Okay, but can Mavis and I go inside for a bit?” I look at each of them. “I need to grab a vial or two.”

			Bram gives me a small squint. “I guess so.” He shakes my hand and pulls me into a hug. Whispering into my ear, he says, “Don’t use too many of the purples. I know how many we have.”

			I pull away. “Got it.”

			The guys leave us. Mavis and I enter the house, and I watch her awkwardly stand around, avoiding everything in the building.

			“Go ahead and take a seat wherever,” I tell her.

			After a moment of hesitation, she does. She sits at the table, and her eyes follow me as I head over to where Bram and Markus keep the vials.

			She clears her throat. “Are you going to want someone to stay at your place with you tonight?”

			I can tell she doesn’t want to go home for some reason. Mavis continues scratching her arm as I answer, “I’d be happy to have you stay over.”

			She gives a little nod and forces her arms to cross once again.

			I pull out one large blue vial for Mavis and one purple one for me. I would give Mavis a purple one, but she doesn’t seem to want the dreams. She wants the peace, and that’s what I’m going to give her.

			“Here.” I hand Mavis the blue vial and take a seat across from her.

			She holds it in her hand and stares.

			“Please. Take it before we leave.” I look at her and close her fingers around it. “I really want you to feel better.”

			Mavis looks at me with tears in her eyes as she shakes her head. I can tell she wants to say something, but she wants to stay quiet more.

			I watch her as she stares at it and lets tears fall. She squeezes her eyes closed and injects the vial. Pulling it out of her leg, tears flow and she sets the vial onto the table and closes her eyes. Before she knows it, her head is lying back and she is fast asleep.

			With her shoulders and body relaxed, her jacket falls. It loosens and slides down, revealing dark marks around her throat. Immediately, I lean forward and take a closer look at the marks, but realize how horrendous it would be if Mavis woke up just now. She wouldn’t want me, or anyone else for that matter, to be this close to her, and I am beginning to get an idea why.

			I know she is strong. I know she is trying to be strong, but I also know she doesn’t have to be.

			I take my purple vial and hold it close. Wrapping my fingers around it, I rise to my feet and go grab a few more vials. I place them all on the table so that I won’t wake Mavis if I need to get more.

			With my medicine all lined up for the taking, I inject the vial into my leg and fall asleep next to one of my favorite people.

			Mavis

			My eyes slowly open, and I lift my head. I have a slight crick in my neck from the way I was lying, but not one big enough to slow me down.

			Sam seems to have fallen asleep as well. Neither Bram nor Markus are back, so I assume the empty vials around him are his.

			As I come out of my small nap, I feel the messenger in my pocket vibrating nonstop. Looking down to my pocket, I slowly pull out the little glass and plastic machine to see Derek’s messages.

			They were sent hours ago.

			“Where are you?”

			“Are you okay?”

			I wipe my eyes and message him back. “I’m staying over at Sam’s tonight. Sorry to worry you.”

			Slowly sliding the messenger back into my pocket, I rise to my feet and stretch. My body feels much more relaxed than it has been feeling lately, but I don’t care. I try to shove off the memories, or lack thereof, from last night and move over to Sam.

			“Sam,” I say to him, looking down at his glowing pocket as his messenger shines through the fabric. “Your messenger.”

			He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t move.

			I poke him in the arm to try to get him up. “Sam.”

			He does nothing.

			My heart begins to race, and the short-lived peace flees. I hold my fingers to his neck to find his pulse and feel nothing. I grab his wrist and wait for a small beat, but again feel nothing.

			“Sam.” I grab his face and try to turn it to me, but it seems his muscles have all tensed up. “Sam, wake up.” I stare into his slightly opened eyes and see an image of nightmares. His blue irises have become beadier and more terrifying than anything I’ve ever seen.

			His face lies whiter than usual, along with the rest of his body. His messenger continues to vibrate, so I pull it out of his pocket to get it to stop and see messages from Bram.

			“Get out.”

			“Get out now.”

			I shake my head in disbelief and check Sam again. His pulse still remains nonexistent, and his eyes haven’t changed.

			I message back to Bram, “Sam is dead.”

			“Who is this?”

			“Mavis. Sam is dead.”

			Immediately, he returns with, “Get out now. Run into the woods behind the house, and keep running until you hit the street on the other side.”

			I try to message back to him “What? Why?” but am caught like a deer in headlights as blinding white flashlights streak across the windows and through the curtains.

			I shove Sam’s messenger into my pocket and stumble back. After getting to my feet, I run as fast as I can out their back door and into their woods. I don’t know what is happening, but I don’t want to stick around for it.

			Sam trusted these guys, so I can too, right?

			But Sam’s dead. I didn’t do it. Should I really be running from people who may be able to help me? Who may be able to help Sam?

			I hear shouting from the house as I continue to run, followed by gunshots that hit the trees and ground surrounding me. The shooting only motivates me to run faster. The branches slap me in the face and I trip on weeds and briars as I push through, but nothing stops me.

			I feel like I am back on the outside of the wall.

			I run as fast as I can until I can’t run anymore. I slow my pace down and walk for a mile or so until a branch behind me snaps, causing me to run even faster than I did before. I go and go until I make it to the road, only to find no one there.

			Pulling the messenger out, I regret my decision to trust them. “Where are you,” I send them. I wait for what feels like minutes before he finally responds.

			“Once you come out of the woods, take a left on the road and walk until you see the road sign ‘Brook Street.’”

			I immediately follow his directions and walk down the forest-lined roads where if someone wanted to jump out and attack me, they could. I wouldn’t be able to stop them. I can’t really even see anything past the first few trees beside the road. It is all darkness.

			I walk until I see the sign. When I see it, I scurry over and wait. No one is here.

			Bram messages me before I get the chance to message him. “I’m coming.”

			I wait with my arms crossed, and look around for anything that could go wrong. Another branch snaps from behind me, but just before I take off running, Bram calls out, “Hey.”

			I turn around and walk over to the other side of the road to meet him. “What is going on? Sam is dead, and there are people shooting back at your house!”

			Bram looks around in a frenzy and waves for me to follow him. “Markus and I saw a police team flooding the neighborhood, raiding houses, and looking for vial stashes. We knew we were screwed.”

			“Is that why you guys left? You framed Sam and I?”

			“No! Markus and I had to leave because we were meeting with an associate. I wanted Markus there for backup. You and Sam just came at the wrong time.” He pauses and we both stop in our tracks. “Is Sam really dead?”

			“Yes!” I shout, immediately regretting it. I scream whisper, “That is what I have been trying to tell you! One of my best friends is dead in your house, and I couldn’t do anything about it because I had to run or I would be shot! What did you get me in to?”

			Bram continues walking again. “What happened to Sam?”

			“I don’t know.” Flashes of Sam’s pale face and body come back to me. “He was dead when I woke up.” The image of his eyes pops back into my head, and I have to try to shove it off.

			Bram continues his walk in silence, but I don’t.

			“Where are we going?” I ask him, stepping over broken branches.

			“We are staying with a group. We are leaving Frieden.”

			I pause, frozen in confusion. “What?”

			He continues walking. “You are involved now too. You can stay behind if you want, but it is your funeral.”

			Still frozen, I look around the woods and let my eyes fall back on Bram.

			If I go back, I could be shot at or killed. If I go forward, I don’t know what could happen. Something worse could be waiting for me if I go with Bram than if I went back.

			Not knowing what to do, I force myself to follow one of the last people Sam ever trusted.

			


	

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Werner

			In my seat, remaining perched and ready for any and every shot I take.

			I sit on the roof of a building toward the edge of Kern, which also happens to be on the edge of Frieden. Right now, I sit and wait to guard the border of our new nation. I watch the river flow through the barred portion of the wall. This is where I have been assigned to sit and guard tonight.

			If people try to get in, it is my job to execute them. If people try to get out, it is my job to execute them. Those who enter Frieden now are extremists who are trying to get back in after escaping to meet up with other extremists. Those who exit Frieden are the same.

			The extremists are the ones who want Frieden to crumble. They are the ones who want Bestellen back. We can’t let that happen. By guarding the wall, I am doing one of the highest services there, keeping the peace.

			Immediately, I aim my gun and look through the scope at the flock of people trying to leave through the portion of the wall that is open for the river to flow through. The bars are too close together to let people and animals enter and escape, so I watch. It could be a group going for a late night swim.

			I am quickly proven wrong as the woman at the front of the group twists one of the bars off and slides through. One of the men of the group pushes past everybody and forces himself through the poles, but falls lifeless as my first shot rings through the air.

			Another shot follows, and another person goes down, floating down the river. I take another shot and another shot as the people quickly try to head through the bars. Each one I shoot at goes down.

			I move my aim toward the end of the line to find one woman and one man, trying to get over the dead bodies. I aim my gun for another headshot when I see the woman turn around.

			Her blond hair flips over her shoulder and out of her face long enough for me to recognize her.

			It’s the girl from the bar.

			


	

PART THREE

			Survival

			


	

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Logan

			My stiffness and inability to move my back becomes more apparent as I wake to the wall phone ringing. I quickly try to get to my feet, but am overcome by a sharp pain in my lower back.

			Instead of heading to Mavis’s last night, I should have come home and rested like I told John I was going to. She didn’t even show up. Once Derek came home, we exchanged a few awkward glances, and then Caitlyn put the food on the table. After seeing that Mavis wouldn’t be home for dinner, I excused myself because I felt I was intruding. Ms. Page and Caitlyn seemed upset, but Derek seemed just as confused as I was.

			Maybe I should take that as a sign. Maybe Mavis and I aren’t meant to be together. I mean, the first time I purposely go out of my way to be with her alone, she doesn’t show. What else am I supposed to do?

			Slowly, I slide off the bed and make my way into the living room to retrieve the phone.

			I clear my throat, realizing that I was sleeping with my mouth open. “Hello?”

			A gravelly voice answers on the other end, “Yes, is this Logan Forge?”

			“Yes, sir. Who is this?”

			His answer shakes me to my core. Officer Gowdy tells me something I never thought I’d hear. We end the call, and I immediately redial the phone and have a cab come get me. Within thirty minutes, I am at the police department and heading to the front desk.

			“Excuse me, sir,” I say to the man behind the desk, “my name is Logan Forge. Officer Gowdy called me here for—”

			“Yes, sir.” A police officer in full uniform, holding a clipboard, walks out of the hallway and waves me back. “Come with me, son.”

			The man at the desk goes back to typing, and I follow the other man back to his office. He takes a seat behind his desk and gestures for me to sit across from him. I obey.

			“What’s going on?” I ask him as I meet the seat.

			He hesitates for a moment. “Would you care for something to drink?”

			I shake my head and scoot the chair forward. “No, sir. I would like to know what is going on.”

			Officer Gowdy takes a few moments before setting his clipboard down in his lap. “Samuel Beckman is dead,” he tells me.

			“Wh—” I find myself at a loss for words, along with a loss of air. My lungs don’t seem to be doing their job. This can’t possibly be true. It just can’t. “What happened?”

			“We are unsure, but as of right now, it looks to be murder.”

			“Murder?” I exclaim. Dark spots flood my sight, but I try to blink them away as the effect of adrenaline and lactic acid settling take over. “Who would murder Sam? Where did this happen? When did this happen?”

			“Just a few hours ago. It was in a known vial distributor’s household.” He sighs and slides his clipboard over to him from in between us. “I can’t disclose much more information. The only other thing I can say is that there were a lot of prints at the scene. Most of them belonged to the house owners, but there was a set other than Sam’s that showed up.” He looks at his clipboard then back to me. “Do you know a Mavis Wamsley?”

			“Yes, I do. Is she okay? What does she have to do with this?”

			Officer Gowdy pauses for a moment and looks at me, seemingly unable to figure out what to say.

			“What happened to Mavis?” I reiterate.

			“Mavis, right now, is the main suspect for Samuel Beckman’s murder. She has prints all over the scene and was seen fleeing from the back of the house moments before our men arrived.”

			“Where is she right now?”

			“We don’t know, but—”

			“Why is Mavis a suspect, but the others aren’t?”

			He sighs. “Because her prints were the only ones found on Sam.”

			No, this can’t be. “Mavis is not capable of that. She wouldn’t be able to overpower Sam! Plus, she is too—what’s the word?—nice, kind, incapable of killing! She wouldn’t do that.” I become unable to produce words as the shock sets in.

			Henry.

			Gramps.

			Sam’s mom.

			Janice.

			Sam.

			Is Mavis next?

			“Wh—” I stutter out the words. “Why was I called here?”

			“You and Mavis were the only two left of Sam’s emergency contact information.”

			What?

			This sinks in slowly. Sam has no family left besides Mavis and I, and Mavis is nowhere to be found.

			Another officer interrupts us by knocking on his door and poking his head in. “Sorry, sir. A Derek Page is here for you. He says you spoke to him over the phone.”

			Officer Gowdy nods. “One minute please.” The man in the hallway pulls away and closes the door. Gowdy looks back at me, puts on reading glasses, and picks up his clipboard and a pen. “So, Mr. Forge, may I please ask you a few questions?”

			I nod.

			“How close were Sam and Mavis?”

			“We just met a few months ago, but we were all pretty close. Those two were about as tight knit as you can get. They were like siblings.” I pause for a moment before looking back up to him. “Which is another reason why I can’t believe Mavis would do such a thing.”

			The officer looks up to me over his glasses and stops writing. He sets his pen down and pulls his glasses off his face. “Mr. Forge, let me tell you something. There was once a pair of brothers. The youngest kept flocks, and the eldest kept the soil. Over time, the eldest brother held resentment against the youngest because the youngest was favored by his father. Not too long after the resentment began, the eldest murdered the youngest with a rock. A rock, Mr. Forge. This was the first murder ever recorded. Sibling against sibling. And you know what? I’ve seen it happen many times since.” He places his glasses back onto his face and continues writing.

			“Now, Mr. Forge, how close were you to Mavis and Sam?”

			I take a moment to think. Sam and I were friends. We weren’t extremely close, but I was closer to him than I’ve been to a lot of people. And Mavis? After last night? After finding out about her dad, her mom, and her brother after all this time? I guess we aren’t very close. “Mavis and Sam were a lot closer than I was to either of them,” I answer honestly.

			“But what was your relationship to each of them?”

			“Sam and I were somewhat close. So were Mavis and I, but we were more distant friends, I guess. We hung out sometimes, but we didn’t really know much about each other apparently.”

			“Apparently?” he asks me.

			I shrug.

			“Is there something you want to tell me?”

			I shake my head. “No, sir.”

			“You do know I just want to help, right?”

			I nod. “Yes, sir. I know.”

			“Okay.” Gowdy clears his throat. “Do you have any information or any idea where Mavis may be?”

			I shake my head again. “No, sir.”

			He pauses for a moment and slides me a card with his phone number on it. “If you can think of anything or want to share anything that can help us find Mavis, call this number or come in to see me. Okay?”

			I nod.

			“I want to point out that Mavis may not have done it, so finding her is the best way to keep her safe from the people who did.”

			From the way he is forcing his voice to be soft, I feel as if he is lying.

			“Yes, sir,” I answer. “Thank you.”

			He opens one of his desk drawers and pulls out a small clear bag that contains the orange gemstone necklace that Sam had made after his mom died. From what Mavis told me, he wore it everywhere and hadn’t taken it off since the moment he got it. “This won’t do us any good to keep to ourselves, and I figure that it was important to your friend. Would you like to take it with you?”

			A brief moment of hesitation passes by just before I nod.

			I rise to my feet, and Officer Gowdy shakes my hand and slides me the gemstone of Sam’s mother. “Have a good day.”

			I thank him and exit his office, placing the bag into my pocket. When I make my way down the hall and back out to the main area, I see a familiar head of red hair. Derek sits with his elbows on his knees, supporting his upper body as he stares at the floor. His folded hands seem to be clenched together as he waits to be called.

			Derek’s head tilts up, and his eyes fall upon me. The moment he sees me, his eyes grow big and he rises to his feet. “What’s going on?” He comes over to me in a calm and yet panicked frenzy. “What happened?”

			My head shakes, and my palms find their way to my eyes. “Sam’s dead. Sam is dead. And they think Mavis killed him.”

			I drop my hands to see Derek’s jaw clenched. He pulls out his messenger and is interrupted by the person behind the desk.

			“Mr. Page, Officer Gowdy will see you now.” The man stands and waves him over so he can be walked back.

			“One minute please.” He turns back to me and runs his free hand through his hair. “Why would they think that?”

			“Mr. Page,” the man reiterated, “Officer Gowdy needs to see you now.”

			Derek shakes his head in disbelief and rubs his jaw, looking at the messenger. After a moment, he follows the desk man back, leaving me alone. I head outside and flag down a cab, noticing the light hint of sunlight on the edge of the sky. The sunrise slowly inches its way up as I make it back home and fix myself some tea.

			If I am going to work today, I may as well stay up.

			I stand by the teapot, waiting for the water to come to a boil, and hear something else instead.

			“Who called earlier?” Eric asks me as he crutches out of his room in his boxers and a shirt. “Where did you go?”

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

			“It’s fine.” He continues over to the wooden dining room table and takes a seat. The moment he sits, his whole body shimmies with chills. “The seat is cold.” He looks from his legs, back to me, dropping his face into a serious expression. “Sorry. What happened?”

			I take a deep breath. “I was called down to the police station. Sam is dead.”

			“What?” Eric stumbles to find his words. “What happened?”

			My eyes fall upon the tea kettle as I wonder how much longer it is going to be until the water comes to a boil. “Mavis killed him.” I would really rather not wait for my tea right now.

			“What?” Eric reiterates.

			“The officer told me that Mavis’s prints were found all over Sam’s body inside of a known vial distributor’s house.”

			“No way.” Eric scoots forward in his seat and scoffs. “And that doesn’t necessarily mean that she killed him, right? Where is she now?”

			“Apparently, she was seen fleeing the scene as the police showed up.” Way to go, Mavis. Make yourself look even more guilty.

			Are you guilty?

			I turn back to Eric to see his head lowered and shaking as he mutters something under his breath.

			“What?” I ask him.

			“Nothing.” Eric shrugs it off and straightens his posture. “Are you okay, Logan? I know that you went over to her place tonight, or last night, whatever, to be with her.”

			Annoyed, I growl at Eric, “Why do you do that?”

			“Why do I do what?” Eric defensively growls back. “Ask if you’re okay?”

			“Mumble something under your breath and then change the subject. You do that all the time, and you know what? I want to know what you said.”

			“What?”

			“Right now. Tell me what you just told yourself.”

			The tea kettle breaks our awkward silence by allowing its whistle to slowly grow louder until I turn the burner off and move the kettle. I shift my focus back to Eric and stare, realizing how mean I really am being, but I don’t care. This is getting ridiculous, and I want to finally know what he says all the time.

			Eric looks down at his lap and rubs his fingers to distract himself, causing me to go back to rubbing my fingernails. Once, twice, three times on each nail.

			“I was rude to Sam,” he finally tells me. “When he came over to see you, he came into my room and tried to apologize.” Eric looks up to me, but refuses to make eye contact. “He told me that I was the one who stood up for him, and he treated me like trash. He told me he was sorry.”

			“How were you rude?”

			“I didn’t say anything. I didn’t look at him, I didn’t acknowledge him, I didn’t do anything.”

			That’s why Sam left in a small frenzy. He was trying to leave before he caused a scene. He was trying to make things right, and it came back to make him feel like trash. Eric did that to him.

			I take the handle of the kettle and pour the water into my cup. “Would you like some tea?” I ask Eric.

			He shakes his head and rises, grabbing his crutches. “No, I’m really tired.” He slowly adjust the crutches to fit into his underarms. “I’m going back to bed. You should probably get some rest too.”

			I nod as Eric makes his way back into his room and I sit at the table with my steeping tea bag. The steam from my small mug spirals up in a whimsical fashion. I watch the wisp flow through the air, and I pull it close so that it hits my face and warms me.

			After minutes, I pull the bag out of my pocket and set it on the table. I stare at the orange gemstone as I pull it out and rub my finger over it. It has already been swabbed for samples and cleaned, I assume, but I clean it myself anyway. Once I have scrubbed every bit of the piece thoroughly, I place it around my neck and wear it just as Sam did.

			


	

CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Werner

			I make my way down the street and into headquarters. Through the dull green hallways, past a million different doors, and into Issana Burris’s office. The moment I open the door, she looks over her glasses at me and returns to writing.

			Captain Burris works under General Wilson and beside Commander Young. Young runs the Taai, which is the special operations group of our militia, while Burris leads an even more elite group. She runs a large number of individuals, giving them each their own assignment to protect the freedom of Frieden and keep it secure. Our division is so classified that not even the members of the team know what the others are doing.

			“Eventful night, Rhodes?” she asks me, never looking up from her papers.

			“Yes, ma’am.” I close the door behind me and enter the room. After looking around, I notice that her oil lamps have been rearranged to have one in each corner of the room. It seems that every time I enter her office, they are rearranged in a different position.

			“How many?” Burris asks.

			“Six.”

			She flips the page over and begins writing on the next one. “And you got them all?”

			“There were six people, and I took six shots.” There were twelve people, and I took six shots. “I hit everything I aimed for.”

			She nods. “How long did it take?”

			“Thirty minutes or so.”

			She looks up to me over her glasses. “Thirty minutes? That’s a little long for cleanup.”

			“I did what I was supposed to. The rest is on the crew.” I called in the cleanup crew after the six other people fled. I made sure Mavis and the others got away.

			Burris nods and looks back down to her papers. “Good job. Go home and get some rest. I will call you back when I have your next assignment, but you should be good for the next day or two.”

			“Thank you.” I turn around and place my hand back on the door handle. There are so many questions running through my head. So many things I want to say and ask. I can’t ask the wrong thing without getting myself into trouble, so I think. I can feel Burris’s eyes focused on me, so I turn around and focus my eyes back on her. “Is there anything I need to know?”

			She freezes. Tapping her pen on her finger, she asks me, “Like what?”

			“Like the reason people are fleeing Frieden.”

			Burris slides her glasses off and gestures to the seat across from her.

			I sit and our eyes lock for a moment.

			“Have you been given any reason to believe otherwise?”

			I freeze, not knowing what to say.

			“We get our commands from the command center in the capitol building. Those commands, after being written out and processed, go through General Wilson himself. They are signed off, filed in a filing system, and sent to us. Nothing you’ve been assigned was the result of a single man’s actions. Many people go through to make sure everyone is in check.”

			I nod as I rise to my feet with a searing feeling that I made a mistake asking. I can sense her opinion of me lowering as I walk out of the room and out of the building. Even as I am dropped off at the end of the dirt road to my house, I feel that I should not have asked that question. It is obvious that even if there was something going on, Burris wouldn’t tell me. Why would she?

			I hike my mile or two home through the woods and make my way inside. Being from Bloot, I don’t enjoy living in the city very much. I never liked the idea of everyone living so close together. That is why when I got the job up here, I bought the most secluded house in Kern. There are a few others scattered on the outsides of the city, but this one is the most hidden. It is surrounded by the forest and about as concealed as you can get in the capital. Its size reminds me a lot of my old house in Bloot, and the fact that I live alone helps the memories too. My parents died when I was a young teenager, and I have pretty much lived on my own since. Though I miss them, I don’t miss living with someone. I don’t miss having to clean up after others, nor do I miss all the excessive noise in the house.

			The only thing I don’t like about my house is the fact that I have to walk this much to get to the road and back. I had stopped by here earlier today to drop off my gun from last night’s assignment and had to walk over two miles just to drop it off and get back to the cab.

			It makes sense for me to do this though because I can’t walk around the city with it. I’m not allowed to unless I am heading to an assignment. Only the police force and certain clubs can own firearms. There are hunting clubs, but they are extremely exclusive, and usually the only ones who are allowed in them are the rich business owners and entrepreneurs. Plus, the background checks and psych evaluations before you can purchase a gun are rigorous. The police and my division undergo serious tests to make sure we are trustworthy and good shots while the hunting clubs seem to let whoever can afford it in.

			I have to keep all of my weapons hidden, not that I suspect my house will be searched anytime soon. In the event that I am searched, or even attacked, I have hidden weapon spots throughout my house. Some rooms have guns. Some rooms have knives. All rooms have one or two hidden weapons.

			My bedroom closet is where I keep my rifles along with my other weapons I take on assignment. The only other weapon I use regularly is my bow, which I keep in my spare room hanging on the wall. Legally, in Frieden, bows and arrows are the only real weapons the common folk are allowed to own. And considering this is my tool of choice in the first place, I was more than happy to purchase one as soon as I could.

			I head into my spare room and pull my bow and quiver off the wall. As I head out of my house, I grab the book I am currently reading off my dining room table. Typically, when I get back from assignments, I follow a routine. I grab my hunting gear and the book, head out into the woods, walk until I grow weary, then plant myself where I please. I spend most of my time in nature. This is where I prefer to be. This is where I distract myself from reality.

			The reality is that my job is to kill people.

			After seeing the girl from the bar, someone I knew and someone who I don’t think is a criminal, I can’t help but rethink things. I know that blindly following orders is wrong. I know that there should always be a reason why you do things. I just thought that now that we are under a new government, I could trust them. Now that we weren’t under a dictatorship, things would be different.

			But are they?

			If they are different, then I made a huge mistake. I let people go, lied to my boss, and unknowingly aided rebels who are fighting to destroy everything we’ve worked for.

			But if things aren’t different, then I am committing far worse acts than any rebel ever could.

			Mavis

			The cold morning breeze blows against my damp clothes as the group continues walking. I rethink and review the events of the last few hours and try to force myself out of a state of shock.

			When we made it through the river, we immediately ran into the woods, following the short woman leading us.

			Markus was the first one to drop dead when the gunfire started. A woman followed him, and another man followed her. We ended up losing half of the group.

			Everyone who was in front of me other than the woman who opened the bars for us, Van, was shot dead. Once it was my turn, the gunfire had stopped. I made it through, followed by Bram and two others. We made it into the water and swam behind the wall so that whatever was shooting at us wouldn’t be able to anymore.

			We ran. We were wet and cold, but the heat we produced from running helped us keep going. After we were a safe distance away from the wall, we were able to start walking.

			The sun slowly rises and gradually allows heat to fall through the roof of trees around us. The longer we walk, the more I realize that I’m back in the woods. The same woods where I met Sam and Logan. The same woods where I was chased by a pack of unnaturally large rats.

			Though we walk for hours, stopping for small breaks to eat what little amount of food our guide has stashed along the path, I’ve noticed that we have not run into any animals. The large catlike beast that Sam described hasn’t appeared. We haven’t heard the animals that tore apart the boy, that ran away from Sam and Logan, and most importantly, we have not run into the rat pack.

			I assume they are hiding. Since the war was full blown and we moved into Frieden, cars and carriers have been rampant throughout the woods. Once we no longer needed to move from Bergland back to Frieden, the cars and carriers ceased to make their ways out of the wall. I figure that the animals would have returned to their normal state by now.

			When the sun sets after the long day of walking, Van, our guide, readjusts her dark black ponytail and takes us to a large tree. “We’ll sleep here tonight. By tomorrow, we’ll be where we need to go.” She slides the straps of her bookbag up and shows us how to climb up the branches.

			The bottom branches are much smaller and thinner, but as we continue upward, the branches extend and become much thicker than any I’ve ever seen, almost reaching the thickness of the trunk. When we get to the top, everyone settles in and chooses where to rest. The branches are so large that we can sit on them without really needing to worry about falling off.

			Almost immediately, everyone lies back and falls asleep.

			At least they act like they’re asleep.

			I look around, remaining ready to flee at any given moment. The animals could be back. There could be something lurking.

			Something.

			Worse than animals.

			There’s always something worse.

			“Hey.” Bram nudges me in my arm, causing my body to jolt. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			I look from him and his hammer tattoo back out into the familiar dome of leaves. “It’s fine.”

			“You need to get some sleep,” he tells me.

			I look back at him and wonder. Why would he care? I know he was friends with Sam, but Sam is dead.

			Sam is dead.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Mavis.” Bram scoots a little bit closer to me, and I immediately scoot away. Bram stops in his tracks, seeming somewhat shocked at my movement. “Sam talked about you nonstop. I know that you’re always on guard, but we are up in the trees. From what Sam told me, the trees are the safest place to be out here. And plus, there are all these other people that are here to watch.”

			I look down at my fingers and find myself rubbing my hands.

			“It’ll be okay,” he tells me.

			I nod and lay my head back against the trunk of the tree. “I know.”

			I don’t know. I say this to get Bram to mind his own business. He leans back against the tree trunk and closes his eyes. As he begins to rest, I try to also. My eyes fall closed, but open every time I hear more than a leaf rustle in the wind. I slip in and out of a light and headache-inducing sleep, just as I did the first time I was in these woods.

			Every moment I flash back is worse than the time before. I close my eyes and remember the rats chasing me. I squeeze my eyes closed and fast-forward to the bombing in Bergland, the bombing where we lost Henry. All the horrible things come flooding back in a panic. All the people I lost, all the pain I felt, all the horrendous acts—they all come back.

			My eyes open to see the dome of leaves surrounding us now, the same way they did the first time, but this time is different. I notice the leaves aren’t quite as big as the leaves were when I was exiled. These leaves are much smaller and more plastic looking, but remain on the end portions of the branches.

			A small shift and shake catches my attention. My eyes flicker to my right as I try to find the source of the noise when a ball of white fluff with burgundy stripes creepily inches its way onto a branch in front of me. Its face reminds me of a fox, though its skull is much more rounded and its snout is much thinner. Its tail is about double the length of its entire body and carries the red-and-white fluffy stripes.

			I rub my eyes and squint, trying to get a better picture and somehow cause it to freeze in its spot. Nothing on the animal moves for moments, not even its fur. Its head slowly turns to me, and its bright yellow eyes meet mine. The needlelike pupils slowly grow and consume its iris until darkness is the only thing staring at me.

			The animal doesn’t move. I size it up as its body remains frozen. Continuing to stare at it, I force my overwhelming sense of uneasiness and nudge Bram in the arm slightly. He jerks awake and makes a grunting noise, causing the tree fox to seize up and scream an absolutely horrendous noise.

			It bares its teeth and continues shouting a loud and high-pitched screech that wakes everyone up. Less than a moment later, the screeches multiply in number and seem to hit our ears from every direction possible.

			“Get down now!” Van shouts at us over the sounds of the approaching beasts. I am the first to make my way down the branches. One after another, we all shimmy down the tree and try to get to the ground as quickly as we can. I watch as the animals chase after us, hopping from branch to branch, swiping at us with their claws and nipping at us with their long snouts.

			After making it about halfway down the tree, one of the fox creatures manages to lunge at and bite the arm of one of the girls. She shouts as the foxes continue to scream, and she rips the animal off her arm and chucks him as far as she can, still scurrying down the tree. Once our feet hit the ground, we run, following the guide as fast as we can. The foxes seem to have stayed in the trees so I feel slightly safer, but I can hear them running through the branches above us, shouting their battle cries. Though they stop following after a minute or two, I continue to feel as if the danger will never leave.

			There is no safe space.

			We run for at least a mile before the girl with the bleeding arm finally speaks up to the guide. “Can we slow down?”

			Van looks around to the group and nods. Slowing to a speed-walking pace, she wipes her forehead to remove the sweat. “Yes. We can’t stop though. The creek is right up here, and we need to rinse out your wound.”

			The girl nods, and we all keep walking.

			Bram and I continue beside each other and look around to make sure nothing else is lurking. We make sure to keep a good pace and stay toward the center of the group. I make sure to stay there because being at the end or being at the front both mean you can be an easy target. I don’t know why Bram has decided to stay in the center though. I assume it is because I am the only other person in this group he knows.

			When I turn to look at him, I notice he holds his forearm in a way that I can only describe as he is covering something.

			“What’s that?” I ask him.

			He looks down at his arm and back at me. “Nothing.”

			I continue to stare at him until he shows me four small cuts on his arm. “One of them scratched me.”

			“Why didn’t you say something?”

			“What good would that do?” he asks me. “I can rinse it off once we get to the water, but until then, how would whining help anything?”

			I shrug, knowing he is right.

			We walk in silence until the sound of the babbling brook hits our ears, and Van sprints off. “Come on.”

			Following her speed, we make it to the small stream, and she immediately waves the girl over with the bite. Van holds her shoulder in the clear water and lets it run in and through the wound. Bram makes his way over and holds his arm in the water as well. His face immediately scrunches up, but after a moment of the cool water running over his cut, his face falls into a relaxed position.

			“Hey.” Van looks at me and points over to the base of a random tree, where a small hole lies in the trunk. “Can you please bring me the bag that is inside of that hole?”

			I glance over to it and nod. After making my way over to the hole, I slide my hand into the opening and find that the bag is much larger than I figured it would have been. I assume it won’t make it through the trunk’s hole, but am quickly proven wrong when the opening expands with the bag. It acts as if it is a foam covering that moves as you move it. I stare at it for a moment, confused, but my attention is quickly diverted by Van calling out to me once more. “Hey.”

			I spin around and bring her the bag.

			She points to it and looks up to me. “Pass out the bottles. One for everyone.” Van takes a bottle from my hand and pops off the lid. “Hey, guys, watch. Hold this end of your bottle in the water, and a filter will clean it and make it safe for you to drink. After you collect enough water”—she pops the lid back on and unscrews the entire top of the bottle to reveal a cup—“you can drink. Just remember to unscrew the top. Okay?”

			Everyone heads upstream from the girl and Bram. We fill our waters and drink the cool liquid, and I find this to be the second most refreshing drink I have ever had. Bram grabs his bottle and comes over to me. Sitting on the side of the stream, holding his arm, he fills his bottle.

			“Does it feel any better?” I ask him.

			He nods. “A little bit. It still stings though.”

			Van calls out from her spot with the girl, “Once we get to the bunker, I will have the nurses check you both. They will get you patched up there.”

			We sit in silence, listening to the two others whisper to each other and Van telling the girl who got bit that she’ll be okay. Everyone other than Bram and I sit, seemingly focusing on each other, while the two of us stare off into the woods.

			There’s something else out there.

			I know there is.

			The sun is slowly rising, but the darkness is still around. We are still consumed by it.

			I lean over to Bram as he drinks his water and whisper, “Why do you trust her?” I look over to her as she fixes her ponytail. “The guide?”

			He lowers his cup and looks over to her, making the topic of our conversation more than obvious. “Why wouldn’t I?” He looks back at me and takes a sip of his water, never breaking eye contact.

			“Off the top of my head?” I ask. “Because following her got Markus shot?”

			Everyone at the creek becomes silent. I realize I said my remark much too loud.

			Bram’s jaw clenches, and he looks away from me, revealing the sweat dripping down his face onto his tattooed neck. “Are you going to blame her for Sam’s death too?”

			I remain quiet, not knowing what to say. Everyone at the stream looks around, searching for the next person to speak.

			Van rises to her feet and looks at me. “Are you a Bergland native?”

			I shake my head.

			“But you’ve heard Frieden’s anthem? The same one Bergland held for years?”

			I nod, feeling all eyes on me.

			“You don’t know Bergland’s full history, so allow me to enlighten you.” Van sits down and fills her cup with the stream water. “Back when the Diligent were in a similar situation as us, they had songs to lead them to safe havens. One of those songs held the words that Bergland used for their anthem, but that wasn’t it. Bergland was always a temporary nation. It was never meant to be a permanent situation, so they took the words and modified them. They took the words that motivated people and put them into the song we would hear at least once a month.

			“The songs led our people through the woods, searching for clues and rest stops on their way to safety.” Van lifts her cup up and unscrews the lid. “They fled for the same reason I assume you all are. It wasn’t safe where you were.” She sips her water, and we all remain silent.

			I want to ask questions. I want to ask why it wasn’t safe. I know it wasn’t. If it was, we wouldn’t have been shot at.

			I want to know what is happening. I want to know why Markus was shot and why Sam died. I want to know why we are being forced to flee through these woods, just as I was forced to before.

			But I don’t ask. I remain silent and let everyone else’s conversations fill the air. When everyone is done with their break, Van rises to her feet, takes the water bottles, puts them back into the bag, and shoves the bag back into the hole.

			We walk for hours upon hours, seemingly hiking the entire day, until Van finally pulls us aside. “Ready?” She takes a sharp turn and shows us to a large tree trunk. Her fingers slide through the rough bark until she somehow finds a small latch. Her hand pushes a circular cutout of the tree inward and spins it like a wheel, forcing the bark in the circle out of line. A bark-covered door slowly pops out of the tree, surprising us all. Van pulls it aside and gestures for us to climb down the hole. “Safety awaits.”

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY

			Mavis

			My feet hit the concrete tunnel’s floor, and I spin around to look. Our entire group stands down in this stuffy dimly lit entrance waiting for Van and the girl who got bit to finish climbing down the ladder.

			“Come on, Samantha,” Van tells her as their feet hit the ground. “You got it.”

			Samantha holds her arm to her body as if it is broken and looks around to each of us. Her focus flickers past us and down the tunnel. “How much longer do we have to walk?”

			Van shakes her head and waves us all to follow. “Not long.”

			The group makes its way slowly down the tunnel, seemingly hesitant to go any farther. The sound of our steps echoes off the walls, and it magnifies the longer we walk. When a second sound of people talking hits our ears, Van speeds up, sprinting toward the end, and we all follow.

			“Hey!” she yells into the room the tunnel leads us to. Running up to one of the random people walking through the large area, she tells them, “Go get the medic.”

			The person nods and sprints away, down another hallway, and out of sight. The longer I look around, the more I realize that when we exited the tunnel, we seemed to have arrived back in Bergland.

			The group stands awkwardly in the room that looks extremely similar to one of the Bergland common areas, waiting for Van to explain what is happening. Before she gets the chance, three people come out of one of the hallways and look at us. My eyes fall immediately upon one of them as she rushes over.

			“Mavis!” Janice says to me as she wraps me in a hug.

			I shove her off and stumble back as the medic rolls out one of the stretchers and brings it over to Samantha. Everyone stares at me in shock as Janice regains her balance.

			“What?” I stutter out. “What are you doing here! You’re dead! We were told you were dead!” My head begins to pound as a sense of anguish comes rushing back.

			Samantha is rolled out of the room, and Van turns to Bram. “Go with her. You need to have them check your scratches as well.”

			Bram nods to her and follows Samantha, leaving the group staring at Janice and I. The two others that walked out with Janice wave the group to go with them. After a moment of continuous staring at me, they hesitantly follow.

			“Mavis, I—”

			“Sam’s mom died while you were gone. Sam died while you were gone! Is he here to? Should I assume that he isn’t dead? Should I just throw away all the mourning I did for Henry as well? Is he here too?”

			Janice raises one of her hands to try to silence me. “What happened to Sam?”

			The palms of my hands immediately find their way to my eyes. I rub them forcefully until all I can see is swirls of different-colored spots. “I don’t know. He was there, and then he wasn’t. I don’t know what—”

			Janice comes back over to me and attempts a hug, but quickly pulls back, knowing I don’t want to be touched. “And Logan?”

			My palms fall and I look back to her. “He could be dead too for all I know.”

			“But last time you saw him, he was okay?”

			I nod, trying to calm myself down. “What happened to you? Where did you go? Where are we?” The room around me looks like and feels like Bergland. The cold air tunnels through the hallway and blows against my exposed skin, causing me to feel even colder than when I was soaked by the river and somehow reminds me that they blew all the entrances and exits to Bergland. This can’t be it.

			“We are in an underground bunker left over from when we were first building the mountain structures. Not many people from Bergland knew about this, only a select few. We made sure to keep this out of General Wilson’s knowledge.”

			“Wh—” I look around and step out of the path of the wind. “Why?”

			“There was always slight suspicion that something would happen and we would need this.” She sighs and waves me over to some seats in the corner of the room. “But we never could have predicted anything this bad.”

			“What? What’s going on?” I shake my head and look back to her as I take a seat. “No. First, what happened to you? You blew up! The Palace, it blew up with you in it! I saw you in there.”

			She nods. “I was in there. I was in there at a business meeting with some of the other officials and capital workers.” She sighs and looks around the room to the people walking back and forth with papers, seemingly rushing to get somewhere. “Just before the explosion, a man walked by our table and dropped a napkin in front of me. It read, ‘Get out now.’ When I showed the others, we all agreed to take the hint, and we slipped out the back of the building. Less than a minute after we fled, we met with a guide and the Palace blew up. The guide ushered us through the city without us being seen and brought us here, updating us on the events that had unfolded.”

			“Why did you trust the napkin? What if when you exited the building, you entered a trap or something? They could have killed you.”

			Janice shrugs. “There had been suspicion among some of the officials that General Wilson and Chancellor Oswald have been abusing their power. None of us at dinner that day had any problem trusting the napkin due to these suspicions.”

			“What suspicions? That they aren’t the best leaders?” I ask. “What exactly have you suspected?”

			“At first, they were suspicions. Now, they are known facts.”

			“What?” I reiterate. “What are the facts?”

			She pauses as a woman comes over, handing her a clipboard. Janice smiles at her, thanks the woman, and looks back at me. “Frieden’s government is almost as corrupt as Bestellen’s was.”

			I try to get a glimpse of what is on the papers, but miss it. Janice pulls them back to her body as I ask, “How so?”

			“There are spies, Mavis. Spies everywhere. Oswald has them planted throughout the nation to gather intel. If they find people who don’t agree with the chancellor, they will be executed as ‘rebels’ or ‘Amiable sympathizers.’ It is already happening. People are being poisoned, restaurants are being bombed, and people who are fleeing the nation are being shot.”

			“How does hiding down here help anything?”

			“We aren’t hiding.” A smirk slowly rises on Janice’s face as she looks back down at the clipboard. “We are preparing to reestablish order.”

			Logan

			“Three weeks,” Eric tells me as he makes the first move of our chess game. “Three weeks until you will have to find yourself a new roommate.”

			“You got the call?” I ask him, returning his move.

			He nods. “I spoke to Young this morning. Three weeks from now, I’ll be on a boat, performing my dream job.”

			I chuckle. “And I’ll be living alone, never having to smell your dirty laundry again.”

			“Aw, don’t be too broken up about it. If you want, I can leave one of my shirts for you to remember me by.”

			I look up at Eric as he smirks. We continue playing the game as reality sets in. I will be living alone. I’ve never lived alone before. I was going to have Sam move in, but there is no hope for that now.

			It has been a week since Sam’s death and Mavis’s fleeing. Everything seems so odd. I try to go to work and forget about it, but I can’t. John leaves me alone to do my job and hasn’t spoken to me since they left. I doubt he even knows what happened. He is the only one I ever speak to there, so when I don’t see him at all during my shift, it is a long and quiet day. I am left to my thoughts.

			My thoughts.

			The same thing I am left to when Eric and I play chess. The first few days after Sam died, Eric would ask me occasional questions about it, but return to his silent state after the question had been answered. Now, we just play the game in silence, waiting for each other to move.

			After Eric puts me in checkmate, I rise to my feet.

			“Another game?” he asks me.

			I shake my head. “Not right now. Maybe later.” I stretch for a bit, feeling a sharp pain in my lower back, which takes my breath away, and head over to the door.

			“Where are you going?”

			Looking back to him, I shrug. “To visit Sam.”

			Eric’s head slowly bobs up in understanding. He then turns back to the board and resets it, leaving me to exit the house without any eyes on me.

			I walk up the road, out of our neighborhood. I take the same path Eric and I did when he first went on a walk with his prosthetic. The familiar smell of spring thawing out of winter hits my nose and fills me with a sense of calm I haven’t felt in a long time. The calm is short lived as the questions swirl around in my head.

			If Mavis was Sam’s killer, why did she kill him?

			If she didn’t kill him, why did she run?

			Why wouldn’t the funeral services let me cremate Sam and put him into a matching gem? He would have wanted to be in the same necklace as his mother, wouldn’t he?

			If I was the only remaining member of Sam’s emergency contact sheet, doesn’t that mean I am family? If I am the only person to receive his mother’s necklace, wouldn’t that also qualify me to be able to choose what happens with his body?

			Apparently not. The police are allowed to give me his things, but I’m not allowed to have a say in where his body goes. Lucky for me, they buried him in the cemetery not too far from my house.

			I walk and walk until I pass by the house hidden behind the trees and surrounded by hundreds of flowers, the same house that Eric and I stopped at when we went for the walk. I am immediately hit by the sweet scent of the familiar plants. The orange, purple, yellow, pink, red, and blue flowers that flood this yard give me an idea.

			As I lean over and pluck a few of the flowers from the yard, a shooting pain speeds up my spine, causing me to regret bending. I straighten up slowly, taking the handful of flowers I plucked, and continue to the graveyard.

			This yard was so overgrown with flowers I doubt that taking a few was doing any harm. For all I know, I was doing good. I was helping them with their overgrown lawn.

			When I finally make it to the cemetery, I head directly to Sam’s grave. After weaving through all the plots, I set the flowers down in front of his headstone. Since I didn’t have a say in how Sam was buried, they gave him the regular rectangular-shaped clear-glass headstone. Most of the other stones in this cemetery are different colors of glass, and many of them are different shapes. Just as I set the flowers down, the sun peeks out from behind the clouds and illuminates every piece of glass within viewing distance. In the afternoons, when the sun is directly above, it looks as if each stone is glowing with pride; but in the mornings and evenings, when the sun is angled, the entire plot of land looks like a rainbow melting and flowing over the graves.

			I turn back to Sam’s headstone to find that his name in the stone seems to glow compared with everyone else’s. Though his doesn’t seem to help the colorfulness of the land, and it does not take an odd shape, his stone seems more original than anyone else’s.

			I guess that’s just the effect Sam had.

			Werner

			The back of my head rests against the tree as I sit in my stand and wait. Almost twenty feet in the air, I hold my bow, ready to shoot. The afternoon heat slowly begins to find me, but is blown away by the cooling spring breeze.

			I try to keep my eyes open and stay awake as I wait for an animal to pass by, but occasionally I drift off. Out here, I am safe. Out here is where I come to rest and take a break from the world.

			I was assigned to watch the river again last night and the night before. I’ve seen no one else attempt to escape through there since Mavis’s group a week ago, nor have I seen anyone attempt to enter. This means for the last two nights, I’ve had to sit and stare at the wall’s opening and think about shooting those people.

			My assignments usually don’t affect me. I can usually do my job and move on. Yes, I feel somewhat guilty each time, but I get over it. I was executing criminals before they could harm anyone else. But now? I can’t seem to get over seeing someone I knew, someone who seemed as if they couldn’t hurt a fly.

			My thoughts are interrupted as something hits my arm. I look around for a moment when another pebble flies through the air and hits me in the hip. Immediately, I swing my aimed bow down and find the arrow aimed at the head of a fellow killer.

			“I have always loved your greetings, Rhodes.” Mac scrunches her face up into a smile and folds her hands together. “So warm and welcoming.”

			I roll my eyes at her lack of action when having a weapon aimed at her and climb down the stand. “You’re one to talk. You were throwing rocks at me.”

			She shrugs. “That’s fair.”

			Ruth Mcaninch is originally from Hout and aided the rebels in the war. She and I, being the best shots in the business, were teamed up a few weeks ago on assignment. We were to guard the capitol building one night after Burris was given a tip that there would be an attempt at infiltration by an Amiable rebel.

			“Where’s your book?” Mac asks me.

			I shrug. “I didn’t bring one today.” Every day I come out here, I bring a book to sit, read, and use to pass the time. Today was one of the first days in a long time I have not.

			“I noticed. You were falling asleep up there.” She gives me a smile and crosses her arms as I yawn. “Tired?”

			I shrug. “I had the night shift.”

			“Ah.” Her head bobs back a little. “I had the night shift two nights ago.”

			“Me too,” I tell her. “Burris hasn’t given me the day shift in over a week.”

			“Have you asked for it?”

			I shake my head. How can I ask Burris for something now? She already thinks I don’t trust her.

			Mac looks at me and squints. “Are you okay?”

			I nod. “Yeah. Why?”

			“You seem a little, I don’t know. Hesitant?”

			I shrug.

			“If I ask, would you tell me what happened? It’s something to do with work, right?” She shrugs back at me. “I know we can’t talk about it, but it’s not like I would tell anyone.”

			My eyes meet Mac’s. We stare for a moment as I contemplate. I know if I told her that I let people pass, she wouldn’t tell anyone; and I definitely know that if I tell her I’m beginning to question the system, she would hop on board immediately.

			But I also know I don’t want to get her into trouble.

			“Do you know any reason why people would be trying to flee Frieden?” I ask her.

			She sighs. “I’ve heard rumors. Do you know anything?”

			I pause. “No.”

			Mac’s face allows her smile to grow as she chuckles. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you. I feel as if you know something.” She paces around me. “Maybe not a rumor. Maybe a fact. Maybe you know something that you need to share.”

			I turn back and look at her. I can tell she is just messing with me but is holding on to a slight shred of hope that I will actually confess.

			“Nope. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell her with a smirk.

			Another sigh comes out of her mouth. “That’s the thing about having friends in our line of work. There’s always going to be secrets that won’t be shared.”

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Logan

			Walking through the same woods that Mavis walked through nearly every day causes me to second-guess my plan to visit the Page family. I make my way down the stone-lined path and to the small cabin to see smoke rising from the fireplace. My first thought is, “Thank goodness someone is home.” My second thought is, “Who is home?”

			I knock on the door and am immediately greeted by the curtains on the window beside the door sliding open and Caitlyn giving me a large and giddy smile. She closes the curtains and scurries over to the door, pulling me in.

			“Logan! Welcome back! Long time no see.” She closes the door behind me and tucks her hair behind her ear. “Should I go get Derek for you?”

			As she finishes her question, Derek comes out of one of the back rooms. He looks at me for a moment before speaking. “Hey, Logan.”

			“Hey.” I give him a small smile.

			“Is there something I can help you with?” he asks me.

			I shrug. “Not particularly. I—” I turn to him and slide my hands into my pockets. “I was just coming to check on you guys. You know, to see how you are doing.”

			Derek returns my slight smile. “Thank you.” He walks over to me and sits at the dining table. “My mom is wondering where Mavis is. I haven’t told her yet.” He looks past me as I sit across from him. “She is in the other room. Please don’t tell her anything.”

			I nod. “I won’t.”

			Caitlyn looks at me, then at Derek, and sits at the end of the table. “Have you thought about what she will say when she comes out and sees Logan?”

			Derek looks around the room and back at me. “She may not remember you. If she does, just excuse yourself, okay?”

			I nod. “Okay. I will.” After a moment of silence, I speak up. “So how are you?”

			He shrugs. Leaning back in his chair, Derek takes a deep breath. “Confused. Still very confused.”

			“Me too,” I answer. “It’s been over four weeks, and the police haven’t told me anything else even though they told me they would.”

			“Me too.” Derek cracks his knuckles and continues staring at the table. “I still don’t believe it. Mavis wouldn’t do that.”

			“I know. She couldn’t kill anyone, especially Sam.”

			Derek looks back up to me and quickly corrects, “Wouldn’t. She wouldn’t kill him. Believe me when I say, if Mavis had to, she’d kill.”

			“What?” I ask him in disbelief.

			“If she had to kill someone, she would. But that doesn’t change the fact that she wouldn’t kill Sam without a good reason.” He puts his hands on the table and looks at Caitlyn and I. “She had no motive. That’s what bothers me. The police just say she killed him because they needed someone to blame it on. They have no proof! No evidence!”

			“Well,” Caitlyn interjects. “From what you’ve told me, Derek, they found her fingerprints all over Sam and saw her fleeing the scene when the police showed up.”

			Derek shoots her a look of anger and annoyance. “That doesn’t mean she did it. What if she found him dead and then ran when she heard the police because she didn’t want to be accused?”

			The three of us remain silent for a moment. Caitlyn clears her throat and rises to her feet. “I’m going to go and finish dinner.”

			Derek’s eyes close, and he takes another deep breath. “Caitlyn, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”

			She nods and heads over to the fireplace. “I know. It’s okay.” She ties her blond curls back with a hairband and stirs the pot.

			Ms. Page’s bedroom door creaks open as she hobbles out. Her disheveled clothing looks as if she has been wearing them for a week, and somehow the moment she exits her room, an odd smell exited with her. “Derek, what were—” She pauses as her eyes fall upon me.

			Before she can say anything, I rise and head to the door. “I’ll see you later, Derek.”

			He nods and Caitlyn follows me out before Ms. Page can comprehend what’s happening. The door closes behind us, and Caitlyn looks at me with a smile. “Sorry about that. I know it can’t be a short trip from your place to here.”

			I shrug it off. “It’s fine. It was on my way home from work.”

			No, it wasn’t.

			“Well”—she gives me another smile—“thank you for stopping by. Maybe you can stop by more often. Derek doesn’t have many friends who would do that for him.”

			I shrug. “I mean, it wouldn’t be a problem to drop by every now and then. It just seems like he is a little agitated.”

			“Wouldn’t you be?” She looks back through the window beside the door and sighs. “He is dealing with a lot right now, more than I ever could.”

			“I know. I just don’t want to be another problem for him.”

			“Well, you wouldn’t be stopping by just for him, right?” Caitlyn gives me a small side smile, one that I don’t know what to do with. She extends her hand to mine and gives it a shake. “I will see you later, Logan.”

			I release her hand and nod again. “Goodbye, Caitlyn.”

			As I quickly make my way off the porch, she calls out, “You know …” I freeze and turn around. “You can call me Amanda if it’s easier. That’s what my friends call me.” She winks at me, forcing me to feel even more awkward than before.

			“Okay, Amanda,” I tell her with an uncomfortable smile as I scurry down the path back to the road.

			I doubt I will be going back there anytime soon.

			Mavis

			Bram and I sit at a table together as we finish our lunches. He had to have shots when we first arrived in order to fight off any disease he may have gotten from the tree foxes, and he hasn’t taken the bandages off his arm since.

			The first few days of us being here, he stayed in the hospital section of the bunker and remained medicated. He was so extremely worried that he was infected with something that the doctors have decided to keep him on a vial schedule. He has begun to wean off the vials, but as of right now, he still takes them at least twice a day.

			Neither Bram nor I say anything as we slowly eat what’s left on our trays. The food certainly tasted better in Bergland, but I am not going to complain. Not about the food anyways.

			I have many things to complain about. Many things I want to whine about. One of which is my chest. It hurts. It’s sore. Not in a way that makes me think my muscles are being overworked, but more in a way that feels as if sandbags are weighing me down. Another thing I want to complain about is the weariness that I feel. It has hit me this week how exhausted I really am. In order to try to cure that, I eat. Food is supposed to be energy, right? I am hungry most of the time anyways, so I assume that is why I am tired. I’m not eating enough.

			Grayson Andrews walks by my table and gives me a small smile and a nod. He was brought down here last week by a special request of “Mrs. Ludley.” When he first came down, I was more shocked than he was. It turns out that he had been spreading the word up in Frieden about what was really happening, and it was no longer safe for him to stay there.

			His first words to me were, “It’s nice to see you again, Mavis.”

			I told him, “You too.”

			Those were the only real things we have said to each other since his arrival. I want to ask him what all he has been doing. I want to ask him if he knows where Caine is. I want to ask him so many different things, but I don’t want to speak to him enough to actually do it.

			Janice comes over to our table and takes a seat. She folds her hands in front of her and looks at both of us. “Good afternoon, you two. How are you doing?”

			She hasn’t really spoken to me in a week. Not really since Grayson arrived, and now she wants to speak?

			Bram shrugs. “I’m good, I guess. How’s Samantha? Is she still, you know?”

			Janice nods. “Yes. They are taking her off the medicines right now to see how she will react. If she shows no sign of improvement, they will put her back on.”

			“And if she does?” I say. “Show signs of improvement?”

			Janice twiddles her thumbs. After a moment of silence between us, she says, “I don’t know. The doctors don’t think she will.”

			Bram nods and takes another bite of his food. “Can I go and visit her? Are we allowed yet?”

			Janice slightly winces. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t suggest that you do. You may not like what you see.”

			“I don’t care,” he tells her. “I got scratched. She got bit. It could have been the other way around.” He swallows what was left of his food. “I’d like to see her.”

			The sound of the dozens of others filing into and out of the room becomes more apparent with this pause. I can hear three different conversations going on around us, which all happen to be about their new schedules. Apparently, one of the girls behind me doesn’t like the janitor job she received.

			Looking around the room, Janice nods. “Once you finish your food, I can take you to see her. Just this once.”

			He nods back as I speak up. “May I come too?”

			Janice releases a sigh, as if she now wishes she had not agreed to let Bram go. “Are you sure you want to?”

			I clear my plate with one last bite. “Yes.”

			Janice rises to her feet. “Just don’t tell anyone I let you guys come. Okay? This is not to leave the three of us.”

			We nod, put away our trays, and follow her out of the room, down the halls, up the stairs, and to the outside of a completely sealed-off room with one window. Janice heads over to a man in scrubs and whispers something to him, causing him to exit the hallway.

			She waves us over to the window with a worried and sympathetic look on her face. Bram and I quickly see the cause of her expression lying lifeless on a white hospital bed. What used to be a slightly chunky woman who may have been a little older than me is now almost a skeleton. Her body is as thin as it could possibly get and looking worse than a starved Bloot. Her hair has gotten so thin that it is almost completely gone, and her eyes have become bloodshot. It seems that the only thing that is keeping her alive is an IV cord that is connected to her wrist from the ceiling of the room.

			As soon as we step into her line of sight, her whole body jerks to life with more power than I expected. I watch as she thrashes to get out of the bed, only to reveal her wrists and waist tied down. She screams and shouts at the three of us nothing that I can understand and causes Bram to have to take a step back. We watch as she becomes uncontrollably angry, followed by the descent of a blue liquid down the IV.

			“The doctors just administered her more medication,” Janice tells us. My eyes flicker up to the IV as we watch Samantha slowly return to a comatose state. “I doubt she will get any better.”

			“What are they going to do?” Bram asks, obviously shaken. “Are they just going to let her continue to be eaten by whatever those animals gave her? She is obviously in pain and discomfort.” He gestures to her and stammers, “I-I mean, look! In the last four weeks, she must have lost over one hundred pounds.”

			Janice sighs and turns back to the two of us. “I don’t know what they’re going to do. They may choose to euthanize her, but I don’t know.”

			Bram nods. The three of us fall quiet as Janice walks back to where the man went a few minutes ago, leaving Bram and I alone.

			This wouldn’t have happened if Frieden wouldn’t have been so corrupt. This wouldn’t have happened if we didn’t have to flee for our lives again.

			If there is a plan to bring Frieden down, if there is a way to restore order and bring peace into our lives, I want to be the one to do it. I want to help.

			Janice walks back from one of the rooms and ushers us out of the halls. I am the first one of us to speak. “What exactly is the plan to bring down the government?”

			“Bring it down?” Janice chuckles. “We aren’t going to bring it down. We are going to be fixing it.”

			“And how do you plan on doing that?” I ask with extreme skepticism.

			She turns and looks over her shoulder to me. “Why?”

			Bram’s eyes follow hers, and they both wait for me to answer. The only thing I can really think to say slips out. “I want to help.”

			Janice gives a little chuckle. “Oh. How do you want to help? Do you want to help out and make the food again? It really tasted so much better when you actually were doing it.”

			I shake my head as we continue. “No. I want to help.” I shoot her a look, trying to get her to understand I actually want to do something. I want to go out and help.

			Janice pauses as we reach the commons area. She turns to Bram. “You know your way around from here, right?”

			He nods and heads off, leaving Janice and I alone.

			“What exactly do you mean?”

			The more I think about it, the more I realize how stupid my request is. How am I supposed to ask to go on missions?

			She sees that I am having second thoughts about asking and squints at me with amusement. “Do you want to help plan? Or what?”

			I take a breath and look at her. “I want to go back to Frieden. I want to help there rather than sit in the bunker and watch everyone else help.”

			Janice slowly nods her head, allowing my request to sink in. The silence between us makes me almost regret asking.

			Almost.

			She clears her throat hesitantly. “I can take you down to the gun range and the training room. Before I send you to do anything, I need to assess your skills.”

			I can’t help but allow a smile to rise on my face. “Thank you,” I tell her.

			She nods and takes me down a few flights of stairs, showing me to a large concrete room with a table of weapons, a few people shooting, and Grayson with a clipboard.

			“Mrs. Ludley.” With a shocked expression, his eyes fall upon me. “Mavis?”

			I give him a little nod as Janice walks me over to the table. “Mr. Andrews, would you please load up 3A for Ms. Wamsley?”

			He gives us a small chuckle. “Is she training for something?”

			I look around the room to see that most of the eyes have fallen upon me. I am not a regular in here, and my presence has definitely gotten the others’ attention.

			“I guess you could say that,” Janice tells Grayson as she hands me a small rectangular pistol. “Would you please have everyone exit the room for a few minutes?”

			Grayson nods and presses a button on the wall, causing the lights to flicker on and off slowly. Everyone takes off their headphones and sets their guns down on their table. After looking me up and down, they all leave the room and head through the hallway.

			Grayson takes notice of my confused look and smiles at me. “They’ll be in the training room until I give them the signal to come back. This way, you’ll be able to shoot without anyone else in here.”

			I follow Grayson over to a marked-off spot for me to stand. He shows me how to hold the gun, how to load it, and tells me what to expect. “This is one of the easiest shooting pistols you will ever deal with. Don’t worry, but keep a tight grip. Got it?”

			I nod once more as he backs away. I aim the gun and place the sight accordingly. Everything is all lined up with the metal body-shaped target at the end of the range when I pull the trigger.

			I lower the gun and squint to see that I hit the target on the top-right corner.

			“Good job, Mavis,” Grayson tells me. Before he can get his next instructions out, I bring the gun back up and shoot again, this time hitting the center of the target, right where I was aiming. Quickly, I empty the clip, hitting every target I aim for but one and feeling very good about myself.

			I clear the pistol and turn around to Janice and Grayson to see them whispering something to each other. I pull the headphones off and ask them, “What?” I know they weren’t speaking to me, but I still want to know.

			“That was excellent, Mavis.” Janice gives me a confident smile. “Do you want to try a moving target?”

			I shrug. “I guess so.”

			Yes, I do want to try it. I am pretty good with moving targets according to my last hunt.

			Grayson steps behind his desk and tells me to get ready. I place the headphones back on and aim the pistol. Moments pass by with nothing moving. I wait and wait until the metal man in front of me slowly moves toward me. I pull the trigger, and it slides through the floor, disappearing. Immediately after, another one of the targets begins moving, this time to the side. I shoot, forcing it to the ground as well. As time goes on, the targets pop back up and begin moving faster. We continue until I use up three full clips.

			“Well, well.” Grayson walks over to Janice and me with a hologram board and shows the two of us my results. First, he shows me a page with the targets that were still, showing us where exactly on the target I hit. “When they are still, you seem to be able to hit them perfectly.”

			He swipes the page and shows me the targets that were moving. I hit only about a third of them on the marked areas on the head and chest. Most of my shots hit them in the shoulders, hips, and arms. “It looks like you may need to work on the moving targets though.”

			“Still,” Janice says, “this is much better than what I was expecting.” She smiles at me and looks at Grayson. “It seems to me that you have another soldier to train.”

			Werner

			I sip my tea as I wait for Mac. The Marvelous Cafe’s cold air makes me appreciate the drink’s warmth even more than I already do. I take a deep breath through my nose and enjoy the soft scent of my surroundings. The cookies and small cakes they serve coupled with the large variety of teas makes this my favorite shop in Kern. Half of the shop is a cafe, a place for people to sit and do their business with their drinks and such, while the other half of the floor is a “lend and lease” library. If you buy a pass at the counter where you order, you can go back and read any books you want for as long as you want; you just can’t take them out of the store. The book pass is only one dollar, so it isn’t much. The only reason they charge is so that they don’t lose money on people coming in to read and to read only.

			I had bought a year’s pass when I first discovered this place, and I’ve been coming in at least four times a week ever since.

			I have just finished a futuristic novel about a utopian state and found that I am not a fan. I don’t know whether it is the utopian state that I don’t like or the futuristic portions where we are surrounded by machines and robots. I just find it too unrealistic to enjoy.

			As I walk through the shelves to find where I originally pulled it from, a small teenage girl looks at me and smiles. “How’d you like it?”

			I hold the book up and look at the starry-filled cover. “It wasn’t my favorite.”

			“Aw well, that’s too bad. What didn’t you like about it?”

			I shrug. “I guess I’m more of an action type of guy, and I don’t really like make-believe. I find it too unrealistic.”

			A small smile grows on her face. “So you want the exact opposite of that?”

			I nod with a chuckle as I slide the book back into its spot. “Yeah.”

			She scurries out of sight, behind one of the bookshelves. After one moment of muttering from her, she emerges with an excited grin. “Here.”

			She hands me a book with a brown cover. The picture is of a woman dressed in older clothes, walking down the road with a gun in her hand. “I feel like you’d like this.”

			I nod. “Thank you.” The girl watches me head back to my table and pressures me into opening it. I skim over the words at the front and find that this is a series of letters written hundreds of years ago. My eyes skim through the first few pages to the first journal entry.

			I read and read, feeling as if I have become the woman who is writing. Every gun she shoots, I feel is in my hands. Every word she says, I feel comes out of my mouth. Every sight she sees, breeze she feels, rock she steps on, I feel happening to me. I can tell by the end of the first journal entry that this book will be one of my favorites. I close the cover after finishing the first portion and look around to find an entire new crowd in the cafe.

			After waiting over thirty minutes for Mac’s arrival and filling it with the exciting life of this woman, I assume Mac isn’t coming and order myself a plate of sugar cookies to enjoy with my tea and new storybook. Just as my waitress brings the plate out, Mac comes in the front door and makes her way over.

			She snickers and takes a seat across from me. “You couldn’t wait on me, I see.”

			I shrug and take one last glance over the book. “You were late. Naturally, I assumed you got caught up with something.”

			“I did.” She picks up the tea bag I ordered for her and shakes it back and forth before ripping the paper covering off. “I was busy learning about something I feel you would be very interested in.” Mac pours the water from the pot into her cup and dips the tea bag.

			I take a bite of one of the cookies, feeling its warmth and ooey gooeyness melt in my mouth while remaining sweet and chewy. After a moment of letting my eyes roll back into my head, I ask her, “What do you mean?”

			She takes some milk and adds a splash of it into her cup. “Let’s just say that one of the rumors I heard is true.”

			“Which one?” I ask, taking another bite of the cookie.

			She stirs her tea and stares for a moment. I wait on her to say something, but she just blows on her drink.

			“Mac?”

			She takes a sip and speaks into the mug. “There was speculation that people were being taken.”

			“Taken?” I eat the rest of the cookie and swallow too soon to allow myself to enjoy it.

			“Taken. Taken somewhere downtown. I think in the training center.”

			“Taken for what?”

			Mac looks up from her tea and swallows. “Torture.”

			“Torture?” I whisper back to her. “People are being tortured? For what?”

			“Answers.”

			“How do you know?”

			She looks around the room and takes another sip. “I can’t tell you. Just trust me, all right?”

			I sigh and take a sip of my tea. Our eyes lock as we finish with our drinks and place them on the table. “We were told when we first signed up that no one was being tortured,” I say.

			“I know.”

			“They told us that they believe torturing is inhumane,” I reiterate. “They lied.”

			“I know.”

			“And if they would lie about that …” I pause, not wanting to finish the thought. Mac and I stare at each other, realizing we may be in the business of killing innocents. I take another cookie and slide the plate over to her. After I finish my treat, I set cash down on the table to cover my order and leave Mac with the rest of the cookies. “I have to go,” I tell her.

			She nods and picks up the pot to refill her cup. “I will see you later.”

			I head out of the shop and begin my walk to the capitol building. When I finally arrive, I am scanned in through multiple security areas and head through. Down the halls, up some stairs, scanning into other security areas, I scope out the building.

			After about twenty minutes of searching, I finally find my way to the “command station” Burris was speaking of. I enter the locked hallway and walk down, looking through each doorway until I find a large file room. Each file drawer is black steel, lined with a luminescent blue paint, forcing the entire room to look quite odd and dreamish without the lights on. A large touch screen table that matches the file cabinets rests in the middle of the room and lights up when I walk in. The entire room comes to life with a click and a whirring noise as my hand finds its way onto the table tablet.

			No one other than me is in the room, which allows me to do the task I came for. I walk up and down the aisles of file cabinets and find a whole section marked “Burris.” There seems to be a drawer for each month that Frieden has been a nation.

			I slide open the drawer for last month and look through the names of the files. There are large files with the week dates on the tab, smaller files with each of our names, and even smaller files within our names with the jobs we were assigned to do. My finger runs across “Rhodes, Werner” first, but slowly finds its way to “Mcaninch, Ruth.” I take my time and consider what I am about to do. In order for Mac to have found out that we are taking and torturing people, she would have had to be there, right?

			She would have had to be assigned something along those lines, right?

			Would she have done it? Did she do it?

			The sound of footsteps entering the room forces me to close the drawer as quickly as possible without retrieving any of the files. I am immediately greeted with a familiar melodious voice that has never been so threatening.

			After bouncing off the metal cabinets and walls, Chancellor Thomas Oswald’s voice meets my ears. “Hello …”

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Werner

			After a moment of silence between us, Oswald looks around the room and slides his hands into his suit pockets. “Not to be rude or anything, but what exactly are you doing?”

			If I say I am retrieving files, and he asks for my code, I will be caught. If I make up a story and he asks for my code, I will be caught. I play this the only real way I know how.

			“You”—I clear my throat and force myself into a giddy manner—“you’re Chancellor Thomas Oswald!”

			A small and embarrassed smile rises on his face. “I am.”

			“I am a huge supporter. Thank you so much for everything you do for us!”

			He clears his throat and blushes. “Well, thank you, but it’s not just me. It is the entire staff and faculty. We … we all have a part in it.”

			“But you,” I continue to slowly shift around him toward the door, “you are the man who makes it happen. On behalf of me and all of Frieden, thank you.”

			Oswald chuckles and rubs the back of his head as if he is more embarrassed and surprised by my reaction than he can handle. “Please, I am just doing my job.”

			I nod. “Me too.” I look down to my watch and back to him. “Speaking of which, I actually have to go.” Before he can say anything, I rush over to him and shake his hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Chancellor Oswald.”

			He releases my hand and smiles at me as I exit the room. “You too.”

			Quickly, I weave through the halls and head out of the building without another interaction.

			Mavis

			I run my hands through my hair, trying to push it out of my face as I force myself onto my feet in the bathroom stall. The constant nauseous feeling in my stomach has found its way into my head. The last few weeks haven’t been bad, but the stomach bug has now hit me full swing. I am not throwing up as much as I feel I need to. The nausea comes in waves and picks and chooses when it wants to force food out of me.

			When Bram asked me if I was okay, I told him how I felt. He reassured me that it is just a stomach bug.

			“I felt sick my first few days here,” Bram told me. “You probably caught what I had.”

			I choose to believe his statement and exit the restroom. When I get back to the training room, I notice that only one other person is in here; and he is fighting one of the training bots. I follow his lead and stand back in front of the training dummy I had just left and reset it to easy. Its eyes light up green, and we begin. The man-shaped bot and I circle around each other on the mat, never breaking eye contact. Within seconds, it leaps forward, throwing a punch at my head. I dodge and give it a swift kick to the side.

			The lifelike machine grabs its side as if my kick actually hurt and attempts to regain its balance. Before it gets the chance, I end the fighting session with one punch to the jaw of the machine, causing it to fall onto its side.

			The machine resets, and its eyes change to yellow. It is now on its medium setting.

			I fight it, this time with more effort, and realize how tired I really am. I have felt worse this last week than any other week of my life. I have been hungrier than I ever have been before, wanting to eat everything in sight while never getting any energy from the food I do eat. Because of how much I have been exercising and training lately, I have allowed myself to eat the large amounts of food I want. Nonetheless, my body now holds more fat and muscle than it ever has before.

			The bot throws a punch at my head. I dodge and grab its arm. Before I get the chance to react, its arm twists, grabs mine, and throws me onto the ground. My legs immediately fly upward, and I wrap them around its head. Its arms reach up and grab my thighs, but I swing it to the ground before it can force itself free. I reach down and use my body weight to make one quick jolt and snap the bot’s neck.

			My body relaxes as I shift my weight back and sit on the bot’s stomach. The machine becomes limp, and the lights in the eyes die out. I reach down to press the button on the bot’s neck to have it return to the starting position but accidentally press something else.

			Its eyes light up red, and its body jerks to life, throwing me off. I lie there and watch as the bot launches itself onto my body.

			“Off!” I shout at it before it gets the chance to hit me again. The eyes die out, and the machine rises to its feet. It freezes in a standing position and turns off, leaving me on the ground to lie and take a few deep breaths.

			I need to continue training.

			But I am so tired I don’t even want to get up.

			The man in the corner of the room looks to me for a split second before he continues fighting his bot as if nothing is wrong. A feeling of relief floods over me as I realize this won’t be made into a big deal.

			“Mavis?” Grayson comes into the room and rushes over to me, causing the relief to be short lived. “Are you okay?”

			I immediately force myself off the ground. “Yeah, I was just taking a break.”

			“On the ground?”

			I nod.

			Grayson scans me up and down before returning my nod. “Okay.”

			I try to wait until most everybody has left this training room before I use it. When shooting, I don’t care who watches because they are all focused on their own targets. But when it comes to hand-to-hand combat, there are only three bots in the room for people to use. Everyone else will be watching us. I’d rather not have anyone see me try to fight a bot while also trying not to throw up.

			I nod to him again, this time much more rushed and awkward as I run out of the room.

			“Mavis,” he calls out to me again, “what’s wrong?”

			My voice bounces off the walls as I quickly exit the room and run to the restroom. “Stomach bug,” I answer.

			Logan

			“Who gets the chessboard?” Eric asks me, folding up one of the last boxes for his move. “It was a gift from Young, so that means it was both of ours, right?”

			“Yes, but”—I step in front of the game with my arms crossed—“it was a gift that came with the house.”

			Eric snorts at my defense, “What are you trying to say?”

			“It came with the house, so it stays with the house,” I tell him jokingly.

			“Ah, well, if we are going by that logic, doesn’t that mean I get it since you get the house?”

			I roll my eyes. “You’re getting the new fancy job, and you want the chessboard? Who do you think you are?”

			He shrugs. “The better chess player.”

			“Exactly. That means I need to keep it so that I can practice.”

			Eric grabs his box and walks over to set it on the table. “Valid point.” He looks to me and rests his elbow on the box. “How about this, joint custody?”

			I can’t help but laugh at Eric’s suggestion. It sounds exactly like something Sam would say. My immediate response is to say, “Okay, Sam” in a joking manner; but I can’t seem to do it. It hurts too much. If Sam was still with us, I would have said it, but now that he’s gone?

			“Are you okay?” Eric removes his elbow from the box and looks at my face, which accidentally dropped back into a blank expression.

			I nod. “I’m okay. Do you need any more help?”

			“No. All my boxes are ready. The movers will be here in the morning.”

			“Okay. I’ll be back in a bit then.” I make my way over to the door and point to the chessboard. “That better be out on the table when I get back.”

			Eric nods. “Ready to lose one last time before I go?”

			“You bet.”

			With those words, I exit the house. My lower back continues to remain sore. The sharp pain aches with every step I take. It feels as if each individual vertebra is grinding against one another as I move.

			I brush off the pain and continue to walk. The afternoon heat steadily becomes more apparent the longer I stroll up the road. When I finally make it to the house overgrown with the flowers, I take a moment to enjoy the shade provided by the trees surrounding the land. The spring breeze blows the hair out of my face and the sweet scent of the flowers into my nose. Just as I squat down to grab a few that hang out into the road, the door of the small house squeaks open.

			“Well, well, I finally get to meet the flower thief.”

			I look up to see an older lady with long white hair tied back in a low ponytail. Her glasses make her squinted eyes look much larger than they are, and her age doesn’t seem to slow her agility one bit. She makes her way down her brick stairs and over to me, revealing how short she really is.

			“I’ve been meaning to talk to you.” She smiles at me as I drop one of the flowers in my hand. “I see you at least twice a week taking some of my flowers.” She bends over and grabs the blue-and-yellow plant that I dropped and sticks it back into my small bouquet. “I think it’s time for me to meet this girl of yours. I need to see if she is worth all this trouble you go through to steal my babies.” The woman winks at me as she hobbles up the road. “Come along, dear. You always go this direction after taking them, but I don’t know the way.”

			I look down to the mixture of flowers in my hands and speed up, trying to match the woman’s pace. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t know if anyone lived there, and I only ever took the ones dangling off into the street.”

			She waves it off. “Oh, it’s fine. At first I was a little upset, but then when I saw you hold your back and squat down to grab them, I figured they had to be for something important. Or else, you wouldn’t have gone through all that trouble.”

			“Well, I mean—”

			“And the fact that you come by so often makes me think she is really special.” The woman stops in her tracks and looks to me. “Oh! I’m sorry. I forgot to introduce myself.” She extends her hand to me, and we shake. “My name is Evelyn Zook.”

			“Logan Forge. It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Zook.”

			We continue walking, and she chuckles. “So what’s the story behind you and the flowers? What made you want to take them?”

			I can’t help but remain silent. What am I supposed to tell her? She seems so happy about me and the “special girl.” Am I supposed to just drop the depressing news on her that they are for my dead friend who was supposedly murdered by the only girl I have ever really found myself infatuated with?

			“Ah”—she chuckles again—“embarrassed, are we? That’s okay. You don’t have to tell me.” She looks at me and smiles. “I’m going to follow you anyways. I will just see what’s what then.”

			I continue to remain silent. We walk for a few minutes, only listening to the sounds around us before Ms. Zook speaks up again, “So tell me about yourself, Logan.”

			I shrug. “What do you want to know?”

			“Tell me about your family.”

			We continue and make our way to the top of a hill, revealing the cemetery about a mile away. “The only living family I really have as of right now is my roommate, Eric. He and I have been through a lot together, and even though we aren’t really siblings, we are brothers, you know?”

			“Ah, yes.” She smiles at the thought. “I understand. How long have you two known each other?”

			“Less than a year. Our time together is about up actually. He just got a job in State Two. He’s leaving tomorrow.”

			“Aw, that’s too bad, Logan. What will he be doing?”

			“He’s going to be a fisherman. It’s his dream job, so him moving isn’t a bad thing.”

			She smiles again but slowly allows it to die out. “These flowers aren’t for your girlfriend, are they?”

			I shake my head as we continue approaching the cemetery. “No, ma’am.”

			She nods. “Who are they for?”

			“A friend of mine. He died a few weeks ago.”

			“What happened?”

			I take a moment to think about how to answer and realize this woman has made me more comfortable in her presence than I have been in anyone’s since Mavis’s and Sam’s. “You want the full story? Or the quick and painless one?”

			She shrugs. “I like stories, and I have the time, but only tell me if you are okay with it.”

			“I’m okay with it. I just hope you will be. It’s kind of a lot.”

			Ms. Zook smiles at me and nods as we make our way into the cemetery. I start the tale of our story when we were first exiled from Bestellen. I tell her about us meeting, about our disorders, about the Taai, about Sam and Uri, the guy who beat him up, about Mavis and her family, about the Page family, about Eric and I and the explosions, about us settling in with the new chancellor, about the ball, about Sam’s mom, and then about Sam’s death and Mavis’s disappearance.

			Throughout the entire story, she remains silent, not commenting on anything but staring at Sam’s clear gravestone. I would glance around the cemetery to see a person walking every now and then; but other than that, it has been pretty lifeless.

			And now I’m here, standing in the cemetery, telling a woman I barely know my troubles. I turn to look to her, but she continues staring at Sam’s grave. “I’m sorry for all that. I’m sorry about stealing your flowers too.”

			Ms. Zook, after a few more moments of staring, turns to me and holds up her finger. “I want to take you somewhere.” She immediately turns around and begins walking out of the cemetery. “Come on.”

			I look around to see the sun glowing through all the different-colored headstones and decide to listen to the woman. “Where are we going?”

			“You’ll see. It’s my favorite spot in all of Kern.”

			We hike for what feels like miles through trees and down a small dirt path, lined with large stones, luscious green grass, and wildflowers. We walk until through the trees; I see a large lake, surrounded by the dirt path and a few wooden benches. Ms. Zook walks over to the sandy shores of the lake and stands in the saturated mud. Placing her hands on her hips, she proudly gazes out into the lake and looks around to see the gorgeous cabins on the other side. “Welcome to Grand Lake.”

			She steps out of the mud and heads over to the nearest bench. Just before taking a seat, she bends over and picks up a smooth stone. “Have you ever skipped one of these before, Logan?”

			I shake my head and pick up one of the other stones on the ground.

			Ms. Zook snickers at me, takes the rock out of my hand, and replaces it with the one in hers. “You need a large and flat one, honey.” She lays it out in the palm of my hand, showing me the stone is nearly as large around as my palm but almost as flat too.

			She picks up another stone and shows me how to force it to skim across the water. “Twist back like this and shoot.”

			Her rock bounces off of the water twice and falls to the lake’s floor.

			“Let me try that again.” She chuckles. picking up another stone. This time, it skips three times and seems to make a smile grow on her face. “Your turn.”

			As Ms. Zook sits down on the bench, she watches me twist and throw. I watch the rock skip once and then sink. I bend over to pick up another rock and feel a sharp pain in my spine, causing me to let out a grunt of pain.

			“Are you okay?” Ms. Zook rises to her feet and rushes back over to me.

			“I’m fine,” I slowly rise up and make my way over to the bench with her.

			“Are you sure?”

			I nod as she sits beside me. “Thank you, though.”

			“Okay. I’m just making sure. With what all you’ve told me, you don’t need anything else going wrong.”

			I shrug, not knowing what to say. We sit in silence and watch the birds fly overhead, listen to their songs, and let the lake’s aroma meet our noses. The fresh breeze cools us off from the walk and somehow refreshes my energy.

			“So what do you think”—she clears her throat and looks back out to the lake—“about your friend’s death. Do you think Mavis did it?”

			I watch the sunlight shimmer across the top of the lake and sit quietly, enjoying the sun’s warmth. “I don’t. But what do I know? According to Derek, she was fully capable of murdering someone.”

			She nods.

			“And, I mean, I did just find out about her past. It’s not like I knew everything about her.”

			Ms. Zook pats me on the leg. “I’m sorry, Logan. I’m sorry about Sam, I’m sorry about Mavis, and I’m sorry about Eric.”

			I titter at the thought. I had no idea things were taking this much of a turn in my life. “At least I have you, Ms. Zook.”

			She gives me another smile. “I’m glad. I enjoy your company, Logan.”

			I rise to my feet and squat down to grab another stone. “I enjoy your company as well.” I toss the stone in the air and catch it once. I rub my thumb over the surface, covering every part of it twice, including a small dent; and I take a few steps forward to the lake.

			I twist my arm and body back quickly to get ready to skip the stone when all my surroundings become dark and nonexistent.

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			Werner

			With tensions high between us, I sit with my newly assigned partner and wait. We watch from the rooftop of a building near the river exit, the same river exit that I am usually assigned to do alone.

			Neither of us has really said anything since we got ourselves situated. I assume that the reason Burris assigned me a partner this time around is because she has become wary. She most likely thinks that I am no longer 100 percent loyal to her and her orders, all because I asked a simple question.

			Well, the truth is, I’m not.

			This is the same river exit that originally made me doubt my allegiance. When I saw the innocent faces forcing their way out of Frieden, a nation I thought to be safe, all my beliefs came into question. With what Mac has been telling me, I am right to be doubting.

			I look over to the man to see a scowl. He has held this facial expression since we arrived. The squinting and disgusted frown causes his nose to look almost pear shaped and his eyebrows to appear even thicker and bushier. His bleached-blond hair falls flat on his head as he raises his gun and looks through the scope.

			The sound of laughter and cavorting catches my ears and forces my focus down by the river. A group of kids who seem to be no older than fourteen frolic out from the woods and toward the flowing play area.

			“Hey,” I whisper to my partner, “Jones.”

			He doesn’t move from his ready-to-shoot position.

			“They could just be playing.”

			Never looking away from the scope, he whispers back to me, “If they get any closer to the wall, I’m going to do my job, and you should too.”

			I look to him and then through my scope at the kids. The leading boy takes off his shirt and jumps in. Jones clicks off the safety setting of his gun, causing my heart to jump.

			“No!” I shout in a hushed tone at him. “They are just playing. They got closer to the wall because the river is close.”

			He looks over to me and growls, “You don’t know that. If they pass that rock, the large stone between them and the wall, I’m pulling this trigger.”

			I sit and watch in anticipation as the rest of the kids follow the boy’s lead and hop in. Most of the girls keep their shirts on, but one of them decides to take hers off. I continue to watch them play and skip around in the water, splashing one another and letting the current sweep them away from the wall. Just before my nerves settle completely down, one of the kid decides it will be fun to run in the opposite direction of the current.

			I find myself on the edge of my seat, watching Jones’s finger tighten on the trigger and the boy forcing his way as hard as he can toward the wall, followed by the rest of the kids. They go and they go until the leading boy is only a foot away from the rock. His arm reaches out to touch the top of the large stone, peeking out above the water in the middle of the river. Moments before he does, a flash of light sweeps over the group of kids.

			My body relaxes almost completely with the adrenaline and lactic acid buildup as three watchmen walk over to the group of kids with their flashlights. I feel a large and overwhelming tingling sensation come over my body and weigh me down like sandbags as the adrenaline wears off.

			“What are you kids doing?” one of the men shouts at them. Before the watchmen can do anything, two of the boys sprint out of the river and take off into the woods without their shirts or shoes. One of the men attempts to run after them but is obviously outgunned in the area of speed.

			The two other men get the rest of the girls and boys out and walk them out of sight, probably to the police station.

			I find myself relaxing and sitting back in my seat, watching Jones release his finger off of the trigger and lower his weapon. I can almost feel the anger from him.

			Though his scowl has grown worse, I cannot tell what it is about: me being right or the fact that he didn’t get to shoot.

			Logan

			The smell is the first thing I notice.

			The smell of cleaners and fresh linen.

			The sound is the second thing I notice.

			The sound of the news over the radio.

			I force my eyes open and look down to see the thick heavy white blanket that I know too well lying over me. I pull my arms out from under it and find something different. There is no bruising.

			“You’re awake.”

			I turn to my left to see Eric in a reclining leather seat.

			He gives me a little smile. “I was wondering how long it would be.”

			I clear my throat and notice how dry it can become when you sleep with your mouth open. “What happened?”

			Eric looks away from me over to the radio as one of the newscasters speaks about the new vial policy.

			“Eric?” I use my arms to force myself back on the bed enough to try to get to a better sitting position and realize my legs feel much heavier than they usually do.

			He slides me a water bottle on the little side table the bed has attached. “Here.”

			I take the bottle and twist the cap open. I am too thirsty to ignore it but becoming quite desperate as I realize I don’t see my toes wiggling, my feet moving, or even my legs shifting. “Eric, what happened?”

			I continue to try to move my feet as he sighs. “When you were at the lake with that woman, something happened.” He looks down to his hands and then back to me. “You twisted wrong. The doctors said that as a result of improper care from the explosions, your spine, um”—he clears his throat again and squeezes his hands together—“you’re paralyzed, Logan, from the waist down.”

			I find myself at a loss for words. Immediately, I continue my attempts to move my legs. Nothing happens. It is as if they are just lying there. Limbs that aren’t mine, connected to my waist, holding me down in the bed.

			How could this have happened? The doctors cleared me. They told me to take it easy, but they cleared me. I could walk.

			The explosions were weeks ago. How is it just now coming to affect me?

			I’m going to be unable to walk, unable to run, unable to move! That was all I was. I had nothing special going for me. Sam was funny. He had that. Mavis was kind and caring. That was her thing. Me? I was the person who could do obstacle courses. That was it. After the explosions, I had that taken away from me, but I could still walk around. I could still move.

			But now?

			My bottom lip begins quivering, and my cheeks seize up as tears flood my eyes. Anything and everything I aspire to do, or was ever going to aspire to do, is now just another lost dream.

			I weep. I try not to, but I do. Eric just sits here with me as the tears fall.

			I force my eyes closed, still allowing a few drops to pass, and sniffle the rest away. I force myself to stop and lie back, waiting for the flooding to die down.

			“How long have I been out?” I ask Eric.

			“Just overnight. It’s pretty early in the morning.”

			Keeping my eyes squeezed closed, I clear my throat. “Aren’t you supposed to be home? You’re supposed to leave in a few hours for State Two?”

			“It’s okay.”

			“What?” I turn to him. I feel my cheeks burning from the salt of my tears and my eyelashes weighed down with saturation. “What do you mean it’s okay? You have to be there for the movers.”

			He shakes his head. The corner of his mouth rises slightly as he looks from his folded hands, back to me. “I’m not going.”

			“What?”

			“I’m going to stay here.”

			“What? Why?”

			Eric gives me a small chuckle. “I couldn’t bear parting with the chessboard.”

			My head falls back into the bed’s pillow. “You’re staying for me.”

			He remains silent.

			“Barnes, you don’t need to do that. I will be fine.”

			“Hey”—he scoots his chair a little closer to me—“you were here when I needed you even when I wouldn’t accept help. You didn’t let my whining or depression or anything else affect your actions. You just did it because you felt you needed to, right?”

			I look over to him with a slight scowl on my face, one that is unintentional, but is slowly scrunching as the tears reflood. “I don’t want you to miss out. You just got your dream job, and now this.”

			He shrugs. “Hey, this way, I get free housing, I get to play you in chess, I have a roommate that I know I can tolerate—”

			I sniffle with a forced smile and use my blanket to wipe the tears from my face. “Thanks.”

			Eric smiles to me and leans back in his chair. “No problem.”

			We sit, not saying another word, and listen to the news channel flip through instrumental music and commercials. I try to remain strong but continue silently weeping throughout the rest of the morning.

			Mavis

			A large amount of mashed food is dropped on my tray as Bram and I pass through the food line.

			“Thank you,” I tell the worker, earning absolutely no acknowledgment from her.

			Bram chuckles at the lack of response, and we make our way over to an empty table.

			A scoop of the fluff finds its way into my mouth. I let it swoosh around as I try to chew and find it has a hardy satisfaction. I swallow and look to Bram, who is eating the same fluff. “How’s Samantha?” I ask him.

			He shrugs. He has been going to visit her a lot just to watch her sleep. “She isn’t waking up. They’re keeping her medicated.”

			I nod as a group of people on the other side of the room bursts into laughter. “Are you happy about that?”

			“What do you mean?”

			I take another bite of my food and shrug. “Do you think they should just end her misery or keep her on medication until she…you know?”

			“I don’t know. If you were in her situation, what would you want to be done?”

			The silence between us grows. I don’t know if she is in pain. I don’t know if she can feel what is happening to her. If she can’t feel it, then yeah. If she isn’t aware of what’s happening, then yeah. But what if she is? If she is fully aware and can comprehend what is going on but can’t act on her own will, would she rather live sedated, or would she rather not live at all?

			“I don’t think it will be much longer anyway,” Bram tells me. “She is all skin and bones now. She honestly looks as if she is already decaying.”

			“Have the doctors said anything?”

			He shakes his head. “Not to me.”

			“Has Janice told you anything?”

			Bram shakes his head again. “No.”

			I look to her as she walks out of the food line with her tray. She tends to sit with some of the other officers or government officials who are down here; but every now and then, she’ll come and sit with us.

			Both Bram and I look at her, hoping to catch some sort of eye contact; and we wait. Never looking over to us, she walks over to her table with the other workers. Bram looks back down at his tray to continue eating, but I keep my gaze fixed on her. The woman she takes a seat beside glances over to me and is a little confused at first. I point to Janice, and the woman does the same.

			She mouths, “Ludley?”

			I nod.

			She smiles at me and nudges Janice in the arm. Janice turns to the worker and then to me. After she sees me staring, she says something to her table and rises to her feet, leaving her tray with her friends.

			“Mavis”—Janice comes over to us and takes a seat—“did you need something?”

			“Samantha—how is she doing?”

			Janice’s face falls, and she looks to Bram. With his head still pointed at his tray, his eyes look up and focuses on her. She clears her throat and looks back to me. “Not good. I don’t think she’ll be with us much longer.”

			I set my fork down and stare back at Janice. “Are the doctors going to euthanize her? Or are they just going to leave her unconscious and wait until she dies?”

			Bram’s eyes flicker over to me. After a moment of them both starting with a hurt facial expression, I realize how blunt I was.

			I don’t apologize.

			“Well, I think they are going to probably give her a few more days before they make any decisions like that.”

			I nod and take another bite of my food. My stomach gurgles as I swallow, and my free hand slides across my waist. After listening to the people around us sit and socialize with their food, I look back to Bram to see him staring at his mashed substance. My eyes then make their way over to Janice, who hasn’t taken her eyes off me.

			“Yes?” I ask her.

			“Mavis”—she gives me a small and unsure smile—“you look really well today.”

			“Yeah?” I ask again. “What do you mean?”

			“I don’t know.” She sighs. “You’re just … glowing.” Just as the word leaves her mouth, her eyes grow. She rises to her feet and waves me over to her as she begins walking. “Come with me please.”

			Bram and I share a confused look as I exit the room with Janice. “What? Where are we going?” I ask as I follow two feet behind her.

			Without looking back, she continues, “Nowhere special.”

			“What?”

			We get out of the commons area where we were eating and make it into an empty hallway. She turns to me and crosses her arms. She quickly rethinks her stance and folds her hands in front of her seemingly more nervous than usual. “Mavis?”

			“Yes?”

			Janice clears her throat and looks down to the ground for a moment. “Would you, um, tell me the truth if I asked you a question?”

			“Is this the question?”

			She shakes her head and clears her throat again. “Um, no. The question is, um, well, it isn’t meant to be insulting. And there is a large chance that I’m just taking a leap here, but you are showing some signs, and I—”

			“Janice,” I interrupt her, “what is the question?”

			The lack of words between us allows me to hear into the commons area much more clearly. The commotion in there is a soft mixture of a dozen or so conversations. It is almost soothing to hear from this far away.

			“Are you pregnant?” she asks me.

			I scoff, “Pregnant? Why would you think I’m pregnant?”

			“Well, you have a sort of glowing to your skin. That, and you seem to have gained a bit of weight, which, I mean, isn’t bad. It’s just—”

			“It’s just what?” The longer I think about it, the more I, the more—

			I can’t breathe.

			“Pregnant? I’m, I’m not, I can’t, no.” My breath becomes heavy and yet light. Too light to be able to get enough air in but too heavy and deep to feel as if I am getting all the air in around me.

			“Mavis, I could be wrong.” Janice places her hand on my back. “Have you slept with anyone?”

			A large wheeze finds its way into my lungs. My brain skips around to all the different horrendous thoughts. If I have a child in me, it is John’s.

			John’s.

			He did this to me.

			If I have a child in me, it is the child of a rapist.

			“Mavis?” Janice tries to get closer to me, but I immediately place my back against the wall.

			“No, no, no, no.” I shove her off and slide down. I sit on the floor of the hall and run my hands through my hair, clenching my fists and pulling at each strand I hold.

			Janice quickly sprints out of sight; and as I continue to panic on the floor, unable to breathe or really even speak, she sprints back. My head begins to pound and panic. The room becomes hard to see as the pounding in my head creates the illusion of the room becoming darker.

			Janice administers one large vial into my leg and waves two nurses over. I watch them scurry over to me with a bag but slowly lose sight of them as the vial takes effect. I watch them run over to me in slow motion, and that is it.

			When I wake up, I am on a hospital bed; and Janice is sitting beside me, reading some paperwork.

			“What?” I mumble as I try to sit up.

			“Hey, hey”—Janice places her hand on my arm—“everything is fine. You’re all right.”

			My eyes close again, and I try to regain my ability to speak. I clear my dry throat and force myself to a sitting position. The drowsiness I feel overcomes my willpower, causing me to slowly turn my head to Janice. “What did you give me? I thought it was a vial.”

			She nods. “It was a vial, but it has a different reaction to, um”—Janice looks to me and sighs—“those who are pregnant. It doesn’t do any harm. It will just have a stronger effect.”

			Tears quickly make their way into my eyes. They flood and fall out. I try to stop them. I throw my hands over my eyes and try to hold them in, but they squeeze out anyways. “What?”

			“I’m sorry, Mavis, but you’re eight weeks pregnant.”

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			Logan

			I stare at the chessboard. The more I look at it, the more I realize how detailed each game piece is. The perfectly crafted wood seems to have been hand carved almost it is so detailed.

			“Are you going to play?” Eric asks me as he brings me a cup of tea from the kitchen. “I’m not trying to rush you. Take your time. It’s just that you usually don’t take this long.”

			I turn my head and look at him for a moment. I look down to his leg and find that he has gotten so skilled at working with the prosthetic that I almost forget he is wearing it. He was so down and depressed when he lost one of his legs, not knowing he was going to be able to walk again. With how developed the technology of his new limb is, he can actually do pretty much everything he wants to. He can do obstacle courses, run, squat, and lift.

			But me? I can’t walk. I can’t do anything by myself anymore.

			I move one of my pawns and take one of his. He moves one of his knights to steal my pawn, and I take it with one of my rooks.

			“Whoops.” He chuckles. “I didn’t see that.”

			I shrug and wait for him to play me back. The steam from my tea is rising at a rapid rate. I watch it and wait to enjoy the warmth and taste of one of the only things that seem to soothe me. Eric and I play the game with the occasional side comment but no real conversation.

			Our game is interrupted toward the end by a knocking at the door. When Eric swings the door open, a smile grows on his face. “Young?”

			“Good morning, Barnes.” John walks in with a sympathetic look on his face, which becomes even more pity struck when he sees me. “Good morning, Forge.”

			I look from him and back to the chessboard.

			“So”—Eric closes the door behind them and ushers John over to the seating area—“what brings you by?”

			“I can’t just come by and visit two of my favorite veteran soldiers?” Smiling, he looks over to me. I continue staring at the board. “Apparently not.”

			I don’t want your pity visit.

			“I came by to check up on you two. I heard what happened.” John waves Eric over, and the two of them sit across from me. “I wanted to speak with you both.”

			“About?” I ask him.

			“Well”—he looks around the room and smiles—“I got this house for you two because you were both injured during your services in the Taai. I wouldn’t have done that for just anyone. I did it for you two, though, and I don’t regret it. Since Eric was leaving, I was going to come and speak to you about rooming with another Taai member, but it seems now we don’t have to worry about that.”

			“Meaning, you’re happy I’m stuck in a wheelchair?” I ask him, slightly ticked off at the fact that he is pointing it out.

			“No, no. I am definitely not happy about that at all.” He clears his throat and looks to Eric. “I was actually going to come and let you both know that because Logan has been injured to the point of no return, the members of this household will have all necessities paid for.”

			“Really?” Eric asks almost giddily. “Meaning, what?”

			“I have your codes marked on all the scanners. If you are buying food, up to a certain amount a week, or paying bills, your codes will automatically be accepted because of an account I have set aside for you.”

			“Wow.” Eric smiles at me and then back at John. “Thank you, Young. This is really appreciated.”

			He nods. “That’s not all I came to say. I actually”—he looks over to me and rises to his feet—“would you mind speaking to me in private, Eric?”

			They leave the room and head outside on what I assume will be a long walk. They stay outside for enough time that my tea has time to cool down, and I am able to drink it all. I continue to stare at the chessboard and wait for Eric to come back. I have calculated every move I could make and have found the most productive one.

			By the time he and John come back into the house, the air-conditioning has already cooled my mug completely.

			They are quiet as they enter. Eric and John look to me as John waves me goodbye, leaving me in an awkward staring position.

			“What was that about?” I ask Eric as he closes the door.

			“Well, a few things actually.” He sits across from me and moves one of his pieces, allowing me to immediately take it and put his queen in jeopardy. “Wow, you were ready for that.”

			“You gave me enough time to prepare.”

			He moves a piece in front of his queen to protect her. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. We were going over some things.”

			“Like what?” I take the piece protecting her.

			He takes my piece with the queen. “Well, he offered me a job. Not the same job you had but one where I would be back working in a special forces group.”

			“Yeah?” I ask him. “And you can do all that with your leg?”

			I have never once said anything about limits to Eric before. I was always the one encouraging him to do whatever he wants and never letting anything stop him. It is obvious that when I asked him this instead of letting him know how proud of him I am, I hurt him.

			“No,” he tells me, “I will be fine.”

			I play a pawn and bait the queen to take it, but Eric steals the pawn with his rook.

			“One of the other things Young was telling me was that after a certain period of time, you will need to get a job in order for him to be able to keep us in this house. You won’t have to support us or anything. It’s just that the government needs to make sure you aren’t mooching off them, you know.”

			I look back up to him with a slight scour. “What kind of job am I supposed to get with no legs?”

			A small smirk grows on his face as I realize what he is about to say. “Any desk job really.”

			Werner

			I flip the page, earning myself a small papercut and pulling me back to reality. I look around the tea shop as I suck on my cut and realize there is barely anyone in here today. The storm outside must be pushing the regulars back into their homes. I’ve noticed that most people who have come to enjoy the Marvelous Cafe are very introverted and rarely go anywhere but here. I doubt that getting out during the storm is something they’d like to do. That, and it is midafternoon, a time when it is usually not crowded.

			My eyes fall back upon the book, and I find myself fading back into her body. I am now eight chapters into the story and am loving every moment of it.

			After over an hour of continuous and uninterrupted reading, I find myself having to look away from the book. I have just hit one of those moments in the story where a character does something so embarrassing that it hurts me to read it. I give myself a few seconds to roll my eyes and chuckle before turning the page to find a piece of paper hidden within the crease. I pull it out and unfold it to reveal a familiar set of handwriting.

			Skimming over it, I read words I never before thought I would have to read.

			“Burris caught me. I went through things I wasn’t supposed to and found orders to execute her employees that have become wary. She has a list, and I am at the top of it. I’m sorry, but I have to go before she sends someone after me. I doubt that I will see you again anytime soon, but maybe in the future when this all dies down. I know you will see what’s going on, and I know you will make the right choices. Don’t follow orders blindly, Rhodes. Those acts will be the death of this new nation and cause the deaths of many more. Be careful. Burris knows a lot more than you think.”

			I skip to the bottom-left corner to see Mac’s grandiose signature. “With best regards, Ruth Mcaninch.”

			I immediately rise to my feet and leave a tip on the table. I shuffle toward the door and am beeped at by the scanners.

			“Sir.” My waitress comes over to me, ignoring the customers she was just with. “You can’t take that book with you.”

			Looking down at the colorful front, I hand it back to her and scurry out of the Marvelous Cafe with a nervous twisting in my stomach. I manage to flag down a cab and go for a ride to the apartment building Mac was staying in. Running up the stairs, through the halls, and past a few of her neighbors, I finally make it to her door. I turn the handle to find the door unlocked and the room completely empty. No furniture, no pictures, no electronics. I have only been to her apartment once, but I know it was furnished better than that.

			If what she said in the note about Burris being on to her is true, then she wouldn’t have stopped by here on her way out of the state. Mac is too smart to make those sort of mistakes. Too smart to have taken time out of her escape to warn me. Why would she have risked going back to the cafe and leaving me a note?

			The only reason she would have done that is if Burris was on to me too. Does she know that I let people go by that night at the river? Would she have known how much I hesitate to shoot people if she hadn’t assigned Jones to work the river with me the other night?

			Am I on the list?

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			Logan

			Days have passed.

			And I am still broken beyond repair.

			For the first few days, Eric stayed pretty close to me. He would ask me if I needed anything or if I wanted to do anything or even go outside, hail a cab, and go to town. He is being much more attentive with me than I was with him.

			Yes, I tried to help him with everything. Anytime I thought he needed something, I would offer my assistance. He would always turn me down and try to get it himself. Most of the time, he needed no help. The first few days were hard for him because he was just sitting around the house and pouting. After he stopped the whining and realized he could do things for himself, there were no other problems. He got his new leg; and from then on, he has been fine.

			But me?

			No. If I stop my stream of self-pity, it isn’t going to help anything. I won’t be able to just stand up and do things myself. I’m not sad that I lost one of my legs. I’m not sad because I have to wait for my prosthetic. I am sad because I will never be able to walk again.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Eric asks me for the millionth time before he heads out to work. “I put some water bottles on the counter, and I put some hot water in a thermos for you if you decide you want tea. Is there anything else you think you’ll want while I’m gone?”

			I shake my head with a bitter attitude that has become natural for me. “I can reach the bottom section of the refrigerator. I think I’m okay for a few hours.”

			Eric nods. “Okay. Call if you need anything.”

			I nod and roll through the room, away from the door. Eric exits the house, gets into a cab, and rides off to his perfect new job, leaving me at home, alone, to fend for myself.

			It’s not like it is that hard. I have pretty much mastered it. Just put the things I need where I can reach them. Eric acts as if he has to baby me. He doesn’t. I can handle myself. I can help myself.

			I roll the chair over to the kitchen counter and stare. I pull a mug over to me, grab a bag of honey green tea, and fix myself some liquid joy. Otherwise known as hot tea without any added cream or sugar.

			I take my scalding hot mug and set it on a plate. With that plate, I pull the tea off the counter and place it in my lap. Before I begin my journey that promises not to end well, a knock at the door startles me.

			I clear my throat and slowly make my way to the table to place my tea down. “Who is it?”

			“Logan? It’s Derek. Derek Page?”

			“Come in.” I continue slowly rolling myself to the table and holding the mug with one hand and wheeling with the other. “The door should be unlocked.”

			He slowly enters the house and looks down at me. After a moment of hesitation, he walks over toward the table. “Would you like some help?”

			I look from my tea mug, my plate, and my dead legs up to him. I look into his eyes and note their purple centers before I give him a small smile. “Hello, Derek. How are you?”

			He takes a step back as I continue toward the table, pretending not to have heard his question.

			In hindsight, I probably should have filled up my tea once I got to the table.

			Derek chuckles and takes a seat beside me as I set my tea down successfully. “Good I guess?”

			“Good. I’m happy to hear that.” I blow on my tea and wait for it to cool. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.”

			He nods. “It has. And I’m sorry about that. I’ve been meaning to come and visit.”

			I smile at him. “I assume you knew of my condition?”

			He nods again, this time with less enthusiasm. “I called a few days ago to talk to you, and Eric answered the phone.”

			I roll my chair back from the table and into the kitchen. “Would you like anything to drink? Anything to eat?”

			Derek chuckles. “I guess so. I’ll take a water.”

			I pull off a water bottle and toss it over. “Here you go.”

			He smiles at me as he catches the bottle and twists open the cap. “Thank you.” He takes a few sips of the water and looks down to me in the chair. “I’m sorry, Logan.”

			“I’m fine.”

			Derek nods back. “I know, but I’m still sorry. And you know what, I’m here to help you with whatever you need.”

			I find myself slowly scowling at him. “Do you mean the only reason you are here is to babysit me?”

			“What?” Derek closes his water bottle and shakes his head. “No no no, I am here to visit a friend, and if I happen to be able to assist in some way, then so be it.”

			“I’m fine, really. Thank you, but you have enough to deal with on your own.” I scoot my chair up to the table and take a sip of the tea. “How is your mom?”

			Derek remains quiet. He runs his hands through his hair to reveal a much darker red than I remember. He stares at his water for a little bit before looking back to me. “I don’t really know if you’d want to hear about it. It’s kind of depressing.”

			I smile and roll out from the table. With a sly smile on my face, I gesture to the wheelchair and earn a snicker from Derek. “Don’t worry about depressing,” I tell him. “I think I have you beat.”

			He looks at me with a small smile. “There are good days, and there are bad days. But within most of those days”—Derek sighs and opens his water bottle again—“she has trouble recognizing who I am.”

			As he sips his water, his eyes remain averted from mine.

			I give a nervous chuckle and roll back to the table. “Well, you have me beat.” After a moment of quiet, I adjust my teabag in the cup and speak up, “I’m so sorry, Derek.”

			He shrugs.

			I can’t imagine what it’s like to have your own mother, especially one you are so close to, not recognize you. She cared for you half of your life, and then you care for her the rest of hers; and yet, she can’t tell you apart from anyone else. I can’t imagine the feeling of looking into her eyes and not having her recognize you. My mother died for me, and she knew what she was dying for. I know that she loved me so much at that moment, that she was willing to take a beating. But Derek? Derek and his mom? He can’t even call her mom anymore and have her respond.

			The two of us sit in silence as I drink my tea and he sips his water. We both know we have horrible things going on in our lives, but we both want to act as if it is nothing. The only way I know how to deal with that is to do the same thing I would do with Eric.

			“Do you know how to play chess?” I ask him.

			He nods. “Do you have a board?”

			I point over to the coffee table where the game I played this morning with Eric is still set up. Derek walks over to it and analyzes the pieces as he brings the board over to the dining table.

			“Who lost?”

			I roll my eyes. “Let’s just play, all right?”

			Derek snorts with a pleased facial expression I have never seen from him. “This should be easy.”

			We go back and forth for about ten minutes, and I find that he is even a better player than Eric.

			“So”—I take the last sip of my tea—“are you the person who taught Mavis how to play chess?”

			He nods. “Yeah. Why?”

			“I could never beat her either.”

			Derek lets a smile grow on his face. “She was always a really good player.”

			I nod as he puts me into checkmate. Before he gets the chance to say anything, I begin resetting the board. “Yeah yeah yeah, good job. Let’s go again.”

			He chuckles as we reset the pieces. “So you played with Mavis?”

			I nod. “And lost every time.”

			Derek remains silent for a moment.

			“What about you? How often did you win against her?”

			He shrugs. “We were about even. She won half of the time. I won half of the time.”

			I hesitate for a moment. The question that continuously flies through my head, flies through my head once more, and finds its way out of my mouth. “Were you and Mavis ever together?”

			Derek looks to me with a puzzled look. “What? You mean a couple?”

			I nod, finding that my question has seemed to make the atmosphere slightly awkward.

			“No, we weren’t. She was more like a sister to me than anything. I don’t think I could ever even think of her that way.”

			I roll out from the table and go refill my tea.

			“So what about you?”

			I turn to look back at Derek as he finishes setting up the pieces. “What?”

			“Were you and Mavis a couple?”

			I roll over to him slowly and contemplate. “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

			“She spoke of you and Sam a lot. When she spoke of Sam, it was like she was speaking of a friend.” He moves his piece first. “But when she spoke of you, I could tell she felt a little bit different.”

			“Yeah?”

			Derek nods. “And when you asked her to the inauguration ball, I thought you were sealing the deal. I thought you were going to actually make your move, but you didn’t.”

			“Well, I mean”—I clear my throat as I pour my tea—“what was I supposed to do?”

			“I don’t know. You could have said, ‘Hey, Mavis, it is obvious that I like you, and I was hoping that you felt the same way. Would you like to go to the inauguration ball with me?’”

			“What? But it’s not like I … well, I—” I move one of my pieces and run my hands through my hair, not knowing what to say. “I came to your house one night to actually talk to her about this, but that was the night that she wasn’t there.”

			“Wait.” He looks up from the board to me. “You mean the night that she supposedly killed Sam?”

			I nod. “I had called her earlier that day, and we agreed to meet up. The rain cut us off before we were able to decide where, so after work, I made my way over.”

			Derek shakes his head and looks down to the board. He moves another piece. “It looks like you two just weren’t meant to be.”

			“You think so?”

			He shrugs. “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe you just tried to make your move too late.”

			I shrug back. “Maybe.”

			We play the rest of this game of chess, and Derek decides it is time for him to head home. He does me the favor of refilling the thermos with hot water from the tea kettle before he leaves.

			Finding that I enjoy Derek’s company, I am excited to have him over again. I guess I was just getting sick of having Eric around me all day every day, trying to cheer me up and trying to baby me. I can do things for myself, and Derek seems to get that. He didn’t offer to help me every five seconds but instead did one thing he knew I couldn’t do without asking me if I wanted him to. He just did it without making me feel helpless.

			About twenty minutes after he leaves, I hear the paper boy on his bicycle ride by. I roll out onto the driveway to retrieve the paper and feel the sun’s warmth for the first time in a long time. I sit in my chair and look around the neighborhood, soaking in the vitamin D.

			Our bushes have begun blooming a deep-pink flower of some sort, along with a deep violet, which looks really stunning together in front of our house. I reach into my shirt and pull out Sam’s necklace. I really wish he was here to get to see the first spring of Frieden. I feel as if he would have enjoyed it.

			Picking up the newspaper, I feel the sun’s warmth on my back and find that I don’t want to straighten up. I dangle here for a moment before rising and looking around to see if anyone saw me. Nobody seemed to have taken notice, so I casually roll back to the house and toss the paper down on the table.

			My honey and lemon tea meets my lips as I flip through the large pages to read about Oswald and his administration being praised for cutting back on illegal vial distribution, making sure that the transient population of Frieden is less than 1 percent, and continuing to create jobs for those in need.

			I then flip to the next page to reveal that there has been another explosion in a restaurant, this time in State Three. One clip of the article says, “Though the casualty count is only seven persons, there is more mental and emotional damage here today than we can tally.”

			The pictures shown are of the outside of the restaurant, which looks perfectly fine; but the people being pulled out by emergency response vehicles seem to be in shock. There is a little bit of smoke coming out of the windows and doors of the restaurant but not much. I assume that the bomber had a very specific target; and rather than blow the entire restaurant to bits, he managed to only hit what he was aiming for.

			Another set of knocks at my door brings me back to reality. Somehow, after reading about the bombing, this knock seems much more intimidating. The fact that anyone could be behind the door waiting makes me a little bit anxious.

			But then again, if they wanted to do any harm, they probably would have just barged in.

			“Who is it?” I call out.

			A joyous voice echoes from behind the barrier, sending a small shiver up my spine. “Amanda Learwood!”

			I wasn’t ever planning on visiting them again because of her; and now, she comes here?

			“May I come in?” she asks through the door. “I bring ye fresh food! Just came out of the oven.”

			I sigh and wish I hadn’t asked who it was. I should have Eric install a peephole down where I can see through it. “Come on in. The door is unlocked.”

			She slowly peeks by the side of the door and smiles at me. “Good afternoon, Logan!” Amanda enters the house with a large glass dish of what looks like dog food from the sides and a sort of mold on the top. “I brought you some meat lasagna.”

			“I see that. Thank you very much.” I clear my throat as she sets it down on the counter.

			Amanda rummages through my cupboards and drawers, pulling out eating utensils as she goes. “I’ll go ahead and put some on a plate for you, not that you have to eat it right now but just so that you can eat it when you’re ready, you know?”

			“I see.” I clear my throat. “Hey, um, Amanda, not to be rude, but why exactly did you bring food over? Again, I’m appreciative, but your visit was completely unexpected.”

			She shrugs and opens the lid off the dish, releasing one of the best smells I’ve ever experienced. “I don’t know. I made some extra food over at the Pages’ house and didn’t want it to go to waste, so when Derek got home and told me he was just over here, I got the idea to come and surprise you!”

			“Oh, um, thank you.” I roll back over to the table, following her as she sets my food down with the fork already in it. I look at it to see the white cheese on top has hardened enough to where it isn’t falling off but is still gooey looking. There are layers of meat and cheese throughout the entire slab of food she gave me, and every bit of it smells and looks more appetizing the longer I stare at it.

			“Go ahead.” She heads over to the cupboards and pulls out a plate and fork for herself. “You look like you’re hungry.”

			I chuckle at the fact that I didn’t want anything to do with her, but now I’m shoveling in the food she brought me. The taste is not near as good as the smell, but it still tastes decent. “It’s very good,” I tell her. “Thank you again.”

			Amanda nods and takes a bite of the food as well. “No, thank you for having me over. I didn’t mean to just barge in like that, but I felt like you could use a nice home-cooked meal.”

			I don’t say anything. I just eat.

			“So you look like you’re doing well.”

			I nod. “I am. I’m doing much better than I was when this first happened.”

			She looks back down to her food. “I am sorry, Logan. I can’t imagine how it felt to lose—”

			We both pause.

			“Yeah.” She continues eating and picks up the newspaper on the table that I had left. “I see you were reading about the bombing in State Three.”

			I nod. “It’s crazy, isn’t it?”

			She nods with me, swallowing a mouthful of food. “Yes. These rebels are getting out of hand. They are bombing people who are just trying to make our country better or who are taking part in keeping the peace. It drives me nuts.” Amanda plops another piece of the food into her mouth. “Some people just can’t accept change.”

			I shrug. “I’ve heard some theories that say these bombings aren’t rebels. Well, not Amiable rebels anyway.”

			Her blue eyes pierce into my soul the way she stares at me. Her face drops into an expression of pure seriousness, and her perfect skin and teeth, now seem somewhat threatening in the way they rest. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, I, um”—I swallow the bit of food in my mouth and take a sip of tea—“someone told me that they heard Frieden’s government is sending people to bomb people who don’t agree with them in order to remain in charge.”

			“Well”—Amanda gives me a little smile—“you don’t believe that, do you? It is obviously some crazy conspiracy theory.”

			I shrug. “I’m from Bestellen. When I believed everything the government and the news was telling us, I was believing lies. Who is to say we aren’t being subjected to the same type of lies now?”

			She wipes her mouth with her napkin and clears her throat. “Well, I don’t know about that.” Amanda looks to my clock behind me and quickly rises to her feet. “I actually have to go, Logan. Sorry about this.”

			“Wait.” I swallow the large chunk of food in my mouth as she heads to the door. “Do you want your dish back?”

			She shakes her head. “I can come and get it later. I have to go.”

			Amanda closes the door and walks outside, pulling out her cell phone to call a cab I assume, leaving me with a few sets of dishes to clean and an icky feeling that I said something wrong.

			Werner

			Sitting up in my favorite spot to hunt, I look around and watch for more than just squirrels and birds. Now, I feel as if I am the one being hunted.

			Ever since I read Mac’s note yesterday, I have been on edge. I feel as if I am just waiting for a sign for me to leave. Maybe I’m not on the list that Mac was on. If I was on it, wouldn’t she have told me in the note? But if I wasn’t on it, why would she have said, “Burris knows a lot more than you think”?

			As I sit and prepare myself for the worst, it actually happens. My messenger buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out to see a message from Burris.

			“Come to my office. We need to talk.”

			I slide the messenger back in and take a few deep breaths. The cloudy afternoon weather makes me think rain is imminent and that I could get away if I needed to. I know all the exits in that building, and I know how to not leave a trail. I decide it would be best to go in to see what she needs first, and I climb down the tree.

			I stop by my house, put my bow away, call a cab, and head to my offices. I walk through, never making eye contact with anyone, and notice that no one is making eye contact with me. I get into Burris’s office to find her sitting at her desk as she always is, reading the paper in front of her. I look around to see that she has redecorated and moved her tacky oil lamps to where you can see them even better now.

			“Rhodes,” she says without looking up, “thank you for finally joining me.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” I step into her room and continue looking to her, trying to read some of what she is reading. “What can I help you with?”

			“No, sir, it is what I can do to help you that we are here to talk about.” She looks up to me and gestures to the seat in front of her. I sit, and she folds her hands in the boss-like way that makes me think she is about to confront me about letting those people pass. “Tell me, Rhodes, how have you been?”

			“Been?” Her question catches me off guard. “I’ve been decent. How about you?”

			“Not too good. I actually have some bad news for you.” She leans back and pulls out a file with pictures of Mac in it. She spreads them out on the table for me to see and shows me all pictures of Mac that look as if she had no idea they were being taken. “Do you remember this woman?”

			I nod. “That is Ruth Mcananich. We were partners at one point.”

			She nods back. “That’s right. I regret to inform you that Ms. Mcaninch is now on a list of top-priority fugitives.”

			I look over the pictures, and my eyes get caught on one specifically. This photo of her must have been taken as she exited the Marvelous Cafe. “What did she do?”

			“That is not your concern, Rhodes.” She slides all the pictures back into her folder. “I am telling you this because I know you and her were friends. I want to know if she told you where she was going.”

			Without hesitation, I tell Burris, “I don’t know where she is going.”

			“Are you sure?”

			I nod. “We were friends. Yes, that much I can tell you, but we were agents above that. We never shared intel, we never shared our mission assignments, and we never spoke of anything we weren’t supposed to speak of.”

			Burris’s eyes narrow on me.

			“You can check the security footage at her building. I went to go visit her today, but her door was unlocked, and her apartment was completely empty. That’s all I know.”

			Her eyes continue to stare into mine, but I don’t give in. I don’t look away, and I don’t let up. Burris stares at me for what feels like minutes until someone enters her office and interrupts us.

			“Excuse me,” the short blonde girl says over me to Burris, “I have something I think you might be interested in.”

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			Logan

			I continue staring at them. Their limp and lifeless ways drive me insane. Losing my legs isn’t something I would have chosen; but the more I think about it, the luckier I am. I could have lost the use of my arms. I could have been paralyzed from the neck down.

			I could have died.

			But instead, I just lost my legs. Not even the full limb, just the use of it. Don’t get me wrong. I am not happy about it. I am just forcing myself to look at the bright side. At first, all I was doing was wallowing in self-pity. Yes, I had the right to. I lost my grandfather, who was my only living family member left; my two best friends; my job; and my legs. I had many reasons to be upset; but since Derek came over this morning and Amanda this afternoon, I have realized I still have people who care about me. Eric certainly does. He stayed back from his dream job to help me.

			I force my mind off the fact that I can’t walk and keep my focus on the things I can do. I can move around myself, I can feed myself, and I can do so many different things.

			I roll myself out of my room and back into the living room where the scent of the meat lasagna has dissipated and become much less apparent. Making my way over to the table to clean off the dishes, I bump into the corner of one of the side tables. The lamp topples over, and I manage to catch it before it hits the ground. I place it back onto its spot and slow my roll to the table.

			Nice and easy now, Logan, I tell myself. I was rushing too much to try to do things myself.

			I get to the table and analyze its contents. Two plates, one with food still left on it, two forks, my thermos, and my tea mug. I slide the two plates on my lap, along with the forks and roll into the kitchen. I set them on the counter and stare at the side of the sink. I can’t do anything to clean the plates without the imminent threat of breaking them, so I just leave them there.

			It’ll be fine. Eric won’t be mad. He will be okay with doing them.

			I roll back over to refill my tea with the hot water still left in the thermos and hear a noise from the back of the house. I stop pouring, set the thermos down, and turn around to hear no other noises. The house is still and silent with only the noise of my breathing.

			“Hello?” I call out like an idiot.

			A few moments of silence pass, and a loud noise booms through the house. Three men rush over to me from my room.

			“Hey! Stop!” I shout at them and throw punches, squirming and thrashing about, trying to get them to release me. One grabs my legs, and the other two grab my arms. A fourth man runs out from another room and stabs me in the leg with a large vial as I scream for help. My body quickly becomes weak and relaxes as their grip on me tightens.

			Mavis

			Every shot I take, I hit my target. I hit the steel dummy in between the eyes. I hit him in the chest, right where his heart would be; and I hit him in the throat, forcing the bot down onto the ground, clutching his neck.

			I pull back and reload my gun and do it all over again.

			I practice and I practice because it’s the only thing I want to do. Anything else leaves me too free to think about what is inside of me.

			It’s a child.

			It’s a baby.

			Not my baby.

			I don’t want it. I don’t want to keep it. I don’t want to raise a child. This world is too harsh for one, so why would anyone want to bring one into this mess?

			I don’t want to keep it. Every time I look at its face, I will see the monster who did this to me. I don’t want to keep it, but I don’t want it to have a bad life. It isn’t its fault it was made. It shouldn’t pay the price of having a mother who can’t even look at it just because of what its father did.

			What if I have it in the bunker? Will someone else raise it? I mean, I will step up if I need to, but I want the kid to have a good life, and a life with me won’t be good.

			I take down every target I hit with one shot, except for my last one. I look at the target in the back of the room and realize I shot too low. With my streak being broken, a small amount of anger bubbles up within me. I spin around and head back to Grayson to ask for more ammunition when our eyes meet.

			He looks down to my gun and grabs three more boxes of ammunition for me. “With the way you go through these, we might need to get you to come help refill the bullets.”

			I take the three packs and shrug. “That sounds fair to me. I wouldn’t be opposed.”

			He chuckles. “I was just joking, but if you’re really up for it, I will talk to Ludley.”

			I nod and head back to empty the next three boxes. After my allotted amount of time for the gun range is up, I head out of the room and into the commons area for lunch. When I get in line and have the lady behind the food plop mash onto my tray, I can’t help but smile at the fact that I didn’t have to help prepare it. The only reason I ever slightly enjoyed working in the kitchen was because of Sam.

			And now he’s gone.

			I don’t ever want to go back to working in the kitchen.

			When I make it to my usual lunch table, I am soon joined by Bram, who sits quietly in front of me.

			Without looking up from my food, I ask him, “What’s wrong?” He is quiet a lot nowadays, but this is a different sort of quiet.

			When he doesn’t answer, I look up to see him clenching his jaw and staring at his food with a large mixture of emotions.

			“Bram,” I say to him, not knowing what to do.

			“Samantha died this morning.”

			“Oh.” My shoulders relax as I stick my fork back into the mash. “I’m sorry. I know that must have been hard on you.”

			“Why?” He looks me in the eyes almost angrily. “Because you think I think it should have been me? Because you think I look at her and draw lines between us and think, ‘We’re the same’?”

			I shrug and snap back at him, “I don’t know why exactly this was hard on you. I just know it is by the way you looked just now.”

			Bram looks back down to his food.

			Neither of us says anything. Moments of silence pass before I speak up, “So if you weren’t drawing lines between the two of you”—I clear my throat—“why was it so hard on you?”

			Bram looks up to me and licks his teeth as if thinking about answering me or not. After a moment of silence, I look back down to my food, thinking he won’t answer, but am proved wrong. “Because she suffered.”

			I look back up to him.

			“She was in there for weeks, almost ten, and the doctors did nothing. They knew she was going to die, and they knew she was suffering. They did nothing.”

			“So,” I say, “you wanted them to euthanize her?”

			He takes a moment to think but quickly answers, “If she were a dog going through that much pain and suffering, knowing there would be no return, no one would have blinked. They would have put her out of her misery immediately.”

			“Well, she is not a dog, Bram,” I tell him, slightly ticked off by his comparison.

			“I know. I am saying that if we would immediately help an animal like that, why wouldn’t we treat a human with the same sense of respect?”

			Grayson walks over to our table with his tray and gives the two of us a smile, allowing a subject change to appear. “Good afternoon.”

			I nod back to him. “Hey, Grayson.”

			Bram looks back down to his food and continues eating in silence.

			“So”—Grayson sticks his fork in his beans and stirs them around—“I spoke with Ludley earlier about you working in the ammunition hall.”

			“Yeah? What did she say?”

			“She said you can. I have to give you the training first, obviously, but then you’ll be good to go.”

			“Perfect,” I tell him.

			“I do have a few questions for you, though, you know, before you start working.”

			I swallow one of my last bites. “Go ahead.”

			Grayson clears his throat and glances over to Bram before asking me, “Do you have any restrictions physically?”

			“Huh?”

			“Because of your pregnancy? Anything I need to know about before you start working in order to ensure an easy job for you?”

			I look to Bram, who has looked up from his food to see me answer. I turn back to Grayson with a slight amount of anger. “No. Nothing I am aware of. Why?”

			“Well, I know morning sickness is an issue for some women—”

			“Yeah, well, that’s natural. All I will need is permission to leave as I need.”

			He nods. “Okay. Sounds good to me.”

			The three of us go back to our trays and eat in silence. I take the last bite of my food as Bram sits back up straight and gives me an odd look.

			“What?” I ask him, trying not to sound too ticked off.

			He shakes his head and returns his focus to his food. “Nothing.”

			“It was obviously something,” I say to him. “Go ahead.”

			“You seem a little angry. I don’t want to make you any more upset.”

			I look to Bram with a slight scowl but let up immediately. “I’m fine. Go ahead.”

			He clears his throat nervously just as Grayson did before asking me. Bram looks to Grayson, who chews with an equal amount of nervousness in his eyes. He takes another bite of his food and swallows. “Does Logan know about the baby?”

			“What?” I ask. “No. Why would he know if I just found out?”

			“Well, I sort of meant does he know that, or did he know that you could have, maybe have been, possibly pregnant?”

			I look to Grayson who is chewing with wide eyes, not knowing what to say. “What are you talking about?” I ask Bram. “Why would he have known?”

			Bram’s eyes grow larger than Grayson’s as I realize what he is insinuating.

			My breathing becomes shaky as I try to get the question out. “Do … do you think this is … that—do you think that Logan is the father? Is that what you’re saying?”

			Bram and Grayson exchange looks. Grayson remains quiet as Bram clears his throat again. “Well, isn’t he?”

			“What?” I snap. “That is none of your business!”

			“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to be rude. It’s just that the way Sam always spoke of you two, I figured that when you—”

			“Stop.” I rise to my feet and look to Grayson. “What about you? Did you think this was Logan’s too?”

			Grayson swallows his food. “I never assumed it was, but if I had to take a guess—”

			“What? A guess?”

			“Well, it was obvious at one point that you and Logan had a thing for—”

			Before Grayson can finish his statement, I storm off.

			Did they really assume the child inside me was Logan’s? Did they really assume that just because Logan may have liked me at one point that I slept with him? They don’t know anything.

			I make my way through the bunker and back into the simulation room with the fighting bots. No one else is in here, which makes it much better for me. I hop onto the platform and set the bot to medium.

			Its eyes light up yellow, and it whirrs to life. Its arms bend as it readies itself to fight, and its knees pop into a higher-functioning mode than they are usually set on. I wait for it to begin, and it takes one swift lunge at me.

			I dodge and elbow it in the back of the neck, causing it to almost tumble.

			The first shot it takes is always the easiest.

			The next act it does is lunge at me again; but this time, it takes me down. I take its arm and twist it to the point that the bot falls off me and has to recoup. I rise to my feet and hop onto its back, wrapping my arms and legs around it to the point that it can’t move. I hold my arm around its throat and hold until the bot simulation dies out.

			I rise to my feet and prepare myself for the next mode. Its eyes light up orange as it changes modes to something between medium and hard. The bot’s head slowly turns to stare at me as I hold my position. We both run at each other at the same time and end up dodging each other’s shots while also managing to land a few. Toward the end of our fight, I find myself becoming dizzy. The room slowly becomes much heavier as the bot swings its knee up and hits me hard in the stomach, causing me to lose all the air in my lungs.

			Its hit somehow gives me another boost of angered energy that I then use to tackle it to the ground and beat it until my knuckles begin to bleed. I do nothing that I am supposed to do to take it out. I don’t snap its neck. I don’t strangle it, break its joints, or anything that I was prepped and trained to do.

			I only beat the bot until the dizziness takes over.

			Werner

			Hours after Burris called me into her office, only to abandon me and leave to speak with some blonde girl, I am finally ushered out of Burris’s room by two large men.

			I am taken across town to a tall office building that I’ve never stepped foot into. I look around the lobby to find it bland and quite cheap looking but brush it off as I realize I recognize some of the faces.

			The two men walking me through the building haven’t looked me in the eyes once. They are looking forward and yet manage to keep me in a position between them so that I don’t think I could ever get out without drawing extra attention.

			We walk through the building, up some stairs, and down a hall until we make it to a small side door. One of the men opens the door for me; and my eyes immediately fall upon Burris, Eric Barnes from the Taai, and another large man, standing in the corner of the room.

			“It’s nice to have you finally join us, Rhodes.” Burris waves off the two men who walked me here, and they close me in. I look to Eric, who seems just as surprised to see me as I am to see him. “I’m sorry about leaving you in my office, I truly am, but I do feel that we have now reached a place of no return.”

			“What do you mean?” I ask her.

			“You seem to have begun doubting the system you swore to follow. All our wishes and all the assignments we have ever asked you to do were necessary actions, and you now question them. I can’t have someone who doesn’t trust me fully be assigned these important tasks.” Burris waves me over to the table against the wall in front of a large mirror. She stands beside me and looks at me through my reflection. “Rhodes, this task I am about to give you could be your final task depending on how you handle it.” She points down to the tilted table in front of us to one of the dozens of buttons, switches, and nozzles on it. Her finger lands on the little red button between us, and she looks me in the eyes. “This button causes an electric shock to be sent into someone on the other side of this mirror. I don’t have to tell you why we are doing this or why I am asking you to do this. I just need to know that you can follow orders.”

			Burris steps back and looks to Eric for a moment. After she looks to Eric, she looks back to me with a blank expression. “Press the button.”

			My eyes fall to the table and look to the large sum of gears as I sort through the million thoughts going through my head. Is there really someone on the other side of this mirror? How much of a shock will be sent through them? Will Burris have me killed if I don’t press the button? What is Eric doing here?

			“Press the button,” she repeats.

			I step away from the table and look back to her, knowing I am not going to get an answer. “Why? What did the person do?”

			She slowly steps to me, remaining only inches away from my face and looking me in the eyes. With a soft and yet harsh voice, she calmly states, “You failed your test.” Burris presses a small button on the side of the table, and the two men who ushered me here rush me. “Take him to the cell,” she tells them.

			They grab my arms and begin pulling me out of the room as I watch her turn to Eric. She says something to him as I begin thrashing to get the men to loosen their grip, but I can’t hear it. Just as the door closes behind me, I see Eric nod his head and press the button.

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			Logan

			Another severe burning jolt is sent through my sides. With the two small metal prods jamming into my hips as I sit in the empty room with nothing staring back at me but my own reflection, I beg them to stop once more.

			“I don’t know anything!” I shout at them, screaming at the top of my lungs. I look down to the wooden chair and stare at the leather straps they have around my wrists and my waist. The small metal sticks being held into my hip bones slowly begin to heat up, causing me to shout at the mirror again, “I don’t know anything!” After having them pull out my fingernails one by one as slowly as they could, and me still not telling them anything, why do they still think I know? They even ripped a few of them in half and bent them backward as they forced me to watch! Why would they think I know something worth going through that for?

			I watch the blood dripping slowly from my fingertips. The puddles created on the ground from my new wounds drive me insane as I watch the nails sit in their own blood. I would rather sit through one hundred more electric shocks than have to have them pull out my fingernails like that again. At a time like this, I would be rubbing them each three times over. But now? All I can do is watch them lie on the floor, covered in my blood, and try not to think back to how they got there.

			After a moment, the overhead speaker comes on again, “You told one of our sources that Frieden’s government was the one responsible for the bombings. True or false?”

			I pant, trying to catch my breath from the last shock. I feel my heart slow down an abnormal amount as my head pounds. “True.”

			“Okay, good. Now, where did you hear that from?”

			“My friend Sam. Samuel Beckman,” I whine, letting my head fall back against the chair, “and his friend Bram. I don’t know his last name.”

			“You see, that’s the thing,” the voice from the speaker says. “This is where I don’t believe you. It just seems too perfect of a story. Your friend Sam is dead, and his friend Bram is nowhere to be found. I mean”—the voice gives a sarcastic snort—“Sam and Bram? You even chose names that rhyme. How does that help anything?”

			I feel the sticks in my sides warm up drastically. I can’t help but shout out, “No! No no no!” They send a large volt and electricity through my sides, down my legs, up my torso, and down my arms to the open wounds on my fingertips. The burning and shock sensation is one of the worst pains I’ve ever felt. It makes me rethink saying I’d rather do this than have my fingernails pulled out again. I can’t even scream as the electricity flows through me. I have no control of my body.

			The moment the shocking stops, I feel myself become saturated below my waist.

			“Aw, look at that,” the voice says. “You peed yourself. How does that feel, Logan?”

			I watch the urine spread through my pants as I soak in my own embarrassment.

			“The only way to stop this is to tell me who you heard those things from.”

			I bang my head against the back of the chair again and find myself whining out, “I told you everything I know. It’s not my fault Sam died.”

			“Well, too bad then.” He clears his throat and chuckles. “Logan, let me introduce you to my friend. His name is Maynor Leishman, and he will be dealing with you today. It was nice working with you.”

			The sound cuts off for a moment in the room before another voice appears, this one much smoother in tone. “Hello, Mr. Forge.”

			There is a silence that sits between us for a moment. I don’t say anything.

			“I said,” the man repeats, “hello, Mr. Forge.”

			The sticks on my sides begin to warm up, but I shout out before they shock. “Hello! Hello, Mr. Leishman!”

			The sticks whirr back down and cool themselves as the man comes back onto the speakers. “That’s more like it. So today I’ve watched my associate try to deal with you for a few hours. Nothing he seemed to do worked, but then again, that was him. I have a different way of dealing with you, people.”

			The screen in the top-right corner of the room clicks to life as a picture of a man in the same seat I am sitting in comes up. The angle of the picture is from the back right corner of the room. I look back there to find a small video camera and fear what comes next.

			“I don’t play games. If you don’t answer my questions, it is because you don’t know. And you know what? If you don’t know, I have no use for you. I can’t let you leave now that you’ve been questioned, so there is really only one way to save your skin. You tell me something I want to hear.”

			A click echoes through the room from above me. I look up; and immediately, gallons of some sort of clear liquid are dumped on me from the ceiling. I keep my head down to keep the liquid out of my face, but it splashes off my legs and into my nose anyways. I cough and choke, spitting it out as the liquid stops pouring, and look around the room. I watch it slowly disappear as the drains beneath me swallow the remaining drops up, and I look back to the mirror to see a soaking wet me.

			“What is this?” I shout, trying not to let any more of the liquid into my mouth or nose.

			“Let’s just say it’s not water.” The giddy manner of the man’s voice sends a gut-wrenching feeling into my stomach that I can’t ignore. “If you don’t tell me something I want to hear in the next ten seconds after the video ends, you will have the same fate as this man.”

			The picture on the screen in the top-right corner begins playing a video of a man in this seat, screaming, thrashing, begging to get out. The same liquid that was just dumped on me is dumped on him, but he seems to have a worse time choking on it than I did.

			“What is this?” he shouts at the window just as I did.

			Another click echoes through the room, this time releasing a red gas in the video. The gas floats toward the man from all angles as he screams for help. I look around the room to see small holes on the walls where I assume the gas was released and am immediately scared back into watching the video from the man’s screams. His horrid voice echoes through the room as the gas touches his saturated skin, causing immediate boils and welts to form, seemingly burning him alive. The man thrashes around in a spastic manner, worse than I have ever seen before, and continues thrashing until his body falls lifeless to the side of the chair. The gas continues to float through the room on the video as the man dangles from his seat, and I look back to the mirror to see the horror I feel staring back to me.

			Werner

			I finally got one of the goons to tell me something. They said that I will be executed tomorrow. After they told me that, my immediate reaction was to flee. They ended up calling in another man as backup, and the three of them threw me in here and beat me.

			They beat me for what felt like an hour. I got a lot of good hits in; and for a moment, I thought I was going to win. Sadly enough, one of them pulled out a vial and took me down before I got the chance to escape.

			So now, I sit in my cell with a million bruises and possibly broken ribs, waiting for tomorrow to come. Hours have passed, but I don’t know the time. The darkness they have left me in is causing my head to spin.

			I hate being in captivity. I’ve never liked being trapped. That is one of the reasons I prefer to be outside. It feels as if there is more space. But in here? There is too little space. Too little air.

			I don’t even know where I’m being held.

			I know there are guards outside of my cell, but that is all I know. I can hear them walking around. I’ve listened to them for hours.

			Or however long I’ve been awake.

			A thud snaps me out of my thoughts and back to reality.

			Are they here? Is it time?

			I brace myself to bolt out of the door as I listen. A few guards shout, but the shots of a surpresor meet my ears.

			I loosen up for a moment, listening to the silence behind the cell door, but almost immediately tighten back up as I hear the lock on the door click open.

			Sprinting at the woman who opened it, I lunge forward to take her down but am grabbed by the wrist. My arm is twisted behind my back, and I am shoved onto the ground.

			“Stop!” she loudly whispers at me as she leans on my back, “I’m here to get you out.”

			“What?” I whisper-shout back at her.

			The dark-haired girl releases my arm and helps me up. My eyes try to readjust to the light as she leads me through the hallways. “The people who are locked up in here tend to be the people who are on our side. You just happen to be one of the lucky ones I got to before the morning.” We continue running and stop against the edge of one of the hallways. She peeks around the corner and takes out two more guards with her pistol.

			“Whose side?” I ask her, stealing one of the guns from the guards.

			“The people who support the real Frieden, not the one Oswald and his council have made it.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I read your assignments,” she tells me. “You didn’t shoot everybody that night at the river. Why?”

			“What?” I stop in my tracks. “How did you know that?”

			She smiles at me and extends her hand. “Nice to meet you, Werner Rhodes. My name is Van. I was that group’s guide that night. You spared us.”

			I take a step back for a moment as I scan her size. The only real thing I recognize is her hair. The darkness of it seems slightly familiar but still. “You were the guide?”

			“Yes.” She drops her hand, and we continue walking. “Tell me, why didn’t you finish your assignment that night?”

			I hesitate for a moment. “I saw someone I recognized.”

			“And that made you start questioning your orders, correct?”

			I nod.

			“Long story short, that is how you ended up here, right?”

			I nod again.

			“All right, then you’re on our side too. You want what Frieden was supposed to be about, right? Freedom?”

			“Yeah, but I—”

			Van grabs my wrist and pulls me aside and into a cleaning closet. She looks around the room and climbs up one of the shelves and pops out one of the ceiling tiles. “Follow me.”

			I watch her climb up with ease and try to follow her steps exactly.

			“Van,” I call out to her in a hushed tone. She turns around and places her finger on her mouth to silence me, but I grab her wrist to get her attention. “There’s someone else we need to get.”

			“What?” she asks me.

			“There’s someone being tortured in one of the rooms on the third floor. It’s a small door leading to the—”

			Van nods and shushes me again. She raises her wrist to her mouth and speaks into her cuff, “Q, I need you to go to room 3667. Someone is in there.” Van holds her cuff up to her ear and listens for the man’s or woman’s muffled response. When it finally mutters something back, she points to the ceiling tile beside my foot. “Close it up and follow.”

			I place the tile back and mimic her quick and quiet crawls out of the building without another word. We slide out of the back through a small opening I don’t think was there originally and climb down the small indents made into the brick wall. Once our feet hit the ground, we sprint off through the back side of the city and into the woods.

			Logan

			The gas continues to float throughout the room in the video as the man behind the window chuckles. “You have ten seconds before you are given the same fate as this man.”

			Leishman doesn’t count down. He simply lets me do it myself, which is even worse. What if my ten seconds are longer than his ten seconds? What if mine are shorter? What if I waste all my ten seconds thinking about this?

			“I don’t know what you want me to tell you!” I thrash about, trying to get my arms and waist untied but realize, even if I did that, I still couldn’t get out. I can’t stand up. I can’t run away. “I heard it from my friend Sam, and he is dead. He heard it from his friend Bram, and he is gone! What do you want?”

			Click.

			A low hissing noise begins to fill the room. I look to my right to see the red gas slowly floating toward me. I look to my left and see the same. The liquid on my skin has begun to heat up already, causing me to thrash about as much as I can.

			“No! Stop!” I shout. “I’ve told you everything. I will tell you anything!”

			The gas floats forward. It doesn’t float up to the ceiling or down to the ground but forward to me.

			“Stop! Please! I will tell you anything!”

			A large amount of rumbling and tumbling noises come from behind the mirror. I stare at my reflection as another click echoes through the room, and the hissing stops.

			But the gas doesn’t.

			It continues floating toward me as I shout and scream for help. I look down and watch the gas touch my right arm first. It slowly caresses the liquid, causing an even worse burning sensation than earlier as the acid causes boils to grow on my body. I watch in the mirror as the red slowly devours me, causing boils and blisters to cover my body. I watch the welts and sounds grow and explode, causing my skin to shrivel and tighten under the liquid. The open wounds from the exploded boils show blood and pus but let the liquid sink into them, causing the gas to grow more boils under my skin and inside of me.

			Just as the pain becomes too great for me to handle, I watch the door in the corner of the room slide open.

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			Werner

			We run.

			And we run.

			She seems to have an unlimited amount of energy while I am struggling to keep her pace.

			“Come on, just a little bit farther,” she tells me.

			“Until where?”

			“There’s an underground rest stop just up ahead on the right.” She continues running and speaking at the same time without gasping for air as I seem to be. “You’ll need to rest for a little bit before I take you to the bunker outside of the wall.”

			“What?” I slow my pace and catch her attention.

			She turns around and waves me on. “Come on, we don’t need to get caught.” Van continues to sprint off, seemingly not caring enough to see if I’m following.

			I speed back up and find myself short of breath. “What do you mean the bunker outside of the wall?”

			“Well, there’s a bunker”—she takes a breath as she slows down a bit for me to catch up—“and it’s outside of the wall. What else do you want to know?”

			“Well, a lot of things.” I wheeze, trying not to sound too pathetic; but we’ve been running for a good forty minutes now. I think I deserve at least one wheeze. “Who all is down there? How long has the bunker been there?” I take another deep breath. “How long will I be down there?”

			“I don’t know. There are some officials down there, the bunker has been there for years but not many people know about it, and you could be down there for a while depending on how long it takes us to restore order.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Oh no, don’t worry. It’s very nice down there. It’s almost exactly like a little Bergland.” She slows down for a moment and then speeds back up. “Oh, right. You’ve never been to Bergland. Well, trust me, the bunker is lovely.”

			“What do you mean restore order? What are your plans?”

			She slows her pace again to a speed walk, one pace I am much more comfortable with. “Well, there are a lot of plans. Some plans are already in play.”

			“Can you tell me what they are?”

			She looks to me and shakes her head. “No.”

			“Can you tell me what you meant by restore order?”

			Van speeds up a bit into a little jog and makes her way to a random tree. She heads over to one of the small branches growing on it and twists it left three times, right once, then pulls it down like a lever. I hear a small shuffle of leaves on the ground, and she leads me around the tree to an opening on the bottom of the trunk. She slides in and waves me along. “Well, the officials who are in the bunker are some of the same officials from Bergland. They have quite a few plans on how to restore the government to the way it once was and to improve it for the better without all the corruption.”

			We climb down a small ladder and land on a concrete floor. She presses a button in the room that closes the tree trunk, and we walk down the hall into a slightly larger room with two beds and a trunk with an electric padlock.

			“So what exactly is their plan to restore order? You still haven’t clarified.”

			Van turns to me with a funny look on her face. “Why do you want to know so badly?”

			“Considering what all has happened here, I know Frieden’s government is corrupt.” I make my way past her and sit down on the bed, trying to allow my aching body some rest. It seems that my entire body hurts, from my muscles to my new bruises, from my earlier beating. My body throbs and my head pounds as I rest on the squeaky and obviously worn mattress. “I mean, I was one of the men who helped make it that way by taking out those who don’t believe the same.”

			“Yeah?” She heads over the trunk and punches in the code.

			“I want to help.”

			Van looks over her shoulder at me and then back to the chest, finishing the code. “What do you mean?”

			“I want to help. I have a lot of skills that have proved useful in the past, and I want to use them now to help.”

			She opens the chest and pulls out two water bottles and some protein bars. She tosses me one of each and sits on one of the chairs in the room.

			I open the water bottle and watch her unwrap her protein bar. “I want to stay in Frieden and help you guys fix what shouldn’t have gotten this messed up in the first place.”

			Van takes a bite of the bar and stares at me. After a moment of silence, she swallows. “You are a target now. You’ve just broken out of a holding cell and will most likely have your face plastered where people can see it. You will be labeled a criminal and have a price put on your head. I can’t have you in Frieden. It’s too dangerous.”

			“For who? For me?” I take a bite of the protein bar. “I will be fine. The worst they can do is kill me.”

			“No,” she states, “the worst they can do is torture you. They can get answers from you. It is too dangerous for us to have you stay out here.”

			“Well, then maybe I can be someone else.”

			A small smile rises up on Van’s face. “What do you mean?”

			“Dye my hair. Give me colored contacts. I will grow a beard, put on some weight, lose some weight.” I swallow another bite of the bar. “Just tell me what I need to do.”

			She takes another bite of her bar as I realize her smirk isn’t going away anytime soon.

			Logan

			Stop.

			I force my eyes open as the pain on my skin wakes me up.

			The tight and horrible feeling of a blister on your hand caused by a burn is covering my entire body. That one feeling that everybody hates is covering my body from head to toe.

			I can feel it in between my toes.

			I can feel it on the back of my knees.

			My body is lain back on a bed, spread out so that no body parts are bending, causing the blisters to rub together. I am in one of the best possible positions for this sort of pain but am still feeling an immense amount. The pressure on my backside pushes against the blisters; and the more I think about it, the worse the feeling gets.

			After minutes of agony and trying to stay as still as I can, a man comes into my room and sits on the end of my bed by my feet. “Good morning, Logan.” He gives me a small smile and clears his throat. His perfect hair seems to have just been gelled up, and his teeth seem to have just been bleached.

			The sound of the medical machines around me comes in to focus as one particular set of beeping increases. I look around to find that I am in another sort of hospital but not the same one I am used to waking up in.

			A small feeling of relief slowly comes over me, seemingly starting from the cold rush of liquid coming from my IV.

			“You see this?” The man holds up a small handheld button attached to the bed by a wire. “Right now, I am in a good mood, so I am giving you some medicine to help with your pain.”

			I continue staring at him, unable to speak. I want to ask what is going on. Why didn’t I die with the gas? Who is he? I don’t recognize his voice.

			I try to force out a question but barely get a wheeze out. My throat feels too tight to allow me to do anything but breathe.

			“It’s okay. You will get your voice back soon enough. Allow me to explain to you what happened.” He rises to his feet and sets the button back in its little holster on the side of the bed, nowhere near where I can reach. “While you were in the chamber, a set of rebels broke into the room where my good friend, Maynard, was working. They killed him, broke into the chamber, and pulled you out, saving you from death. Sadly enough for you, your rebel friends took out all but three of our guards on that hallway. Those three guards grabbed your friends to take them for questioning, but they were unable to stop them from taking something to end their lives. Your friends killed themselves, Logan, for you.”

			I continue to stare at the man. I want to tell him they weren’t my friends. I didn’t know them. It was pure luck that they pulled me out.

			“It is obvious that you know something, Logan. Why else would two rebels risk their lives to keep you alive? You are part of their team, and now we know that.”

			No. I’m not. You’ve got to believe me.

			“So I guess we were kind of lucky they pulled you out. If they had not done that, we wouldn’t have known you knew something. I will give you credit, though, Logan. You have more will than anyone I’ve ever seen.” He chuckles at me and walks over to one of the medical machines. “Hurting you obviously doesn’t work if we need answers.”

			Stop. What are you doing?

			I watch him slide his finger across the screen of one of the machines. He looks to me with a small smile and pats my arm as another cold rush comes through my IV. “Get some rest, Forge. You’re going to need it.”

			Mavis

			Another nurse comes by my curtained room. She slides it open and gives me a little smile as I continue to sit in the hospital bed with my arms crossed.

			“Good morning, Mavis. How are you feeling?”

			I stare at her. I told them when I woke up, I am not speaking to anyone until they say I can get out of bed.

			The nurse sighs at me. “You know, I can’t help you unless you speak to me.”

			I say nothing. I just continue to stare at her. Not rudely, with an angered face, more with a facial expression that says, “I’m waiting.”

			“Or at least let me look at you.” She steps closer to me, and I shift back. They examined me while I was unconscious and said everything looked fine. Why do they need to examine me again?

			She sighs. “I won’t do anything until you say it’s okay, but you know that I can’t really help until you let me.”

			I look down to my lap. I know that I need to let her help. That is probably one of the only ways I can get out of here, but you know what? I’ve held out for this long. I can hold out longer.

			I can keep myself occupied. It’s not like my brain ever shuts down. I have so many things going on in my head that I think I could last a lifetime without having to speak to anyone else.

			Not that I’d want to do that.

			I don’t enjoy staying in the bed. I want to go and train. I want to go and prepare myself to help fix Frieden. And I can do it too if only they’d let me out of the bed.

			They act as if I meant to harm myself. Why would I do that?

			And even if I meant to harm myself, if I meant to really hurt myself, I could have. After all, I was the one who found my brother. I know exactly how he ended his life. If I wanted to do the same, I could have already.

			I’m happy he is dead.

			I’m happy Mom and Dad are dead.

			I’m happy Uncle Randy is dead too.

			I’m not happy they died. I am happy they aren’t here. I’m happy they didn’t have to go through the war and that none of them have to suffer as long as I have to.

			Janice enters my curtained area with a fake smile on her face as my nurse leaves. “Hey, Mavis, how are you doing?”

			I watch her take a seat beside me. I don’t answer.

			“You know”—Janice sighs—“if you say something to me, I will get them to let you leave the hospital.” She pulls out a pair of my clothes from a backpack she brought and hands them to me.

			I immediately face her with my whole body and tell her, “I want to leave the bunker.”

			“What?” Janice’s face falls confused and yet amused. “Why would you want to leave the bunker?”

			“I’ve seen people leave. They go and get others from Frieden and bring them back here. They go on missions and do other things that actually help. I want to leave the bunker and actually help.”

			“What?” Janice rises to her feet and gives me a nervous chuckle. “Mavis, you can’t go while you’re pregnant. It’s not safe.”

			I follow her lead and stand as well. “Janice, I am able to help. I have gotten really good at the simulations, and I have become a very good shot. Just ask Grayson!”

			“Mavis, I—”

			“With these skills, plus the perfect cover”—I gesture to my stomach—“a pregnant woman, I would make one of the best soldiers you’ve ever seen.”

			“Mavis, you can’t leave while you’re pregnant. I’m sorry.” Janice tries to place her hand on my shoulder, but I shrug it off as she continues, “You can keep training if you’d like. You will just need to take it easy on the simulations and limit the range practices, okay? Then, maybe after that, we can talk about you leaving.”

			My eyes roll as I take the clothes and exit the curtained room. Immediately, I head to the restroom to change followed by the gun range.

			


	

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			Logan

			My wrists burn as the straps they used to keep me in the wheelchair dig into my skin. I’m sure they are barely touching me, but it still burns like fire. As the man who put me to sleep days ago rolls me through the empty hallways, the wind blows on my skin, causing even more pain to flare up. I try to move my fingers toward one another to rub my fingernails but find the squishy skin and exposed nerves still healing. I end up causing myself even more pain.

			The gas-and-liquid mixture burned off most of the hair on my head, leaving the few strands I have left to fall out one by one. This, along with the fact that I am sitting up as straight as I can as he rolls me through the hallways, causes me to picture horrendous images.

			Images of me.

			I haven’t gotten the chance to look in a mirror since the chamber. All I can picture is what my arms look like but all over my body. Welts and disfigured, shriveled skin covering my face and scalp as the last few strands of ugly singed hair falls out. I imagine my eyebrows are gone; my face most likely no longer looks like me. If someone came walking down this hallway and saw me sitting in this chair, they would think I was a monster. People would think I am a horrible experiment gone wrong.

			People would think so many horrendous thoughts at first sight without ever giving me a second glance.

			I wouldn’t be surprised if my next torture session would be wheeling me out into a crowd to have them stare at me or to have them comment on my skin and appearance.

			I wouldn’t be surprised at all.

			The man, who still hasn’t introduced himself to me, loads us onto an elevator and takes us up to the fourth floor. When the elevator dings open, he then takes me through another empty hallway, this one seeming much more familiar than the others.

			Through the hallway, into a room, down another hallway, and in front of another large mirror. The man stands beside me as I stare at myself.

			My face is so much worse than I imagined.

			The skin is even more shriveled and blistered than my arms and legs, and all my hair has fallen out. Before I can fully look over my body, the mirror shifts into a window. The two of us now look into a room that appears eerily similar to the chamber I was held in yesterday.

			Though one thing is different about this chamber.

			It has two chairs.

			The man leans forward and presses a button on the wall beside the window. Just as he presses it, a door on the right side of the room opens; and two men come into the room, forcing Derek Page into one of the chairs as he thrashes around, trying to get out.

			“Stop!” he shouts as they strap him into the chair. “What are you doing? Stop! I didn’t do anything!”

			The men leave as Derek continues to thrash about. For a moment, I think he is going to break the chair.

			“Let me out!” he shouts, shakes, twists, and pulls. Nothing works.

			After minutes of listening to him scream, I manage to turn my head to the man beside me. He looks to me with a small smile as I wheeze, forcing the words out, “What … are you … doing?”

			His smile grows a small amount. “Mr. Forge, I’m impressed. I didn’t think you’d be able to say anything for much longer than this.” He turns back to the window. “That’s why we weren’t going to start yet. But now that I know you can tell us what we need, we can begin.”

			Derek bangs his head against the headrest of the chair, squeezing his eyes closed and whimpering, “I need to make sure my mom is okay.”

			I continue staring at the man, trying to block out Derek’s shouting. “Who are—” I wheeze one large wheeze to continue my question. It takes almost all of my effort to force out the last word, “You?”

			“Tony Leishman.”

			Leishman? As in Maynard Leishman? Is he punishing me because of what happened to his relative? I didn’t do that. I had no part in that. It wasn’t my fault.

			He looks back through the window and presses another button on the wall. “It wasn’t very easy for us to find someone you care about, Logan. All of your family is dead. Your best friends are gone, and your roommate works for us. Mr. Page was the closest friend we could find.” The man presses a few buttons on the wall, and another buzzer sounds. “The plan today is to torture your friend Derek Page until death.”

			My eyes fall upon a door across from Derek as it slides open. One man walks in, gripping Derek’s mother’s arm tightly, and forces her down into the chair adjacent to Derek. The entire time, Derek is staring at his mother with a horrified expression.

			“Hey, Mom”—he tries to get out of the chair but fails—“it’s going to be okay.”

			“Derek, what’s going on?” She wiggles, trying to get away from the man, but he straps her in too quickly and forcefully. “What are you doing?”

			The man presses a button on his belt, and an IV system that looks exactly like the machine that was in my room yesterday rolls out of the wall. He pulls it over and forces it into her arm.

			“Hey,” Derek calls out to the man, “what are you doing?”

			His mom begins questioning him at the same time, “What is this? Ouch! What are you doing?”

			The two of them shout at the man in unison as he turns on the machine and leaves the room.

			Tony looks to me and folds his hands behind his back. “Here is your chance to explain. How did you get involved with the rebels?”

			I turn back to the Pages as they shout at each other. Derek continues to tell his mother that everything will be okay while she panics in the chair and begs to be let go.

			“I”—I wheeze—“don’t know anything.” The more I listen to my voice, the more it just sounds like me pushing air out of my body.

			Tony turns back to the wall and presses another button.

			I turn to watch the two panic as a green liquid drains into Ms. Page. She looks down to the IV line as it enters into her and relaxes.

			Derek looks to the window, seemingly looking through it to me and Tony. “What are you doing? Stop it!”

			A minute or two pass where Tony, Ms. Page, and I watch Derek struggle to free himself.

			“What,” Ms. Page breaks the silence after a few minutes and looks around the room, “what’s going on? Where are we?”

			“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” Derek tells her, still trying to get out of the chair. “We’re going to be fine.”

			“Who”—Ms. Page’s eyes fall back onto her son—“who are you again?”

			He leans back into his chair and closes his eyes. I can see the pain strewn across his face. “Mom, it’s Derek.”

			“Where’s Derek?” She looks around the room not frantically but more curiously. “I want to see him.”

			“Mom.” He clears his throat and continues pulling hard on his wrist bondages, seemingly to the point of breaking his hands. “We’re going to be okay.”

			Tony continues staring at the two. “The serum I administered to her hastens the dementia process. Every time you refuse to answer a question, I will administer another dose of the serum, causing her to forget more and more until she enters a vegetable state.”

			I turn to look to him as he stares, ever so pleased with himself, and realize what he meant. This serum doesn’t hurt Ms. Page. It hurts Derek.

			Tony said to me, “The plan today is to torture your friend Derek Page until death.”

			Not his death.

			His mother’s death.

			Derek looks to the window and shouts, “What are you doing?” My eyes fall back upon the machine to see more of the serum being administered to Ms. Page.

			I take another deep breath and force out, “I don’t know anything.”

			Tony rolls his eyes at me. “The more you say that, the worse this will get.”

			We watch Ms. Page look at her arm as more of the liquid drains into her. She looks back to Derek and stares, not saying or doing anything. Minutes pass, and Derek continues to try to keep her calm.

			He yanks his arms, trying to free himself once more. Derek clears his throat. “It’s going to be okay.”

			“What is?” she asks him. “Who are you?” Ms. Page looks around the room as Derek squeezes his eyes closed again. “Where are we?”

			Derek whimpers out, “Please stop.”

			She slowly begins to try to free herself from the restraints, grumbling something under her breath, while Derek frantically attempts to do the same.

			Tony turns back to me. “Anything you want to tell me?”

			“I don’t know anything,” I tell him. “I don’t know the people who—” I wheeze from the overexertion and am unable to finish my statement before Tony presses the button again. My heart races as I watch more serum drain into Ms. Page.

			She looks to Derek as he tells her, “Everything will be fine.”

			He tries to keep her calm for the next few minutes, but her eyes well up with tears. She mutters something I can’t understand and closes her eyes.

			“Hey, hey”—Derek leans forward to get his mom to calm down—“it’s going to be okay.”

			Ms. Page looks at Derek angrily as he tries to calm her. Tony takes his hand off the button and steps forward to get a better look.

			“Why did you?” she mumbles something as the tears fall.

			Derek whimpers out to her, “What?”

			“Why did you leave me?” She sniffles as bits of her hair falls into her face. Her cheeks have scrunched up, and her lips have begun to quiver uncontrollably.

			“What are you talking about?” Derek shakes his head at her with a smile. “I never left you. I’m right here.”

			“No,” she whimpers at him, “you left me the week he was born.”

			“What?”

			“The … the … the last thing you did was leave me a note, Randy. A note!” She falls back into her chair and whines, “I had a baby to take care of!”

			“Mom, I—”

			“You left Derek and I, Randy! With nothing!” she sobs, trying to say things to him but is unsuccessful.

			Tony looks to me as Derek begs her to stop crying and tries to convince her that he is Derek. “Do you have anything to say?”

			I slowly move my arms and turn to him. I cough a tad bit to try to clear my throat but end up hurting myself worse. “I don’t know anything.”

			Tony turns to the wall and presses the button again. We continue this process for hours, watching Ms. Page wither away and Derek panicking, shouting, and, overall, suffering more than I did in the gas chamber.

			“I don’t know anything,” I tell Tony again as we watch Derek beg his mother to answer. “I’ve already told you.”

			Ms. Page just lies there in the chair with her mouth open, looking around the room. She looks to Derek as he begs her to answer, but she remains quiet.

			“Those people”—I take a deep breath—“those people who saved me. I didn’t—” I cough as my lungs cease to work for a few moments. A small amount of blood and mucus comes up, and I spit it on the floor beside me. My gravelly and hoarse voice shouts out, “I don’t know them!”

			“You know, Logan, you have done a very good job of not telling me anything.” I watch the two in horror as Tony presses the button once more. “But now, Derek will be forced to watch his mother die in this state. After she passes, it’s his turn.”

			“I don’t know anything!” I growl at him, trying to pull myself out of my bondage, ignoring the burning pain of my skin and throat. “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time!” I pull my wrists as hard as I can, almost freeing them from the chair, when Tony leans over and tightens the bondage.

			“Now, now, Logan”—he adds another strap to my waist and looks me in the eyes—“you aren’t done yet.”

			I stare into his eyes and growl into his face, “I don’t know anything!”

			“I’m sure something will come to mind.” He stands back up straight and heads toward the door. “I will be back in a few hours.”

			“No!” I shout at him before he closes the door. “I don’t know anything! Just—” I cough up more mucus and blood and choke on it, causing more and more to come up. I lean over the side of the chair and spit it all out, trying to catch my breath as Tony locks me in.

			My voice shakes as I struggle to breathe, “Just kill me now.”

			Werner

			As I flip to one of the final pages of the book that I was reading from the Marvelous Cafe, I hear the hatch slide open.

			I set the book down beside me on the bed and watch Van climb down the ladder with a new backpack. She turns around to me and gives me a smile. “I’m happy to see you reading. I went through a lot of trouble to get you that book.” She tosses the backpack onto the table and begins rummaging through it.

			“I thought you said it was no trouble at all?” I head over to her and set all our supplies on the table, lining them up and seeing what we have to work with.

			“Well, I mean, I had to take out the scanner. That was pretty much it.” She chuckles and hands me a box of hair dye. “All it really was, was a sticker I had to peel off so that the alarm wouldn’t sound when I took it. No big deal.”

			I smile back at her and look at the box of dye. “Midnight black?”

			She flips her dark hair over her shoulder and looks to me. “What? You don’t like it?”

			“No, no, I mean, it’ll be a new experience for me.” I set the box down and pick up the colored contact case. “What color were you thinking I needed?”

			Van shrugs. “Any color but your natural brown color.” She sets down a small circular silver gun with a needle on the table. “After your hair and eyes, I will need to change your code.”

			“My code?” I look down to my wrist at the mixture of dots. “To what?”

			“I have an alias lined up for you.” She pulls the chair out from the table and pats it’s back. “Don’t worry, Mr. Zane West.”

			I take a seat as she presses a button on the table, revealing a vanity station behind the wall.

			She looks at me through the lit up mirror and runs her hands through my hair. “I’m kind of going to miss this color.”

			“Yeah?” I ask her, handing her the box of hair dye.

			She opens it up and pulls out a spray can. Van gives it a few good shakes and shrugs. “Yeah, but not enough not to change it.” She runs one of her hands through my hair as she sprays the black over it, seemingly covering it fully without hitting her or my skin. After about five to ten minutes, she finishes and takes the scissors to the sides of my head.

			“Whoa!” I move slightly before she gets the chance to make the first cut. “What are you doing?”

			“Oh, come on, we don’t want the change to be too subtle. We have to give you a little trim too.” She pulls my head back and begins cutting. My hair falls to the floor as she completely changes my hairstyle. After finishing with the scissors, she moves onto contacts.

			Van holds up each color to my face and, after a minute, settles on a deep blue. Once I have the contacts in, she grabs my wrist and takes a seat beside me.

			“This may hurt just a little bit. No more than the first time you got it, though.” Van flicks a switch, and the small handheld tattoo gun hums to life. She places an outline over my original code and digs into my skin to create the new one. This process takes what feels like hours; but by the time she is done, I look like a completely different person.

			Van has me stand up against the wall so she can scan my face into the system and then shows me my new identification tag beside my old one. Many of the traits are different, one of which is that Zane West is a year and a few months older than Werner Rhodes.

			“You see these traits? You see these dates?” She points to the new ID. “Learn them. Study them. Know them. Be them. You are no longer Werner Rhodes. Werner Rhodes is gone. You are Zane West, previous inhabitant of Bouw, who has never even heard of Werner Rhodes.”

			I nod and look back into the mirror to see two people. One, someone new whom I will be getting to know a lot better soon, and the other, I still don’t know the real name.

			Mavis

			Aim.

			Pull the trigger.

			Shoot.

			Hit what I’m aiming for.

			Aim.

			Pull the trigger.

			Shoot.

			Hit what I’m aiming for.

			Aim.

			Hours pass; and I follow the same routine, hitting everything I aim for. Every now and then, a few of the other shooters will gather behind me and watch.

			But I don’t care about them.

			If I get good enough, if I surpass all the other shooters down here, Janice will have to let me leave. She will have to give me an assignment or a mission.

			One of the target bodies sprint across the room. Everybody takes their shot at it, with only me and one other person hitting it in the head. After the bot continues to run, I aim down to one of its knees and cause it to face plant.

			Everyone in the room continues shooting at the bots and the non-moving targets as I set my pistol down and take a few deep breaths. A stomach cramp slowly begins to form and grows stronger within seconds.

			I force myself to bring my gun back up and take down the next running target by hitting it in the knee once more but am forced to take another break. My stomach quickly begins to twist once again. I hold one hand on my stomach, and I make my way out of the room without clearing off my station. Grayson gives me one odd look, but I wave him off as I rush out past him.

			The room becomes heavy as a sudden burst of nausea hits me. I make it out of the room and immediately gag, throwing up a small amount onto the floor in the hallway. Not wanting to get caught out here, I wipe my mouth and try to head farther down, looking for someone to help me to the restroom.

			The stomach cramp tightens, and I feel a sudden emergency come on. “Hey,” I call out to one of the women I see walking out of a room, “hey, can you help me?”

			She looks at my hunched-over stance and rushes over. “What’s wrong, sweetie?” She places her hand on my back as I look down and see blood.

			The cramp spreads to my lower back below where her hand rests and causes an immense amount of pain. I look to the woman and tell her, “I need to get to the hospital.”

			Nodding to me, the woman immediately takes me to the medical center. The same nurse who tried to check me a week ago looks me over once when I enter and rushes me onto a bed. She gets me all set up, into a gown, on a monitor, and back to where I was when I passed out.

			Within minutes of me getting situated, Janice shows up with a look on her face of true worry. And somehow, that look relaxes me. She actually cares.

			“Mavis! What happened? A nurse called me as soon as you walked in, and I got here as fast as I could.”

			I shrug it off. “I’m fine. It was just a stomach cramp.”

			“A stomach cramp? You wouldn’t have come in if it was just a stomach cramp.”

			I give her a little smile. “Janice, I’m fine.”

			I am fine.

			Over the next hour or so, we find out how completely fine I am.

			They run the tests.

			They do the work.

			My nurse sits down with me after it is all said and done, and she rests her hand on my bed. “Mavis, the baby is gone.”

			At first, I don’t process her statement. “What?”

			“What?” Janice asks with me, “What happened?”

			I look to Janice’s face and find she is much more hurt than I am. Why am I not reacting the same way?

			“Sadly, this sort of thing isn’t unusual. Most miscarriages happen before week thirteen of pregnancies.” My nurse wraps both her hands over her clipboard. “I’m sorry, Mavis.”

			The three of us sit here quietly. I don’t know what to say.

			I didn’t want the baby, and now I don’t have to deal with it. Why am I upset?

			Was it the hit I took in the stomach that did it?

			Did I kill the baby while I was training?

			I brush off all the pained thoughts and turn to Janice. My immediate reaction is telling her, “I’m not pregnant anymore.”

			Janice pauses, looking to me with a confused expression. “Mavis,” she takes a moment to realize what I am saying, “you need to take your time before you—”

			“You told me that when I wasn’t pregnant anymore, we can talk about this. Well, guess what, I don’t have to wait. I didn’t have the baby, so I don’t have to take care of it. I didn’t grow to the full size I could have, so I am still in shape. I can do this.”

			“Mavis—” She tries to take my hand, but I grab hers first.

			“Let me do this.”

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY

			Logan

			I watch as Derek holds his mother’s hand in his. One of the guards lets Derek free to go and be with his mom a few hours ago, and Derek hasn’t moved since.

			He lays his head on her knees as he sits beside her and weeps. His mother looks so frail and so empty. She hasn’t moved. She just stares with her jaw hanging.

			She stares into the mirror, seemingly at me.

			I haven’t moved either. My skin burns as air-conditioning blows on it, but this pain hurts nowhere near as much as watching Derek with his mom.

			The door beside me unlocks, and Tony comes in with a smug smile on his face. “Good morning, Logan.”

			I stare at him, not saying anything.

			“Aw, come on, why so cold? I thought you and I have become close enough to greet each other with the bare minimum.”

			I continue to wheeze in his direction as he waits for an answer.

			“No? Okay then.” He presses a few of the buttons on the wall and looks back to me. “Logan, I have come to a conclusion.”

			A buzzer rings in the Pages’ room. A tray of food slides through a small opening in one of the doors, and everyone seems to stare at it. Derek slowly rises to his feet as we watch in silence. He picks up the tray and looks it over for no more than a split second before chucking it at the window. The splatter of the food covers my view of Ms. Page but not Derek. He stands there for a moment more and boils.

			“Ignoring that tantrum”—Tony looks back to me—“my conclusion is that you won’t tell me anything, even though I know you know something.”

			I look to him and give a gravelly, sarcastic chuckle. “You think?” But all that comes out is some sort of mumble.

			Tony smiles. “So you will become a soldier.”

			“What?” I ask him.

			“For Frieden but, more specifically, for me.”

			I cough to the side of my chair. “I would never, and you know this.”

			He nods. “Yes, yes, I know. I expect some resistance. But you should know, Logan, I have had special bionic leg structures made for you. They will restore your ability to walk around and do everything just as you used to.”

			“What?”

			“Along with a suit that will”—Tony leans over to me and places his hand on my shoulder with a tight grip, burning my skin—“help ease your sensitivity.”

			I shake him off and shout at him, “I’m not helping you with anything! Just go ahead and kill me!”

			Tony rolls his eyes and pulls a vial out of his pocket. He sticks it into my arm and growls back at me, “Just wait.”

			Mavis

			The sound of the scissors slowly cutting across my hair somehow makes me nervous. The stylist cuts it much shorter than I am used to it being. By the time she finishes it, the longest part of my hair is right above my shoulders.

			“My name is June Dawson. I was a Bloot. My parents, Gary and Sharron, were both killed in the revolt.”

			The stylist takes a can of hair dye and begins spraying. She starts with the hair at the front of my head and makes her way back. A strand of my new brown hair falls in front of my face and shocks me.

			“My name is June Dawson. I was a Bloot. I had no siblings.”

			The woman takes my wrist and places a piece of plastic over my old code as a guide to change it. She turns on the tattoo gun and begins her work as Janice continues to prep me.

			“How old are you?” Janice asks me. “What were you originally assigned to do in Bestellen?”

			“My name is June Dawson. I was a Bloot. I am twenty-three years old. I was trained to be a farmer.”

			We go over a million more questions until I can tell you all about my life before Frieden. When the stylist finishes my code, she scans my face into the system and makes my new ID. Janice then walks me out to the bunker’s exit.

			“Are you ready, June? Your guide should be right outside waiting.”

			I nod. “I’m ready. I am all set.”

			Janice nods back to me and unlocks the exit. “Are you sure? I mean, it has only been a few days since—”

			I look up the ladder to see a head peek in. His brown and fluffy hair dangles down toward me as his smile grows.

			“Ready?” the random man asks me. “Our hike awaits.”

			I look back to Janice and find myself in a hug, a warm hug that I feel I will miss when I am gone. “Thank you, Janice.”

			She gives me another squeeze. “I will see you soon, June. Be safe.”

			I give her one last smile and climb up the ladder.

			Logan

			The machine they have me attached to injects another dose of whatever it is they are giving me. For days now, they have been feeding me nothing but nutrients through tubes and reinforcing the same logic and the same commands to me over and over.

			I can tell the difference between what they tell me and what is right, but I can’t get them to stop. The men beat me, shouting that I am guilty of treason against my country for even thinking about the rebels.

			Another hand slaps me across my face. My head dangles as I try to move from the bondages but can’t. The stinging and burning pain on my skin has become almost nonexistent with the mixture of whatever drugs they are feeding me, along with the fact that I am too distracted by the beatings.

			“You’re worthless. The only time you ever actually did something good in your life was when you joined the Taai.”

			“It is your fault that you were put into the gas chamber. You shouldn’t have associated with the rebels.”

			“The only way you will ever do anything worthwhile is if you listen to your commands.”

			Their voices all become blurred together as they attempt to condition me to believe them, but their commands are slowly shifting toward more reasonable wishes.

			As I listen to their commands changing, I form a plan.

			Another dose is administered through the tubes, and I let my head fall back against the chair and nod.

			One of the two men continues to shout at me, “You will be one of the best soldiers in history and get your legs back if you listen to us. You will no longer be a worthless rat to the rebels but a man who will save lives if you listen to us.”

			I nod again.

			My playing along as if they are actually getting to me is the only way for them to stop torturing innocent people. If I don’t comply, they may go and get more citizens like the Pages.

			Hours go on, and the two men have become much kinder and much quieter.

			They press a button and have the machine administer one last thing to me before pulling me out of the bondages and sitting me in a wheelchair. Almost immediately, when we cross the threshold of the room, I fall into a deep sleep. A dreamless deep sleep that seems to last no more than three seconds. The moment I close my eyes, I can hear my surroundings shift into something much quieter. When I open my eyes to check and see where I am, I find myself back in my hospital room in a different set of clothes, with another IV in me. I look around the room to see if anyone is in here with me and find a woman sitting in the corner.

			“Hello, Logan.” She rises from her chair and comes over to my bed. She looks me over and allows a smile to come across her face. “How are you feeling?”

			I take a few deep breaths, trying to figure out how to answer. Why would they be so nice after torturing me for days?

			“My name is Elloise. I am here to help you get into the skeleton.”

			I sit up quickly, slightly scaring the woman. She steps back and looks over to the corner of the room. My eyes follow hers to a bunch of wires and small circular pads in a pile.

			“That is the machine that is going to help you walk.” Our eyes meet for a moment before she heads over and grabs the pile. When she picks it up, it looks a lot more like strings with little stickers on the ends than anything else. “I am sorry about my coworkers. I know they can be harsh, but we really need you to work with us.”

			What? She is in on it?

			“You are one of the best soldiers we’ve seen, Logan, and we really need your help.” She pulls my blanket off my legs and places her hands on my ankles. “May I?”

			I stare at her hands and give a small shrug. I don’t know exactly what she is doing, but I have a feeling I can trust her.

			“We would never ask you to do anything that you wouldn’t be okay with. You would only be doing the security-risk jobs, like making sure innocent people will be okay.”

			Elloise runs her hands up my legs, seemingly feeling for pressure points. I watch her, only listening to the sound of my horrid wheezing, and think about what to say.

			“Would you be okay with doing the jobs like that?”

			I nod to her again, and she sets the wires on the bed.

			“Logan, I need to take your pants off in order to get these on you, okay?” Elloise pauses and waits for me to say something, but I’m not sure what to say.

			I sit here in silence and watch her nod to me and place her hands on the bottom of my pants. She slowly tugs on them and gets them to slide off much easier than I thought they were going to. As I sit here in my underwear, feeling awkward and exposed, I watch her bring the wires up to my legs.

			She peels off a clear plastic covering from the bottom of the cold and sticky pads just before sticking each pad to my leg. Elloise goes through all the pieces and connects the skeleton to me as I think about the job offer. If I am assigned missions to make sure innocent people live, then I am not only saving them but also helping save other innocents that they may torture if I refuse.

			I can do that.

			I want to do that.

			Elloise connects each of the little circles to random points on my legs. She rubs the sticky pads into my skin and massages them until the ends of the pads seem to disappear. My hand glides over the first pad she did, not feeling any difference between it and my skin. The only thing that seems any different are the wires sticking out of my legs.

			“What did you do?” I ask her. “How did you do that?”

			She gives me a little smile and continues to massage the other pads into my legs. “I am activating the sensors in the pads so that they dissolve into your skin, allowing the wires to intertwine with your—” Elloise turns her head to me and chuckles, “I am making it so that the wires can communicate with your legs.” When she finishes massaging one of the pads on the side of my knee, she looks to the IV in my arm. “It’s a good thing they have you medicated right now, or this process would have hurt.”

			After minutes of watching her massage the pads into my legs, something catches my eye. I feel my heart begin to race as one of the first wires connected to me slowly sinks and becomes attached to my skin as well. The other wires follow the first wire’s lead and connect themselves to my skin. The last few pads she has to do are on the lower and upper parts of my hips, along with the inside part of my thigh.

			She gives me a look to make sure I know she is about to begin and then slowly places the pads where they need to be. Neither of us makes any eye contact as she does her job. We are both much happier when that part is over. By the time Elloise finishes, I have two black lines running down each of my legs on both sides, seemingly outlining the joints.

			“Here.” She comes over to my torso and places her hand on my back. After leaning me forward, she pulls my shirt up and places one of the sticky pads on the base of my spine, right where Eric told me my original injury that caused the paralysis was.

			The moment she finishes rubbing the pad into my pack, I look down to my legs to feel the pads tingling. I watch them as they seem to vibrate forcibly, causing an odd and slightly uncomfortable cramp to form. My toes begin to curl, and my calves begin to flex as I slowly regain control of the muscles.

			“Logan.” Elloise heads back over to her chair and pulls a vial out of her bag. “If you feel any sort of cramp coming on at all, whether it be in your leg, your foot, or even your back, you tell me as soon as it happens, okay? The first few hours are going to be the worst. If you let the cramp get out of hand, there is no telling how long it will be before you get it back under control.”

			As she finishes her statement, I feel a small pain in the bottom of my foot. I can’t tell at first what it is; but a moment later, the cramp begins.

			I point to my foot and look to her. “There’s one now.”

			She immediately lunges toward me and sticks me in the calf of my left leg, the one she happened to be closest to. I watch as my foot contorts and takes on a mind of its own, and the cramp dies out just as quickly as it came up.

			“Are you okay?”

			I look to Elloise with my face somewhat scrunched as I try to ignore the pain in my foot. I nod to her and look around the room to see where the air vent is located. It seems to have just kicked on and is greatly aggravating my skin.

			Each breeze that blows shoots a burning pain over all the skin exposed while the rest of my skin is forced to deal with the fabric of my clothes rubbing against it.

			Elloise tries to move in front of my gaze. “What’s wrong?”

			I force my face out of its contorted expression and try to bend my knees. “Nothing.”

			She looks to my legs, and a smile grows on her face. “Great job!” She shifts to the side of the bed and places her hands on my ankles once again. This time, she takes them and slides them off the side of the bed. “Are you ready to try to stand?” Elloise heads to the corner of the room and pulls over a walker. She sets it in front of me and waits for my answer.

			I look down to my feet with the shriveled skin and wiggle my toes. After a moment of staring at my legs, I slide off the bed, ignoring Elloise’s pleas to wait, and immediately fall under the weight of my upper body. I catch myself somewhat on the walker but end up having Elloise support me almost fully.

			“Why didn’t you wait?” She holds the walker in place as I push myself up completely with my arms.

			Ignoring her once again, I slowly allow myself to put pressure on my legs and find that I can stand. The weakness of my muscles shocks me. I know I haven’t used them in a long time, but this is almost unbearable. I can barely hold myself up.

			But I don’t care.

			I am standing.

			Elloise slowly releases the walker and takes a step back. “Great job, Logan! Now, before you start—”

			I slide my right foot forward an inch or two, still completely dependent on the walker, and find that I have taken my first step. After that, I continue to shuffle forward slowly but surely and not listening to Elloise one bit.

			After I almost fall on my face, she rushes over and gets in front of the walker. “Hey, Logan, you need to listen to me, or this isn’t going to be a fun experience.”

			I stare at her for a moment, still wheezing, and wait for her to move. Why would she care if I fall on my face? Why would they send me a therapist that actually seems to want to help me?

			I tighten my grip on the walker. Before I can try to get by her, she stares me down, much like my mother used to, and somehow puts me back in my place. The next few hours go by, and I manage to walk like I used to and even learn to run again. After getting back to a normal walking motion, Elloise tells me she has something else for me.

			After pulling me out of the comforts of my isolated room, she walks me through the large hallways, allowing me to stretch my legs much more than I could in my isolation. Like a lost puppy, I follow her around, enjoying having empty hallways to roam in. After I was being tied down to the wheelchair for weeks, followed by being trapped for days and tortured, being able to walk around is nice. So nice that I never want to stop.

			One of the pluses of having her for my nurse is she knows I don’t want anyone to see me. So she is making sure to take me down the hallways that no one else is in. The hallways she takes me down seem to be very open, almost as if they were meant to have a lane for two hospital beds to roll down at once. I look to the walls and find that the bottom half is a light-brown wood sort of design while the top half is a light-green paint. For what reason they decorate this place this way, I don’t know. I originally pictured the hallway to be dark and gloomy with a guard lurking in every corner.

			But it’s not.

			It is much friendlier than I expected.

			The two of us walk for a while, ignoring the pain of the wind on my skin, and finally make it to our destination. Elloise opens up a door to another room with her code; and just before I head in behind her, she stops me. “Hey, I need you to stay right here while I grab you something, okay?”

			I look around the hallway to make sure no one is coming and give her a quick nod. She smiles at me and disappears behind the locked door, leaving me feeling exposed and anxious to see if someone will get to see me after all.

			If they see me, what will they think?

			At least, while I was in a wheelchair, I was a monster who couldn’t hurt them. But now? A free beast who can terrorize people as he pleases? Who wouldn’t be scared?

			Just as I look down to my fingers where my nails used to reside, Elloise comes out of the room with a box. She gives me one big smile and waves me to follow. “Come on. Let’s head back to the room so I can give you this.”

			Immediately, I brush off the intense need to rub my fingernails and follow her. I look around the halls as we walk and realize the pattern on the floor is like a checkerboard. I watch the pieces fly by as I walk over them and cause myself more pain.

			There is a gray tile where a white tile should be. The pattern is made up of off-white and light-gray tiles. I look around the whole room to find this is the only tile out of place. It puts the pattern out of order and somehow drives my brain to twitch. I force myself to speed up and continue following Elloise as I try to forget the tile and end up focusing more on the wind hitting my skin.

			When we make it back to the room, I am relieved that the air-conditioning vent seems to have turned off, and I take a seat on the bed to give my legs a rest.

			Elloise sets the box down beside me and gives me one big smile before opening it to reveal a dark fabric. “Are you ready, Logan?”

			I peek over and into the box as she pulls it out. A long dark suit made of some sort of spandex material. I reach in and grab the final three pieces to find two gloves and a mask.

			I look to her and allow my gravelly voice to speak, “What is it?”

			“It’s your new suit.” She waves for me to stand up. When I do, she holds it against my body and gives me another smile. “Trust me, you’ll like it.”

			I hold the gloves in one hand and the mask in another. When I spread the mask out enough to see the face, I find no eye holes or anything. It seems to be just a big sock.

			“Go ahead. Try it on.”

			I give her a confused look.

			“You can see through the fabric. It was made just for you so that you can walk around without the pain of the wind on your skin.”

			I look back to the mask. One of my hands finds its way to my face, and it rubs my skin gently to feel the shriveled spots and reminds me of the pain I’ve been through. If I would have just kept my mouth shut when talking to Amanda, I wouldn’t have had this happen to me. It’s my fault; and if they are offering something to help me, I need to take it.

			I slide the mask on over my bald head and find the silky substance providing me with instant relief. I can see through it, just as I can see normally, and breathe through it, just as I could a moment ago.

			“How is it?” Elloise asks me with a giddy look on her face.

			I can’t help but smile a smile I doubt she can see from under the mask. I take a deep breath and give a hoarse chuckle. “You had something to fix my legs. You had something to help my skin.” I take another breath. “Do you have something to help the wheezing?”

			Elloise immediately bursts into a small fit of laughter at my joke. Though I was holding on to a small amount of hope she would offer me something to help, hearing someone laugh with me was all the help I needed.

			She helps me take my clothes off with the least amount of pain she can and slide the suit on. It is one that is loose on my body, seeming to be about two sizes too big, until I press a button for it to tighten, making it much easier for me to get into compared to a suit that fits like this with no stretch. Once that button is pressed, the entire suit sucks in and outlines my body as if I wasn’t wearing any clothes at all, making it one of the most comfortable and soothing things I’ve worn in a long time. I hadn’t realized how bad the pain my skin was going through really was until I put this suit on. The relief that spreads through me makes me want to just dive into the bed and lie on my back, sprawled out and letting the air-conditioning blow on me as it pleases. The relief makes me want to go back out into the hallways and sprint off, not caring how much wind hits my skin.

			With the added cover of no one being able to see what I look like under here, this suit somehow brings me more joy than I ever thought I would feel again.

			And it is all because of Elloise.

			I look to her as she continues to smile at me. “Thank you,” I tell her.

			She gives me another little smirk. “It was my pleasure.” After a moment of silence between us with only the sound of my wheezing to listen to, her eyes and smile grow. Elloise reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small bag. “I almost forgot!”

			She drops Sam’s necklace into my hand. “I smuggled this out for you. They forgot to give it back when they brought you in here.”

			My fist tightens around the gem as I think back to Sam. Someone I miss so much that I have to force myself not to think about him. I spent weeks grieving and am still hurting more than I’ve ever hurt before.

			But just because I don’t want to think about him doesn’t mean I want to forget him.

			Just before I can tell Elloise thank you, she takes a look at her watch; and her face jumps with surprise. “Well, look at that.” I try to look at the time as well, but she lowers her wrist and points back to the bed. “It’s almost ten o’clock. It is getting pretty late.”

			I follow her finger and look to the bed. After a moment, I look back to her as she stands there awkwardly.

			“I need you to, um, go to bed.”

			I tilt my head at her, not completely sure what she will do if I don’t get into bed; but I kind of want to see.

			She lowers her arms down and gives a small unsure sigh. “Um, please?”

			I snicker and take a seat on the sheets.

			Elloise smiles at me. “Thank you, Logan.” She makes her way over to me and rolls up my sleeve. I stop her halfway by grabbing her wrist. She looks back to me and grabs the rolling table in the corner. “I have to put in your IV for the night. This will give you some more medicine to make sure you get some sleep and to make sure you don’t have too much pain in your legs.”

			I stare into her eyes as she seems to stare into mine. Her brown eyes remind me much of my mother’s, not in the sense of color but in the sense of their kindness. I release her wrist and allow her to insert the IV. After putting me back into bed, she asks me, “Can I leave you for a moment to go and get you some food? Or should I wait here with you and have someone else bring it in?”

			“You can go.” I wheeze. “I’ll wait.”

			She smiles at me and gives a small pat on my knee. Elloise exits the room and leaves me to watch the fluids and medicine drain into me. It takes about ten minutes for her to come back in with a tray of white foods that I can’t identify and a water bottle.

			I lift up the bottom half of my mask and eat for the first time in days. The feeling of food in my mouth is one that I have missed, along with water going down my throat. I finish all my food and drink within minutes and have Elloise take my tray.

			“All right Logan.” She comes over to my IV line and adds a small vial to the line. “I will see you in the morning. If you feel up to it then, we have a great simulation room that you can begin practicing on.”

			I look to her as she clips the vial in place and watch the blue liquid drain. “Thank you,” I tell her. She gives me one final nod goodbye and leaves me to rest.

			Zane

			I sit at a table and wait. A table in a cafe, like the Marvelous Cafe, only, this one is subpar. It doesn’t even have a place where you can get a book to read.

			I sit at a table and wait. I wait like I used to do for Mac; but this time, I wait for another woman. As she walks in, she gives me a small nod of acknowledgment and sits across from me.

			Van pulls an envelope out of her jacket pocket and hands it to me under the table. “This is to get you through the next few weeks.”

			I take it and slip it up my sleeve. “Thank you.”

			“Have you run into any trouble recently?”

			I shake my head. Last night was the final night I could stay in the little safe room in the woods. Once I got out, I had to lock the entrance, to which I have completely forgotten what the code is with the branch.

			“That’s good to hear.” Van looks behind me with a curious expression. “I have an assignment for you.”

			“Yeah?”

			She takes my hand and gives me an odd smile. I can’t help but try to pull away, but she won’t let go.

			“What are you doing?” I ask her.

			She rises to her feet and pulls me out of my seat. With a singsong voice, she continues, “We need to go.”

			Her eyes flicker behind me, and I take her hint. We walk out of the shop, hand in hand, avoiding a confrontation with two policemen.

			“Werner’s picture has been plastered in every police station in the country,” Van tells me. “I know we changed your look and your code, but that doesn’t mean test your luck.”

			I nod, and we continue walking down the road. “Understood. What is the assignment?”

			“There is a sewing and fabric shop called Fabric Room that we run. This will be where you and your new partner will be working.”

			“Partner?” I look to her to see a smug smile on her face. “Who is he? Is he coming from the bunker?”

			Van nods. “She should be arriving here from the bunker today.”

			We take a right and continue walking through the city, dodging every police car or officer walking we can. “What’s her name?”

			“June Dawson.”

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			June

			After making it through the woods over the course of two days, I still haven’t been told my guide’s name. We enter into Frieden through an underground pathway, taking us into some woods right on the outside of Kern, and hike into the city from there.

			He continues to lead us in silence, leaving me to watch our surroundings anxiously. We pass through the same part of town where Ms. Page and I saw the dress that she made for me for the inauguration ball, causing me to have to force away those memories.

			My name is June Dawson. I was a Bloot. My parents, Gary and Sharron, were both killed in the revolt.

			Mavis?

			Mavis Walmsley?

			She is dead.

			She died the same night her best friend did.

			I shake my head and force the memories out. If I go down that road and think about the past, I will be proving Janice right in that she doesn’t think I am ready.

			But I am.

			I am June Dawson. I was a Bloot.

			My guide and I make it through the town, down a few backroads, and to a dark-purple brick building named Fabric Room.

			“Consider this your new home, June.” My guide opens the door for me, a bell above the entrance rings, and I walk in to see a familiar face speaking with Van behind the cashier counter.

			I turn back to look at my new guide, only to find that he has disappeared.

			“June?” my old guide calls out.

			Looking back to her, I nod. “And you must be Van.” We shake hands as she gives me an impressed smile, obviously remembering who I was.

			“Well, June Dawson, please meet your new partner.”

			The man from the bar the night the bomb went off at the Palace shakes my hand. Though his eyes and hair are a different color, I can still tell it is him.

			“Zane West,” he tells me. We shake each other’s hands and share a stare and a slight smile. I have a feeling he remembers me too. “It’s nice to meet you, June.”

			We turn to Van as she gives us a small chuckle. “What? Have you two met before?”

			“No,” we answer casually in unison, not helping our case.

			Van squints at us both, not believing the lies, and backs away. “Okay then.” She heads to the door and opens it, causing the bell above to ring. “I have to go. June, you have the assignment?”

			I nod.

			“Go ahead and brief Zane. I will let you two handle this.” She closes the door and disappears just as my guide from earlier did.

			I turn back to the man whose real name I can’t remember and take a seat behind the counter. “Is anyone else in the building?”

			He shakes his head and types something into the hologram to pull up the security cameras. The building is as empty as it is dull.

			“So I have received word that Chancellor Oswald will be going to the Capitol Park gardens today.”

			With my hands resting in my coat pockets, the sudden chill that comes at random points at the end of spring has returned. I sit on one of the park benches and look around, enjoying the beautiful view of the grass becoming green, the flowers slowly coming back to life, and the random person every now and then strolling by. For some reason, the garden isn’t as full as it usually is. Today seems to be a slow day for this area, which actually gives me a lot more of an advantage.

			I watch each individual who strolls by and find that it is mainly older women. I can hear the sound of the children screaming with joy in the background of the rustling leaves over by the playground. Though I am happy that they are enjoying themselves, I much prefer the sound of nature and light voices speaking to one another over the hyena screeching that comes with adolescent joy.

			When a man wearing a long tan trench coat with black gloves emerges from the gardens, I scan him over. After noticing that he appears the same height as the six-feet-and-two-inches-tall Chancellor Oswald, I immediately rise to my feet. I pull a book out of my jacket and open it to a random page.

			With my nose buried deep in the book, I find myself spoiling the plot twist of the stepfather being the killer. I pull away for one moment to reread the first section of the page and end up bumping directly into the man, somehow getting my foot caught in between his and knocking us both over.

			He wraps his arms around me and spins us both, forcing me to land on his front side while he takes the brunt of the fall. We both grunt as we hit the ground and slowly realize how close our faces are to each other’s.

			After a moment of slight awkwardness, I force myself up and begin apologizing profusely, “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. I was just reading and—”

			In the middle of my apology, I realize he is reacting the same way I am. “I am so terribly sorry. Oh no! It is not your fault, dear. I wasn’t watching where I was going. I mean I—”

			We pause at the same time and find ourselves staring at each other once more. A slight chuckle from us both relieves the tension and allows us to breathe much easier. Chancellor Oswald gives me a small smile followed by a shocked expression. He reaches down to pick up the book, brushes it off, and hands it back to me. “I really am sorry. I know how it can be when reading. It’s like nothing else around you exists.”

			I titter and quickly flip through the book’s pages like a fan, and I am hit with that beautiful almond, vanilla, and grass smell. “To be honest, I am not that much of a reader. I accidentally just kind of spoiled the book for myself by reading ahead, and it caught me off guard.” I hold up the book and point to the cover. “But now I can tell you, if you want a good read, this book seems fairly decent. You’ll never see it coming.”

			He chuckles back to me and looks around the park. My eyes follow his, and I see dozens of secret service men standing by, seemingly wary of my presence. “I’m sorry about them. It took me months now to get them to let me walk by myself, let alone get this close to someone without them around.”

			“Well”—I reach up to fix his jacket collar and bend it the right way—“you and I did get a little closer than either of us expected.”

			He looks to me with a new expression, one that I am not used to seeing. His smile almost seems shy, but it doesn’t make sense. He is Chancellor Thomas Oswald, the first leader of Frieden. The great speaker, the great mind, and the great man. Why would he be shy around me?

			The both of us look into the gardens, watching a few of the men in suits come closer to us. I pull away nervously and earn a sigh from Oswald. “Again, I’m sorry about knocking you over.”

			“No, no, please, don’t be.” I take a step away and hold the book with both hands. “It was one of the best trips I’ve taken in a while.”

			He looks to the ground, blushing. As I walk away, he calls out to me, “Do you think that, um, that I’ll get to see you again?”

			I look back to him and shrug with a smile. “Maybe.”

			With that as my final word, I walk out of the park and a few miles through the city to get back to the Fabric Room. When I enter the building, the familiar chime of the bell rings; and I make my way over to Zane.

			“Did you get it?” he asks me.

			I nod and earn a large smile from him.

			Zane points to the entrance and heads to one of our back rooms. “Go ahead and lock the doors and close the blinds.”

			Once I close the shop down for the night, I follow him to the back to find a room full the computer systems, with only one screen that Zane is really paying attention to. He logs into some sort of program and runs different systems and numbers, none of which I understand. After a few minutes of downloading and processing, the screen we are looking for finally pops up as a wavepad.

			“Here we go.” He types in a few different things as I watch the sound waves move and wonder what I am missing.

			The speakers scream to life with the sound of a mob of news reporters, shouting questions at Chancellor Oswald. “What do you know about the assassinations in State Three?”

			“What do you have to say about the accusations that you are part of this?”

			“How do you plan to deal with this?”

			“Are these the acts of Amiable rebels?”

			“What about all the missing citizens?”

			Oswald’s voice speaks over all the others not loudly but with a quiet, confused, and concerned voice. “What? Assassinations? Missing citi—”

			His question to the news reporters cause them all to shout as loud as they can, furthering their questioning. Zane and I listen to the sounds of his bodyguards forcing people out of the way so that they can take him into the capitol building, and we wait for something we can use.

			“So,” Zane breaks the silence between us as we listen to the guards force Oswald into the building, “where did you put the microphone?”

			“Under his coat collar,” I tell him.

			“Yeah? How’d you get it there?”

			A quick smile rises back up on my face as I think back to Chancellor Oswald catching me as we fall. As he approaches the age of forty, I never expected him to feel that firm or be that quick to react.

			“Thank you,” Oswald says. We listen to him march through the building and walk into a room. His coat shuffles against the microphone as he clears his throat. “Riley, Madden.” Another shuffle takes over as, I assume, Oswald takes his coat off. “What is going on?”

			Zane looks to me and writes down on a sheet of paper, sliding it over to me. “Jonathan Riley and Phillip Madden. Two of Oswald’s advisors.”

			One of the voices speaks up, “What are you talking about?”

			“There is a mass of news reporters outside, and they all—”

			Oswald is cut off by another voice, “Yes, Ozzy, there is always a mass of news reporters outside. This is why you are asked to take a car out of the fence rather than walk it.”

			“No, no,” Oswald resumes, “you don’t understand. They were asking me about … about assassinations and … and missing citizens. Have either of you heard about these?”

			We watch the sound waves disappear for a moment as the three men wait for an answer. One of the two men speaks up, “No. I haven’t heard anything about that.”

			“Neither have I,” the other voice says.

			“Well, I surely haven’t.” Oswald’s voice fades out as he finishes with the men. “I am going to go and see what is going on.”

			Zane and I look to each other, not sure what to make of this. Isn’t Oswald the one orchestrating all this? Oswald and Wilson?

			“The plan can’t take place soon enough.”

			“Just wait, Riley,” Madden says to him. “Have patience. We have waited this long. We can wait one more week.”

			Riley groans, “I don’t know if I can stand him one more week. He is so ridiculously clueless.”

			“Just one more week. Seven days exactly. We’ll have him then.”

			Logan

			Third mission.

			This is the third mission I’ve been on.

			Each of them has been at night.

			Night.

			The only time that people can’t see me.

			I continue to wear my suit through the town, which allows me to move much easier than I feel I have ever been able to move before.

			The only thing I don’t appreciate about this suit is how it seems to trap me with myself. I can hear my wheezing much more clearly than I can without the suit on; but when I pointed it out to Elloise, she told me that I was the only one who could hear it better, which I guess is a good thing.

			No one else should be subjected to my wheezing. It is a horrid noise.

			I continue to follow a man through the backstreets of the city, creeping around and avoiding being seen by anyone. I have been following him for about ten minutes now, and he still hasn’t noticed me. My assignment is to tranquilize him and then place the tracker they gave me on him. After doing that, they will come and get the man.

			This isn’t a bad mission.

			I was told that I wouldn’t be assigned to do any bad missions. I would only do the ones that I would be comfortable with. So Elloise gave me a choice of three missions. This was the only one that made sense. The other two choices involved me killing people. When I asked Elloise what those people did to deserve the death sentence, she said she didn’t know. But when I asked her what this man did, she said that he was a child abductor and has been caught on camera multiple times abducting children. They want to find out where those children are being held, so they need me to get the man alive so they can question him.

			This is something I can do.

			This is a good mission.

			A good assignment.

			I would take on this assignment even if I wasn’t being forced to. This man does horrendous things and has to be stopped.

			I continue to stalk the man until he makes his way out of town. I take my time, keeping my distance as I follow him and, every now and then, reaching up to Sam’s gem to make sure it is still there. I have it tucked within the suit, but the pain of it pressed up against my skin is something I only want to bear when I have to, so I leave it out dangling until I get close enough to actually finish my assignment.

			When we are out of the town’s main area, I tuck the jewel back into my suit and pull the pistol out Elloise gave me. I have it loaded with the tranquilizers, aimed and ready to fire, but I wait. I wait until he turns around, away from me, and toward the woods.

			The moment he attempts to change his pace to a sprint, I shoot him in the spine. He falls face-first onto the ground and slides, having only his fluffy brown hair to land on as comfort. Pulling my tracker out of my pocket, I press the button, head over to him, and place it inside of his jacket.

			When I get back to the headquarters, I use the ladder on the side of the building and sneak in through my window just as I have been for the last three missions. When I enter back into my hospital room, I pull Sam’s necklace out and close the window. They know not to have the air-conditioning on in my room; so I pull my mask off and take a deep breath, feeling the relief of not having to listen to my wheezing magnified. When the air in the room hits my face, it hurts but not nearly as bad as it used to. With the constant strings of medication Elloise has me on, I am managing to deal with the pain.

			I wait in my room for over an hour before Tony enters with Elloise. I immediately rise to my feet and face him. I know I could have completed the mission sooner, but I wanted to make sure to keep him out of the busy part of the city. I didn’t want anyone who wasn’t supposed to see him to find him.

			Tony stares at me for a moment before a smile rises on his face, relieving the tension that was strangling me more than my shriveled skin. He comes over to me and nods. “That was exceedingly … adequate.” He turns to Elloise and gestures to the door. “Ms. Holly, please go retrieve our new recruit something to eat and tell Young I will meet him in the commons in half an hour or so.”

			Elloise nods to him and leaves the room. By the time she comes back, I feel a small sense of pride and yet inadequacy. I could have done better. But at the same time, if Tony, a man who knows I’m worthless, thinks I did an okay job, then I must have done well.

			When Elloise returns with a tray of food, Tony leaves the room. She straps me back into the IV machine and allows me to eat with a small sense of satisfaction.

			And yet, a sense of hatred.

			Hatred for myself.

			I could have done better.

			June

			If this plan of ours doesn’t succeed, there is no going back. The only way that anybody will ever be safe again is if we get to Chancellor Oswald first. His advisors have all plotted to kill him; and if they take over after he is gone, there will be nobody who can stop it.

			After listening to their plan, we have come up with a plan of our own. We have run through the different scenarios and come up with answers and ways to work with each and every one of them. It has been a week since we found out what the advisors plan is, and we have finally come up with a foolproof way to save the chancellor.

			“So,” Zane says to Van and me once more, “Van will have already taken out the driver and taken his place. She will be waiting with the car at the designated spot. At this designated spot, there will be four buildings surrounding us. I will be waiting behind the office, and June will be waiting on top of the Laundromat with the gun, ready to take out Oswald’s so-called guards. Once June takes out the guards, I will force Oswald into Van’s car, and we will drive him back to our interrogation room.”

			“Exactly,” she confirms.

			“And I will meet you two in the IR after disposing the guards’ bodies by dumping them behind the office and covering them with the tarp we have planted there.”

			Van looks down to the aerial-view map and chuckles. “Will you be able to drag them behind the building by yourself?”

			I can’t help but raise an eyebrow. A million snarky remarks and comments come to mind, but I swallow them all and nod.

			Van looks from Zane and back to me. “Then let’s get ready.”

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			Logan

			In my room, I wait. I wait, pacing back and forth. I love being able to move freely with the skeleton and my suit, but I don’t like to be kept waiting. I prefer being in my room over being out where people can see me, but sometimes I just really feel the need to get out.

			When Tony finally arrives, he enters the room with a serious expression, immediately causing me to think I have done something wrong. The last mission he had me do was days ago. Was that because it was only adequate? Is my adequacy something that is going to get me in trouble? I can’t have them take in any more civilians to torture.

			“Mr. Forge, your assignment for tonight is something much more important than any other assignment we have given you.”

			“What do you mean?” I take a deep breath and ask him in my gravelly voice, “Do I not get to choose?”

			He shakes his head at me. “Not tonight. I have a good feeling you will be comfortable with this job.” Tony holds out his cuff and brings up a three-dimensional map, starting at one of the shops in the city. “Do you know where this is?”

			I nod.

			“Then watch carefully.” Tony slowly moves the map through the city, showing me which roads to take and how to get to my mission. When he finally stops, it lands in between four separate buildings in an obscure part of the town. “Here is where I need you stationed tonight. Your assignment is to protect Chancellor Oswald as he changes from one car to the next.”

			I look back to Tony. “Where is he going?”

			“That is confidential. All you are being told to do tonight is to make sure he gets from one car to the other safely. Got it?”

			I shrug but am slapped across the face with a terrible amount of force. Not even the suit can help mask the amount of pain his slap brought upon my skin. Holding myself off the ground with my elbow, I nod violently. “I got it.”

			Tony’s head cocks, and he gives me a small smile. “Good.”

			Quickly, I scurry out of the window, down the ladder, and out of the area. With a deep burning still in my cheek, I shed a few tears, causing even more pain. The salt streams down my face under the mask and feels like acid rolling down my skin. I quickly wipe them off with the fabric on my cheek and continue to the checkpoint.

			When I arrive, I hide behind one of the buildings and wait. I see no vehicles at first; but just as one of them pull up to the rendezvous point, something else catches my eye.

			Something peeks off the roof of one of the buildings.

			June

			Everything is set and ready to go.

			I have my gun perched and held on my shoulder, ready to take out the guards as soon as they exit the vehicle. So I wait.

			I wait in that position for over half an hour.

			When the second vehicle pulls up beside Van’s, I tense up, ready for the plan to commence.

			I listen to the sound of the ground crackle underneath the approaching car’s tires and the whistling of the wind as it blows against my face wrap. The dark and flowy fabric blows in the wind in all directions, but never once do I let it get in the way of my sight.

			When the two guards exit the van, Oswald follows. After the chancellor gets out, he is followed by two more guards. I allow my sights to find their way onto the first guard’s head but am slightly startled by a noise of something moving behind me.

			Someone is moving behind me.

			I have to move quickly.

			I shoot the driver of the first van and off every guard in seconds. I watch the horror on Oswald’s face as his guards all drop dead around him followed by the shock he expresses when Zane rushes him into the new vehicle.

			Spinning around, I pull the pistol out of its holster and aim it at the large black figure running directly at me.

			Logan

			I swing my leg up and over the person’s legs, forcing the hand holding their pistol onto the ground. My boot stands on their wrist until they release the gun, but I am quickly caught off guard by the person swinging their legs behind mine and then kicking me in the torso.

			I stumble back but return to the person in a matter of milliseconds. When she rises to her feet, it becomes apparent that I am fighting a woman about a foot shorter than me but seemingly almost as heavy as me. I leap forward to try to get the pistol from the ground, but I am forced to dodge her kicks and punches. The third punch she throws lands right on my throat, causing me to stumble back once more. The tightness of my skin along with its sensitivity causes me to believe I may have just had my throat torn apart.

			Forcing myself to act quickly, I kick the pistol off the roof and manage to get by her to the other gun. Just as I kick it off the side of the building, I see her out of the corner of my eye coming at me; so I swing a hit at her. She manages to grab my wrist, squeezes it tightly, and twists my arm to a position I cannot return from. I immediately shout in pain as her grip burns my skin but am silenced when her leg swings up to kick me in the throat.

			I manage to block her kick with my left hand and pull her leg out from under her, causing her to fall to the ground and giving me a moment to recoup from the burning. I watch her hop back to her feet and stare at me. Some of her dark hair peeks out of her face mask, along with a small amount of her cheeks and eyes.

			The familiarity of this figure causes me to focus too much on trying to figure out who she is and results in her lunging at me before I get the chance to do the same. The sound of my wheezing as we throw punches and kicks and dodge each other’s shot becomes more and more distracting as we fight.

			She throws another punch, but I manage to dodge it and grab her arm. Immediately, I knee her in the stomach twice.

			The woman wraps her free arm around my knee the second time I kick and launches herself at me, causing us both to go down but me first.

			The burning on my back takes over for a moment as she forces her arm back on my throat. I swing my legs up and wrap them around her body, forcing her on her back, leaving us both stumbling again to our feet.

			I ignore the intense pain and look back to the woman as she pulls a knife out of another holster on her thigh.

			I have to bring her in alive for questioning. If I kill her, we may have just lost Oswald for good; but if it comes to it, and she forces me to kill her, I think I just may.

			I take a step toward her as she slowly walks over and see her face without the mask. I look to my left to see the wrap blowing in the wind over the other buildings and look back to see a ghost.

			No.

			It can’t be.

			This woman is much fuller than Mavis ever was. Her hair is darker and shorter.

			Mavis would never do any of this. She would never have killed those men.

			She would never have done any of this.

			Her pace speeds up toward me; but just before she reaches a sprint, the name croaks out of my mouth. “Mavis?”

			She freezes.

			But only for a moment.

			She lunges forward, coming at me with the knife; and that is when I see it. The small scar on her cheek underneath her bright-green eyes, the same scar I noticed when we first met.

			She swings the knife across at me, but I lean my head back and manage to keep my throat intact. Just as she swings it back, I grab her arm and force the knife out of her hand. As I toss the knife over the side of the building, just as I did to her other weapons, she elbows me in the face and puts me into a chokehold.

			I reach up to pull her arm off, but she has me in a position I can’t get out of. After a moment of me not stopping the struggle, she swings my body down and forces us both to the ground.

			I continue to try to get out of it without hurting her but slowly start to black out. The lack of oxygen causes my head to pound an unbearable amount. I look around the roof and up to Mavis so that she will be the last thing I see, but I am released. The horror on her face as she scurries away frightens me, but it doesn’t help the situation.

			I lie on the ground, trying to regain all the lost air and blood flow, and hear her whisper something to me. Looking up to her, I see the same slightly panicked girl I met when we were first in the woods together.

			She runs over to me and grabs Sam’s necklace, pulling me forward and piercing the back of my neck where the chain was resting. It must have peeked out during the struggle.

			“What is this?” she whispers to me.

			I wheeze, trying to figure out what to say.

			Mavis yanks me forward again and shouts in my face, “Where did you get this?”

			I look her in the eyes and consider pulling off the mask.

			If I take it off, would she recognize me?

			No.

			She would become even more frightened and confused than she is now.

			I can’t let her see me. She doesn’t recognize my voice because of how much damage I’ve had, so how is she going to believe that I am me if I took off this mask? How would that help anything?

			It wouldn’t.

			“I got it from Sam,” I wheeze to her, trying to sound as normal as possible.

			Her immediate reaction is tightening her grip on the jewel. “Sam is dead.”

			I take another deep breath. “When the police found him, they gave me this necklace because it was to go to his family, but you and I were the only people left he considered family.”

			Her eyes widen as she releases the necklace. She takes a step back and stares at me in silence. After moments of waiting, she finally speaks up with an unconvinced and shocked expression, “Logan?”

			June

			The suited figure nods to me.

			I take a few deep breaths, trying to figure this out. Slowly, I begin to pace on the top of the roof and run my hands through my hair, trying to get a grip on this all. Without ever taking my eyes off this man, I force the need to scratch so far down in me that I hope never to see it again.

			“Prove it,” I tell him. “Take off the mask.”

			He rises to his feet slowly. With a deep and hoarse voice, he answers, “I can’t.”

			“I can’t trust you if you won’t show me your face.”

			He looks around the roof, and another gust of wind blows. Looking back to me, he wheezes, “The air hurts my skin. I can’t take off the mask.”

			“Why?” I take a step toward him and ask, “What’s happened since I left?”

			He takes a step toward me. “Why’d you leave?”

			“I had to.” We stare at each other for a moment. “I would have been killed if I didn’t.”

			He nods, possibly believing me but possibly waiting for the right moment to kill me.

			“I can’t keep talking,” I tell him. “I have to leave.”

			He wheezes once more. “I can’t let you do that. It was my job to keep Oswald alive.”

			I snort. “Well, you did a pretty crappy job.” He takes a step toward me as I finish, “If it wasn’t for my team and me, Oswald would have already been dead.”

			“What?”

			“Oswald’s advisors were going to kill him.”

			He shakes his head at me. “I don’t believe that.”

			“You don’t have to.” I take a few steps to get by him and watch him watch me. “I have to go.”

			“I’m coming with you.”

			“What?” I exclaim. “No.”

			“I want to help.”

			The two of us stare at each other. “What?”

			“It was my job to protect him.”

			My eyes narrow to him. “And you always follow orders?”

			He remains quiet.

			“How about this,” I continue to walk past him. “I will give it some thought on whether or not to let you come, but you have to show me your face first.”

			He stares at me and looks around the roof of the building. After a moment, he nods. “I will but once we get out of the wind.”

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			Logan

			I drag the final guard back behind the building, and Mavis hides them under the tarp. She tucks the edges in under the bodies so that the tarp won’t fly away, but it still looks suspicious.

			The two of us then get into the first car that Oswald arrived in, and Mavis drives us off into the woods. Neither of us has said anything, which makes the tension somehow greater. We drive about a mile into the trees until we can’t see any point of civilization, and she parks the car.

			Turning the keys and pulling them out of the vehicle, she looks back to me. “So?”

			I stare at her, trying not to let my wheezing become too loud. “Are you sure?”

			Immediately, she nods.

			I continue to stare at her, into her eyes, and reach up for the mask. Slowly, I slide it off, feeling the cool air from the air-conditioning vents that have just stopped blowing. I force myself to ignore the burning as I watch her expression shifts from seriousness, to pure shock. How she manages to keep her mouth from gaping, I don’t know.

			I scan her face just as she does mine. This is Mavis. It looks just like Mavis, just with more of her. Her face has gotten slightly rounder and her body slightly thicker. The more I scan her, the more she looks healthier than she did before.

			Her hand slowly rises. I watch her hesitate and try to decide whether or not to touch my face. She stares at me, and our eyes flicker from one eye to another. As I wait for her to decide, I find myself holding my breath. Just as her hand becomes less than an inch away from my face, she pulls away. “You can come.”

			She watches me slide my mask back on and listens as my wheezing continues. When we finally exit the vehicle, Mavis’s pace quickens; and we begin speed walking away from the car. On our way back to their hideout from the woods, the quiet between us reappears. After over ten minutes of silence, I decide to be the first one to speak.

			“What happened with Sam?” I ask her, trying not to sound too gravelly.

			“He overdosed.”

			I pause. Overdosed? Sam? “The police think you did it.”

			She looks to me confused.

			“They think you killed Sam.”

			Looking back ahead of us, she forces herself back into the serious stature. “Mavis never killed anyone.”

			“Mavis?” I ask her.

			“Right. She never killed anyone.” She clears her throat and continues forward. “I am June. June Dawson.” Adjusting her belt and the strap that holds her gun on her back, she stares straight ahead.

			“What?”

			“Mavis Wamsley is dead.” She looks to me but only for a moment. “She died the same night Sam did.”

			The two of us continue in silence. I want to ask her how she has been, where she has been, and so many other things; but I don’t think she will tell me. As I shuffle through all the questions I could ask, she speaks up.

			“Where do you work now? Are you still with the Taai?”

			I shake my head and clear my throat. “I no longer work with them but for an individual commanding officer.”

			She nods. “What happened to your skin?”

			This question is the one that killed our conversation. Neither of us says anything after that. We just walk the seven or eight miles through the back parts and hidden areas of the town and get to the back of a purple building. June unlocks the metal door and enters, leading me to follow.

			Upon entry, we file through multiple small rows of fabric rolls and make it to a small hidden latch on the ground, which has already been opened. I follow Mavis down the stairs of the entrance, and we make our way into a room that reminds me way too much of the one Derek and his mother were in. Two other people wait on the outside of the window, just as I once did, and give us shocked looks when June comes down.

			I look past the two others to the inside of the interrogation room and find what I came looking for.

			Chancellor Oswald.

			June

			“What is this?” Zane rises from his chair and glares at Logan.

			Van’s immediate reaction is to raise her pistol to him. Logan braces to be attacked, but I step in front of him. Van looks to me for a split second but keeps her gun aimed on Logan. “June, you can’t bring people in here.”

			“He can be trusted,” I tell them, “and if worse comes to worse, we can kill him.”

			Van continues staring at Logan but lowers her pistol. “I hope we don’t have to.”

			“I agree.” Zane looks from Logan and back to me. “We were waiting for you to start.” He walks past Van and into the room with Oswald. The moment Oswald sees him, a streak of fear crosses his face, causing me to feel a tad bit guilty about all this.

			Van makes her way past Logan and me and over to the stairs. “I have to go. I’ve stayed too long already. Please be careful.” She gives Logan one final glance and exits the building, leaving Logan and me alone on this side of the window. We step forward and listen to Logan’s patterned breathing, along with Zane as he speaks to Oswald in a polite and calm manner.

			“Good evening, Chancellor Oswald.” He folds his hands on the table and looks to the blue-eyed, perfectly sculpted chancellor. “I am very sorry for tonight. I know that this can’t be easy.”

			“Well”—Oswald chuckles nervously in his overly proper Bergland accent—“I can’t say that it was.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry, but we had to get ahold of you.”

			Oswald looks to the window, seemingly right at Logan and me. “How many of you are there?”

			“That’s not important. What is important is that you should feel safe with us. It is not our intentions to hurt you.” Zane clears his throat and leans back in his chair. “I have some questions to ask you, if you don’t mind.”

			“Well, I, um,” Oswald stumbles, “I guess I don’t mind.”

			“Thank you. Would you please tell me, do you know anything about the missing Frieden citizens?”

			“The missing citi—” Oswald leans forward on the table as well. “No, I do not. Do you?”

			“What about the assassinations throughout the country?”

			“No, I don’t. Do you know something? I heard about these just the other day, and no one has explained to me what is going on.”

			“And what about the tortures?” Zane asks Oswald, earning a change in wheezing patterns from Logan.

			I look to Logan and see him continuously staring at Oswald as if nothing else exists.

			“Tortures?” Oswald asks. “What are you talking about?” The room is silent for a moment. Oswald speaks back up with a nervous chattering, “This is the first I have heard about any sort of torturing. Who is doing this?”

			“You mean, you are unaware that your advisors have condoned torture techniques such as electric shock, beatings, and—”

			“What? Unaware? Of course I am unaware!” Oswald looks at Zane with a hurt expression, one of true pain. “If I knew about this, they would all be fired immediately and all who assisted as well. This can’t be true. There is no way that there is any sort of assassination or torturing condoned within my administration.”

			Logan immediately rushes past me and into the room with Oswald. Zane rises to his feet to get in between Oswald and Logan but is overpowered when Logan slams his fist on the table and pulls off his mask.

			“Do you see this?” Logan shouts at the chancellor in a horrible, hoarse voice. “Do you see it? Do you hear it?” He growls, “This is what your administration condones. This is what your torturers do to people.” Zane grabs Logan and forces him out of the room as Logan struggles to breathe. Logan coughs and gasps for air as I watch the two struggle and Oswald gapes in horror. Zane shoves Logan out of the room and slams the door behind him.

			“What are you doing?” Zane shouts at Logan. “He needs to feel safe with us.”

			“I was helping you! I am an example of what the torturers do.” Logan gets in Zane’s face. “Do you see my skin? I am helping make the point that you need.”

			The two of their voices overlap as they shout.

			“It’s not like I was going to hurt him! It is my job to keep him alive!”

			“Oh yeah? Whose orders are those?”

			“Don’t you twist my words. I am not doing anything wrong.”

			“Tell that to the—”

			“Guys!” I stand in between them and shove them both away. “Stop.” Looking to Logan, I speak calmly. “Thank you for that. I know it couldn’t have been easy.” I turn to Zane and head over to the door. “Please, try to get along.”

			I enter the room with Oswald, and the entire tone of the scene changes. This room is much better lit than outside, and the walls are a much lighter color. I turn back to the window to find a mirror and that Oswald and I are staring at each other through it.

			“Hello again,” I say to him kindly. “I’m sorry we have to meet under these circumstances.”

			“What? You are working with them?”

			I shrug. “That depends. Who is them? Who do you think we are?”

			He looks around. “From what has happened tonight, my first assumption was the rebels, but now I’m not so sure.” A moment of silence passes between us as we stare. “Why haven’t you all killed me?”

			“Because that isn’t what we are here to do. That isn’t why we took you tonight.” I sigh, not really wanting to break the news to him. “We actually took you to save you.”

			Oswald gives me an odd look. “What?”

			“The day you and I ran into each other at the park, I slipped a small microphone underneath your coat collar.” I pull out a small plastic box on which we saved the clips of his advisors. “After you left the room, we heard something. Something that is hard for me to show you.” I press the button and listen to the plastic piece whirl. “You have a right to know.”

			The recorder plays the clips of Riley and Madden with another advisor, who we don’t recognize, going over the plan.

			“Just one more week.”

			“Everyone will assume it was a ‘rebel act.’ After he is gone, Riley can take over, and we won’t have to go through Oswald anymore to propose acts.”

			“This can’t be over soon enough.”

			As it plays through, Oswald looks to me with tears filling his eyes. None have fallen yet, but they have all formed a wall over his perfectly blue iris.

			I reach my hand out to his and place mine on top. “Hey, you’re okay. You’re safe here.”

			He shakes his head, staring down at the table. The moment he blinks, two streams of tears fall down his cheeks. “They were my friends. I had no idea they thought me so idiotic. I had no idea they had plotted to have me killed.” One of his hands combs through his hair as he continues to stare at the table. His voice has changed into a state of sadness but not a voice that I usually hear with tears. He sounds as if he isn’t even crying. “I have been played like a pawn.” He slowly flips his hand over and takes hold of mine. Oswald sits there in silence for a moment, holding my hand in his and trying to get back to his normal state.

			“Please”—he releases my hand and sniffles, looking up to me and back to the mirror—“let me help you. I had no idea any of this was happening. I didn’t know there were assassinations, I didn’t know there were missing citizens, and I certainly had no idea there were any tortures happening. Let me help.”

			I give him a small smile. “Give me one moment.”

			Exiting the room, I head out to find Logan with his mask back on and Zane looking to me with an impressed expression.

			“We have him onboard.”

			Zane

			Rolling up the last portion of fabric to restock the shelves, I listen to the hologram screen and watch as the interview with Oswald takes place.

			He is dressed in one of his nicer suits and sits across from the interviewer in a comfy chair with larger-than-life cushions and armrests. The huge red velvety seat makes him look much smaller than he actually is.

			“It was terrifying. It truly was,” he tells the interviewer.

			She crosses her legs and brushes off her tightly fitted skirt. “It sounds terrifying. Amiable rebels are something who have been in everyone’s nightmares lately. Would you be able to elaborate a little bit more of what happened last night?”

			He clears his throat and folds his hands. “It was a normal transportation. Very routine. I go from one car to another and have them both drive off in separate directions. The only thing different was the atmosphere, really.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			Oswald looks to her with a sense of pain in his eyes. “My driver, along with the guards who went with me, none of them said anything during the drive. It was very”—he pauses and looks back to his hands—“uneasy.”

			“Why do you think that is?”

			“I don’t know.” He looks back to her. “I don’t know. All I know is that when we met at the rendezvous point, the first few guards got out of our car, and everything was fine. I followed them out and began heading to the next vehicle, but as soon as the rest of the guards exited the first van, I could hear hushed shots taking place. Not so much as gunshots but more of a small whistling as the bullets penetrated all the guards’ heads.”

			“Oh my!”

			“Yes. That was one of my first thoughts too, followed by, who is that man rushing toward me?”

			A small wave of laughter comes from the room as Oswald chuckles at his own joke. Thinking about the fact that he is speaking of me gives me a small sense of pride. I brush it off and listen to them continue.

			“Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” Oswald apologizes. “This is a serious matter.”

			“No, no, it’s okay.” The interviewer giggles. “It is nice to know that the events of last night haven’t taken away your sense of humor.”

			“Oh, yes, well, humor is one thing that I hope I never lose. I find that if you can make just one person smile a day, you have accomplished something worthwhile.”

			The interviewer smiles at him and chuckles again. “Well, consider your task accomplished.” The room joins her in the giddy laughter as Oswald shares his famous shy smile. “Okay, okay, we were right at the part about a man rushing toward you.”

			“Yes, yes.” Oswald scoots back in his chair and straightens up once again. He folds his hands and allows his fingers to fiddle with each other. “The man grabbed me and forced me into the van I was originally going to get into and stuck me in the arm with a vial. Next thing I know, I woke up in a, um—” Oswald looks to the side of the room. “Oh, wait, I can’t tell them that?”

			The crowd gives another wave of laughter as the interviewer pulls him back in. “Okay, well, that’s fine. I have a few more questions for you, though, hopefully some of which you can answer.”

			He nods. “I will do my best.”

			“How did you manage to get out of the rebels’ grasp?”

			Oswald allows a small smile to rise up on his face. “I was aided by one of our own officers. I can’t give you his name sadly because it was this officer’s wish to remain anonymous. But let me tell you this. If you are listening”—Oswald looks to the camera with a deep face of sympathy—“thank you. Thank you so much for everything you have done. I know I wouldn’t be here without you today if you had not shown up when you did.”

			The interview goes on, and I can’t help but snort. I had no idea how good an actor this man was. I noticed that whenever he tells a lie, his fingers can’t stay still. Like when he told everyone that I stuck him in the arm with a vial. I did no such thing. I simply sat in the back with him to make sure he stayed put.

			All I can do now is hope that he wasn’t lying last night about helping us. So far, he has stuck to the plan and made it seem as if the Amiable rebels were behind this. I assume that he will continue with the plan; but at the same time, he may not know whom to trust. After being betrayed by people whom he considered his closest friends, he may just be trying to do whatever won’t get him killed at this point.

			I just hope that June and Logan can accomplish the next part of the plan.

			June

			Strolling through the higher-maintenance portion of Kern is much more entertaining than I expected. Everyone dresses more expensively, except for the obvious tourists; and everything here seems to be kept by someone with extreme obsessive compulsive disorder. Everything is perfect. All the bushes are trimmed into boxes, circles, or fancy sculptures depending on where they are located; all the sidewalks seem to have been freshly scrubbed; and there is not a piece of trash on the ground anywhere to be seen. Even the fences around the capitol building are kept perfectly. The bottoms of the black metal fences that you can see through are perfectly painted and seem to have no dirt on them, even though they are stuck in the grass.

			Guards are flooded around the property just as they have always been. The only difference is that the closer I get to going in, the more menacing they become.

			There are signs put up all over the entrance I was told to go to. All of them say that if you ask to go in, but your name is not on the list, you will be detained and marked as suspicious personnel. You will be put onto a list that bans you from a number of spectacular events such as political rallies, parties, gatherings, fund-raisers, and other things like that.

			“Name?” the guard asks me when I approach the entrance.

			“June Dawson.” I wipe off the bottom half of my navy dress and look around awkwardly, feeling like I stand out much more than I probably should.

			He points to the scanner as a red line appears. I hold my wrist out and watch the scanner run over my code for the first time.

			The guard looks to me and then back to the computer. “What state were you originally from?”

			“Bloot.”

			He types something into the computer, leaving me waiting awkwardly as all the guards stare. The man who told me to scan my wrist looks to me with large eyes and gives me a nervous chuckle. “Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am.” He presses a button in his station that unlocks the gate. “I had no idea that you were on the chancellor’s list. Go ahead. I assume you know the way in?”

			I nod.

			“Okay, once you get to the front desk, they will have someone escort you.” He gives me a large and slightly frightening smile. “Have a wonderful day.”

			I return his forced smile and make my way to the building. I remember which parts of the gardens to go through and which paths to go down to get to the part of the building with the front desks from the inauguration ball. I follow the same path I took that night with Logan and admire the flower blossoms that have seemed to overtake the land.

			When I make it to the front desk, I notice the inside of the building looks the exact same as it did the night of the ball. The only difference is that it is missing a bunch of drunken, snooty people.

			“Ms. Dawson?” An older woman comes over to me and gives me a large smile. “My name is Mrs. Ness. I am here to escort you to Chancellor Oswald.”

			I nod to her. I said thank you, and we head off. I am taken through many hallways, up an elevator, and through even more hallways. When we finally get to Oswald’s office, she gives me one final smile and opens the large finely carved mahogany doors.

			When they swing open, Oswald’s eyes meet mine; and he rises to his feet. “Ms. Dawson.” He comes over to me as Mrs. Ness quietly exits and closes the doors behind us.

			“Hello, Chancellor Oswald.” I reach out to shake his hand.

			He takes it and gives me another smile. “Please, call me Tom.”

			“All right, Tom. I assume you will be referring to me as June as well?”

			He shrugs. “If you are comfortable with that, I would be delighted.”

			I smile back, and the two of us share a moment or two of awkward silence.

			Tom looks around the room and takes a deep breath. “You know”—he looks back to me and gives a nervous chuckle—“I am really anxious. I don’t know how I feel about any of this.”

			“What is there to be nervous about?” I ask him. “All you are doing is bringing ‘your date’ over to meet your friends for the first time, right?”

			He nods. “I guess so, yes.”

			“So why are you nervous?”

			“Well, to be fair, these are the people who planned to kill me.”

			Another smile rises on my face as I realize this man’s main goal in life really is to make the best of things. From every interview with him I’ve watched, he always tries to make sure the other person is doing well. He is always the first to apologize, he is always the first to crack a smile, and he is always the first to try to assume the best of people.

			And yet, he has been put into a horrible situation.

			The two of us sit down on the couch and talk through everything. We make sure we are on the same page about how the two of us met and realize that saying we met a week ago at the park will be good enough. Just that, we hit it off.

			Sure, his friends will probably think I am a gold digger.

			But you know what? I know they plotted to have Tom killed, so I will call us even.

			The plan is for me to talk him up to make them see how much they need him. I will be pointing out how there was suspicion in the town that one of them tried to have Tom kidnapped. Thank goodness that isn’t true, though, right?

			I will make sure to have them thinking that if Tom dies, they will be blamed.

			We finish talking through the plan when I see a bead of sweat dripping down his face. I reach up to him with my sleeve and wipe it off. “It’s going to be okay.”

			He gives me a quick and unsure nod as a knock at the door surprises us both. Tom rises to his feet, wipes off his face once more, and readjusts his suit. “Come in.”

			Four men file into the room with obviously fake smiles on and are immediately stopped. The eyes of each fall onto me, and I can almost hear their thoughts. “Oswald has a daughter?”

			“Well”—Riley chuckles at me—“who is this?”

			Tom raises his hand and places it on my back. “This is my, um, friend. June Dawson.”

			Riley gives Thomas a curious look of slight entertainment while the others look to me in disbelief.

			“Now, what exactly do you mean friend?” Dotson asks him, walking over to me in a way that I can only describe as unsettling.

			Tom gives them all a look of embarrassment. Immediately, they come to the assumption that he and I are a couple.

			“Ah,” Madden approaches me first. “Hi, I’m Phillip Madden. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

			I nod and shake his hand. His act is followed by the other three doing the same.

			The last man to greet me is James Sparrow. When he comes to shake my hand, he brings it up to his mouth and kisses it. “It’s a pleasure.”

			The amount of hatred that rises up in me the moment he does this shocks me. I force myself to calm down and pull my hand away. “The pleasure is all mine.”

			Tom must be able to tell that this bothered me because just as I step back, he steps in front of me. “I’m happy you all are now introduced, but we were—”

			“Yes, yes, I am too. Ozzy”—Madden steps forward and looks past Tom—“will your friend be staying for dinner?”

			He turns to me with a small smile. “I don’t know. Let’s ask her.”

			Shyly, I step back. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

			“Well, you must at least stay for drinks,” Tom says to me.

			The whole room seems to freeze, waiting for my answer. I think through the plan once more just before I utter the words, “Why not?”

			Logan

			“Did you hear that?” one of the guards asks the other.

			He answers with a mumble, and the two walk off.

			Sneaking through the tunnels below the capitol building is much easier than I thought it would be. With my dark suit allowing me to blend in with the even darker shadows, I scurry through and make it into one of the bathrooms. With the clothes of a server that I have had hidden in here since last night, I slide the clothes over my suit, pull off my mask, and make my way out of the bathroom.

			Wearing the large hat some of the servers wear, I keep my head down and make my way into the kitchen. Everyone is so busy with their own task that no one seems to even notice me.

			When I sense the time is right, I pull out a small metal container and slide a few balls of ice out into one of the glasses. Quickly sliding the metal container back into my pocket, I prepare the rest of the glasses, putting ice in each one of them, including the one with the ice I added.

			The way these cups will be set up when they get to Oswald’s office is there will be six glasses. Four of them will have a blue trim around its edges, one of them will have gold around its edges, and the last will have no special trim. The advisors will receive the blue cups while the chancellor will use his gold cup, leaving the plain cup for the visitor. I still don’t understand why they feel the need to make their cups different from one another. From what I hear, Oswald is actually against it; but he didn’t fight it too strongly.

			The special ice I put into one of the blue-ringed cups isn’t something that I would prefer to drink. I mean, I have heard the tranquilizer liquid when injected doesn’t hurt, but I still would rather not have its frozen substance slowly melt into my drink. I imagine that it may have some symptoms that come along with the ingestion.

			“Excuse me.” A woman taps me on the shoulder, startling me. I quickly turn to her as I finish loading the ice in Mavis’s—I mean, June’s—cup. The woman takes a step back, shocked at my face. “Um, is this cart for the chancellor’s office?”

			I nod and step back from the cart. “Yes.”

			She stares at my face for a moment more, but I can tell she won’t ask. She doesn’t want to be rude.

			“I got these burns fighting in the war,” I tell her.

			Though I didn’t tell her which war.

			“Oh.” She gives me a smile and begins pulling the cart out. “Well, thank you for your service.”

			I nod back at her and find my way out of the kitchen as well.

			When I manage to leave the building and climb back into my own, I find Elloise waiting in my room for me.

			“Well, well, well, would you look who it is?” She steps over to me and gives me a small smile. “Where have you been? I came to bring you dinner.”

			I shrug. Not wanting to be too suspicious, I speak up, “I like going out.”

			“Yeah? Where?”

			“Don’t worry,” I tell her, “I don’t go anywhere where anyone can see me. I make sure to stay in the woods or in the hidden parts of the city.”

			Elloise gives me a look of slight disbelief but shrugs it off. “Whatever you say, Logan.”

			She exits the room and allows me to eat my dinner alone, leaving me to silently hope that June can complete her job.

			June

			“Oh really?” Madden takes another sip of his drink. “So the first time you and Ozzy actually met, he knocked you down?”

			I shrug. “Well, I actually believe I knocked him down, but he won’t admit it.”

			Tom looks to me with a squint. “What do you mean you knocked me down? I walked right into you while looking at the poinsettia trees.” He thanks the woman who has just collected our plates from the table and slides her some cash. “Have a wonderful day.”

			“But,” I say to him, smiling at the woman as she nods to me goodbye, “when I walked into you, my leg went in between yours and tripped us both.”

			He chuckles and wipes his mouth with the napkin from his lap. “Can we just say we both tripped up?”

			I roll my eyes and take a sip of my champagne as everyone else chugs their drinks. I’ve noticed that Tom and I are the only two really taking our drinking lightly while the other four are taking large gulps of whatever drink they fixed themselves. As the servers finally leave the room with just the six of us, their questions and comments become more and more obnoxious.

			“Well, either way, Ozzy”—Riley finishes his drink once more and heads over to the cart for another—“it sounds like you have yourself a fine young lady. Anyone who can manage to get their legs intertwined that quickly within yours has to be a—”

			“What he means to say,” Dotson interrupts before Riley has time to finish his obnoxious statement that was meant to be a compliment, “is that it really sounds like you two have fallen for each other.” He takes a sip from his blue-lined glass and stares at us, waiting for some sort of laughter.

			Tom immediately gets the joke and releases a snicker while I have to force myself to enjoy the pun. Everyone in the room snorts along, all but Sparrow.

			I look to him as he holds his chest with one hand.

			“Are you okay, Mr. Sparrow?”

			He nods, looking like he is attempting to hold in a belch. “I’m fine. My chest just started hurting a tad bit.”

			“Well, you did pound down your steak.” Madden chuckles.

			“Oh yes,” Dotson snorts, “the last time I saw something disappear that quickly was when—”

			“You lost your hair?” Sparrow interrupts.

			Everyone at the table laughs as Dotson glares at Sparrow. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.”

			“Try drinking a little bit slower.” I take another sip of my drink and look to Sparrow. “It goes down better if you do that.”

			He nods again and returns back to the conversation.

			None of our ice looks any different, but I assume that Sparrow is the one who got the tranquilizers. With him drinking it slower, it gives his ice more time to melt. I keep him talking about anything and everything throughout the next thirty minutes or so to make sure he doesn’t leave or pass out.

			Every time someone asks him if he is okay, he brushes it off and changes the subject. He continues to sip at that same glass the rest of the evening until it finally comes to an end.

			“Well, I think it is time to call it a night,” Madden announces. He rises to his feet and raises his glass to us all. The five of us follow his lead and wait. Madden stares at me for a moment and then at Tom. “I would like to make this toast in honor of Ozzy’s new friend.” He smiles and raises his glass once more. “To June.”

			“To June,” the rest of them say.

			I watch the four advisors all finish their glasses as Tom and I gently sip ours. Three of the advisors all exit the private dining hall cheerfully while Sparrow slowly makes his way out.

			“Hey, James.” Tom makes his way over to the large man and places his hand on his back. “Are you sure you are okay?”

			I watch from behind as Sparrow shakes his head and collapses to the ground. Tom immediately drops to his knees and calls out his name once more. The chancellor quickly turns to me with a panic in his eyes. I point out to the door and squeal, “Go get help!”

			He nods and sprints off out of the room, giving me a small window of time. I dive down and pull Sparrow’s right shoe and sock off, pull the empty syringe I had on my thigh holster out, and inject three milliliters of air in between his toes. Quickly, I force his sock and shoe back on and the syringe back onto my holster and flee the room with tears streaming down my face. As I try to turn a corner to find Tom, I run directly into him at full speed. He catches me and forces me far enough away from him so that he can see my face. “I got help.”

			Three people sprint past us toward the private dining hall with bags and first aid patches on their arms. I look back to Tom, and he pulls me close into a hug.

			With the air injected into his bloodstream, the symptoms of a heart attack are imminent. No one will know what happened. All they will know was that there were five witnesses.

			He had a heart attack.

			Since Tom wasn’t in the room when I did my job or was told of the plan, he isn’t an accomplice. He doesn’t know what happened, so he can’t get into trouble for it. He will also not have the guilt on his conscience.

			This was what had to happen. This was what was best for the country. This was what was best for the reinstitution of justice. This was what was best for Tom.

			One down.

			Three to go.

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			Zane

			It has been all over the news for the past week.

			“James Sparrow dies of a heart attack.”

			“Could new health acts be put forward?”

			“Sparrow dies at the age of fifty-six. Could there be foul play?”

			It hasn’t stopped. June has had her picture taken a few times with Chancellor Oswald but none of them she knew about. It was mostly him walking her out to the fence or back into the capitol building, but either way, this isn’t the most beneficial thing.

			Our job is to remain hidden. I realize—and so does June—that she has a job where she will most likely have her face plastered in newspapers and on gossip channels; but that doesn’t mean we need to embrace it.

			I have begun to wonder, with the way she comes back talking about Oswald, if she has begun to fall for him just as every other eligible bachelorette in this country seems to have. It is not as if she is drooling over him. She is simply speaking very highly of him whenever she gets the chance. I don’t think he is a bad guy, not at all, but speaking so highly of someone who lies for a living? I don’t know.

			She is the only one of the two of us who ever really goes out. She meets with Logan every now and then to continue discussing the plan and meets with Oswald every other day. I don’t know what she does with the rest of her time, but I do feel as if I can trust her judgment.

			Sometimes.

			The chime at the front door rings, and I look up to see Van walking in with a smile. “How is it going, Zane?”

			I shrug. “As good as it can be I guess. No one seems to really like buying fabric anymore, though, so …”

			She nods back. “That is one of the reasons we chose this place and hid it within the city.” Van pulls a file out of her jacket and slides it onto my desk. “I can’t stay for too long. Go ahead and look through this and update June.”

			I open the file and flip through the paper-clipped pages, revealing something I find more than unsettling. I read through each page and become more and more worried about the plan.

			When June walks in about an hour later, she makes sure to come through the back door. I immediately wave her over and have her read the files. “Here. Van just dropped these off this morning.”

			“What is it?” She lifts one of the pages up and scans over the paragraphs.

			“So we know that people have been and most likely are still being kidnapped and tortured for answers, right?”

			She nods.

			“According to recent intel, they are also making soldiers out of them.”

			June looks to me with confusion and back to the file.

			“By pumping the soldiers full of glucose and starving their brains of the proteins they need, they make the soldiers more susceptible to suggestion. Along with torture and old brainwashing techniques, they are enhancing the experience with vials and other medicines.”

			She places her finger on one of the pages, seemingly trying to block my voice out to finish reading it.

			I try waiting for her to finish but can’t force myself to be patient enough. “Logan was tortured. He was also assigned to ‘protect’ Oswald. Do we need to be concerned?”

			June looks to me with a sense of pain.

			“I am not saying that it would be his fault. I am just asking. He is one of their soldiers, and he knows about us. Do we need to be worried that he will end up telling them?”

			June shakes her head and takes a step away. “Logan has a good-enough sense of judgment not to take certain missions. He is only working there so that he won’t be tortured anymore.”

			A small moment of silence sits between us.

			June turns back to the files to continue reading. “He helped us kill off one of the chancellor’s advisors. Why else would he do that?”

			June

			I finish reading through the file and find myself slightly hesitant to meet Logan again. I head out the back of the Fabric Room and to our rendezvous point in the woods. I stand there, waiting for him, and listen to the sound of the breeze through the trees, feeling its cooling sensation on my face. I close my eyes to absorb the late-spring warmth and sniff the scent of the forest, allowing it to remind me of a better place and a better time.

			The snap of a twig in the distance brings me back to the present. I look to the source of the noise and find that Logan is much closer than I thought he was. His black silhouette figure blends in with our surroundings but not enough to make me lose sight of him.

			“Hey,” I say to him.

			I can see his cheeks rise from under his mask. “Hey.”

			The two of us walk through the woods toward the outside of town and talk about anything and everything that comes to mind. There are certain questions though that neither of us answers.

			He asks me what happened after leaving Frieden, and I tell him. I tell him about the tree foxes, about Bram and Samantha, and about seeing Grayson and Janice. I tell him about how I trained and I trained until I became the best I could be.

			But that is it.

			When I ask how his back is, he tells me all about how, at one point, he was paralyzed. I can’t even imagine him being paralyzed. Logan is one of the most active beings I have ever met. He tells me about Eric and how he was going to be moving to State Three for his dream job, but he stayed behind to help him instead. He also tells me that Derek came to visit him at one point but stops speaking of him after that.

			I force myself to swallow my questions about the Pages and continue listening.

			After telling me about Eric landing a new job with John, Logan stops. He doesn’t go any further. I don’t know if he stops because he senses that I cringe at the name or if he stops because that is when he was taken and tortured.

			We walk in silence, just listening to the sound of whatever is around us. For me, I choose to focus on his breathing. His perfect breathing pattern is something I have always adored. Though his breathing is much more hoarse and much more of a wheeze now than anything else, I still find it lovely to listen to.

			“So,” I say to him, “what are the chances that you will be taking your mask off again for me?”

			A small chuckle escapes his chest. “I don’t know.”

			“I know you said the wind hurts your skin, so I wouldn’t ask you to take it off now, but anytime in the future, do you think I will get to see you again?”

			He shrugs. “It really depends on the situation. If we are being completely honest, even if the wind didn’t hurt me, I wouldn’t want to take off my mask.”

			“Well, I’m never going to force you to.” I listen to him clear his throat and try not to disgust me. I can tell he has more he needs to cough out, but I don’t push it. “But your eyes have always been my favorite trait.”

			Logan looks to me but glances back down to the path in front of us quickly. His eyes seem to be the only thing that didn’t take any damage. Not that I wouldn’t still like his eyes if they did. I just hope my pointing that out will help him feel a little better.

			I break the silence between us as we continue through the woods. “So can I ask you a question about work?”

			“You can ask, but I may not answer.”

			I nod. “What kind of assignments are you given?”

			He looks to me.

			“And do you always do them?”

			Logan shakes his head. “I am given choices usually. They lay out three different assignments for me to choose from, and I choose the one that makes the most sense.”

			“What do you mean?”

			He clears his throat again. “For example, just over a week ago, I was given an option to either kill one of two people, neither of which they would tell me what they did, or bring in a man who is a known kidnapper.”

			“A known … kidnapper,” I restate.

			He nods. “I only do assignments that I know are good, like protecting Oswald or bringing in that man for questioning. I made a deal with my officer that I will do what they ask as long as it is sensible.”

			I find myself silent. I don’t want to offend him, but I need to know. “How do you know they are telling you the truth? Like, when they told you that man was a kidnapper, how do you know he really was? Couldn’t they just be telling you that to get you to comply?”

			He shakes his head at me. “No. They wouldn’t do that.”

			I remain quiet. If he doesn’t want to accept it, I don’t want to push it on him and get caught in a bad situation. Not that I think he will do anything to me. I just don’t want him getting himself killed.

			The two of us continue our walk in silence, only asking the occasional question every few minutes.

			Logan

			He sent Elloise up to my room to get me. She came in and gave me the location to meet Tony and then left immediately. No other exchange was made; no other words were said.

			Within half an hour of her instructions, I make my way to the building where he requested our meeting and work my way to the room I was told to meet at. When I arrive in the large concrete room with only one small entrance all the way in the back, I look to a man’s silhouette.

			Tony’s voice meets my ears. “Thank you for finally joining me, Logan.” He takes a few steps toward me when I hear a small shuffling. I look to my right to find the room fades into darkness so dark that I can’t see through it to the source of the noise.

			I turn to look back to Tony, and he is holding a gun to my head. “Mr. Forge, I don’t want to put a damper on our relationship, but I have begun to feel as if I can’t trust you anymore.” Before I have the chance to say or do anything, he allows the gun to spin on its trigger forward and hands it to me. “It’s time to fix that.”

			I take the gun, and the lights on the other side of the room switch on and reveals someone sitting in a small wooden chair, with a bag over their head, tied up with ropes.

			“I need you to kill this man.”

			I look back to Tony. “What did he do?”

			“He is an Amiable rebel.”

			I step forward to Tony and look back to the man as he sits, obviously drugged, in the chair. “How do you know?”

			Tony takes a deep breath and stares at me. “I shouldn’t have to tell you, Logan. You should just trust my word, but since I respect you, I will make you a deal.” He looks back to the man and stares. “Once you kill the rebel, I will tell you how I know.”

			My eyes follow Tony’s, leaving us both staring at the target. Dozens of thoughts run through my head, leaving me hesitating but only for a moment. I find myself raising the gun and taking out the man with a single blow to the head.

			“You made the right choice, Logan.” I turn back to look at Tony, and he gives me a small smile. “We know this man was an Amiable rebel because he was the one responsible for the death of Chancellor Oswald’s advisor, James Sparrow.”

			My heart drops as his words echo through the room. I feel a sudden pounding in my head as my brain seems to become heavier and heavier. I realize it is not my brain growing in weight but my conscience as I run to the man.

			“It was only a matter of time before we caught him.”

			I fall to my knees by the body of this man and pull the bag off his head.

			“We won’t put this out to the public, though. We want the rebels to think they succeeded.”

			His red hair covered in blood makes it appear much more orange than I ever thought it was. His eyes remain open as he lies on the ground, seemingly staring right past me. When I finally shut his eyelids, I realize I will never see the only purple iris I have ever seen again.

			I rise to my feet, leaving a starved Derek Page’s corpse lying beside me. I know that if I react the wrong way, they will be onto me. They will know I am no longer their soldier, so I storm toward the door so that Tony won’t see my anger.

			The moment I cross the door’s threshold, Tony’s voice echoes once more through the room, “You made the right choice.”

			I find myself slowly turning to stare at him and scanning him over. His perfectly coiffed hair and obviously fake teeth fall with him, lifeless, to the floor as the shot from my pistol rings through the air, blowing a matching hole through his head.

			“Now I have.”

			June

			Walking to the back room to check some of the microphones I have hidden in the capitol building, I trip on part of the carpet that has been folded back. After almost falling on my face and knowing Zane saw it, I straighten up my posture and continue forward as if nothing happened.

			Listening to the high-and-mighty, all-business, super-serious Zane chuckle forces a smile to rise on my face. I’ve noticed that he has been tiptoeing around me since he pointed out that Logan may pose a threat a few days ago, but I don’t understand why. Why would he be trying to spare my feelings? It is not as if I would take offense to him being wary.

			When I make it into the back room, my eyes immediately fall upon a piece of paper folded on the desk. After making my way over to it and reading it through, I speed back out to Zane.

			“Read this.” I hand him the paper and watch his eyes skim over it.

			“What? ‘You were right’? Who is this from?”

			I pull the paper back and read over the two statements made. You were right. I am going to fix what I can.

			“Is this from Logan?” Zane asks me.

			“I think so.” I set the paper down on the table and look back to Zane. “I don’t know exactly what this means, but I think we need to get a jump start on the plan.”

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			Logan

			Through the halls I go, hiding behind corners whenever I need to in order to avoid contact with someone. I manage to make it undetected to Commander Isana Burris’s office and surprise her.

			“Excuse me.” She rises to her feet when I take a step into the room. She looks me up and down, seemingly shocked at my appearance. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			I watch her hand as she slowly reaches underneath her desk. Before she has the chance to trigger any sort of alarm, I leap across the room, startling her backward, and snap her neck. No sound or scream was made, only the slight shuffling of me sliding her back into her chair and leaning her over her desk.

			Before coming here, I went to the file room in the capitol building where they keep the papers on who runs what. All the completed assignments as far as assassinations and interrogations were signed off by this woman: Isana Burris.

			I look through her office and find a list in her drawer. The same list of people who had completed tasks and assignments in the file room.

			I slide this list into one of my belt pockets and lock the door to the office. She is still logged into her hologram computer, so I scroll through the information and search the keywords for each soldier’s name. I go through the list and write down as many of their addresses as I can get until the computer program asks me for a checkpoint password.

			Leaning back from the computer, I look around the room and find four large oil lamps. Without hesitation, I rummage through the drawers and find a box of matches. After sliding the matches into one of my pockets, I take each lamp and empty the oil on Burris, the cabinets, the desk, the walls, the door, and everything I can as I slowly back myself up to the window. I set the last empty lamp down on the floor and slide the window open.

			I light one of the matches and flick it into the room. It dies out before hitting the ground, so I take another one and do the same. When the whole room finally ignites, a blast of heat strikes me in the face, causing an intense pain to flood my skin. I slide the window closed, pull out one of the hooks and lines that I took from one of Tony’s supply rooms and hid in the suit’s belt, and climb my way back down the side of the building.

			June

			“There is no way,” I tell Riley.

			He nods as everyone else laughs at his story. “I’m telling you, three weeks ago was the first time I had ever visited a real farm.”

			“And the moment you walked in, you just happen to step on a rake?” I ask.

			Riley nods. “It hit me in the nose so hard that I thought I had broken it.”

			“That will be the last time he will ever step foot into a barn,” Madden snorts.

			Every time I come over to be with Tom and the others to earn their trust, I have noticed that Tom takes it into his own hands to always remain in between me and the others. Tom scoots closer to me as Dotson adjusts his seating position on the couch’s armrest. I look away from him and around the room. The chancellor’s office is much larger than I ever really pictured it to be; but the more time I spend in it, the more it feels regular-sized and cozy, and everything else feels subpar.

			“Wasn’t that the last time you did any publicity stunts?” Dotson asks Riley.

			Riley nods back. “And after that, I don’t think I will be doing any more anytime soon.”

			I roll my eyes at them and look down to Tom’s knee as it rests directly against mine. His dark-gray striped suit makes him look much taller and much skinnier compared to the rest of the advisors. I look Tom up and down to find that I favor this suit of his more than any of the others I have seen.

			“I really like your suit, Tom,” I tell him. Looking back to the rest of the advisors, I realize each of them seems to wear a different suit every day. “How many suits do you all own?”

			Dotson looks to Tom and chuckles. Each of the advisors straightens up and attempts to look proper.

			“We were just having this conversation the other day,” Dotson tells me. “I have over one hundred different suits, not counting all the other office clothes I own.”

			My jaw drops as I look to Tom. He gives me a small and shy smile. “I know. It’s a bit much.”

			“A bit much?” Riley asks him. “That is an overwhelming amount of suits.”

			“Don’t act so surprised,” Dotson snorts at him. “You told me that you have nearly one hundred yourself.”

			Riley rolls his eyes back at him and takes a sip of his drink. “That isn’t over one hundred, though.” He swallows the last of his drink and points over to Madden. “And my count isn’t nearly as many as Madden’s is.”

			Madden rolls his eyes and looks over to me. “I have almost two hundred suits at the moment. The only time I ever rewear the suits is if I haven’t been seen in one by the media.”

			“Which is never,” Riley adds. “You are on the news at least three times a week.”

			Madden shrugs. “So?”

			“So,” Riley continues, “that is a ridiculous amount of suits, which cost hundreds of dollars each.”

			Madden shrugs again. “Your point?”

			I force myself to keep the eye rolling to a minimum and scoot a little closer to Tom. “I actually know someone who makes suits for a living.”

			“Oh yeah?” Tom asks me, ignoring his advisors as they grumble insults to each other.

			“Yeah! It is a friend of mine.” I look to the others as they give me a small look of amusement. “Well, technically it’s my friend’s sister’s boyfriend’s uncle.”

			I feel Tom’s small laugh against my leg as a smile rises on his face. “Yes? Are they decent suits?”

			“Yes, they are. I have seen them myself.” I look to the others and force myself into a giddy mood. “I think you all would just absolutely adore them.”

			The advisors all look at each other with an awkward smile. Dotson looks to me, trying to force the awkwardness away. “I don’t know, sweetie. I just don’t really see myself wearing a suit of someone whom I don’t know personally.”

			Riley scoffs, “Yeah right, like you know every suit designer you’ve ever used personally.”

			As Dotson shoots Riley a look of “shut up,” Madden turns back to me.

			“What he means by that is that we are sort of suit snobs”—Madden looks to the other two—“if we’re being honest.”

			“Yeah, no.” I place my hand on Tom’s leg and lean in to get a little closer to the advisors. “I totally understand. How about this. I will take your measurements and then bring in some suit jackets at no charge. If you like the jackets, you can get the rest of the suit for a great deal.”

			“It’s not that we are looking for a great deal.” Dotson tells me. “We can afford it. It’s just that we don’t know if we want to wear—”

			“Shut up,” Riley tells him. Looking back to me, Riley smiles. “Go ahead and take our measurements. We will try the jackets.”

			Logan

			Finishing a ten-mile trek from one associate to the next, I slowly make my way up her backyard and to one of her windows.

			I hold my silenced pistol up and aim through the window, right for the back of her blonde curly hair. With one squeeze of the trigger, I will take out the woman who did this to me and most likely did this to many others along the way.

			The wind continues to blow outside, allowing me to listen to the leaves crackling in the sky above me and easing me in to finish what I came here to do. Just as my finger tightens on the trigger, I see someone else in the building move. I duck beneath the window and listen to a familiar voice as he walks through. Only after I hear the footsteps stop do I look back up through the window to find Amanda and Eric sitting on her couch together, watching something on the hologram.

			Outraged by the sight, I find myself circling the house, breaking down the door, and holding them both at gunpoint. I enter the house with my pistol aimed at both of their heads and shout at them, “Get down. Get down now!”

			Eric immediately hops off the couch and looks to me. “Hey, man, what do you think you’re doing?”

			“I said—” I close the door behind me and pull the trigger. The silenced bullet whistles through the air and destroys a potted plant behind both of their heads. “Get down. On your knees. Now.”

			Without hesitation, tears begin flowing from Amanda’s eyes as she holds her hands up to me and falls to her knees. I then point the gun back to Eric and wait for him to finish getting down. I watch him slowly but surely force his way onto the ground but see he is having trouble with the prosthetic.

			“What do you want?” he asks me. “Just take what you want and leave.”

			“Do you know this girl?” I ask him, now pointing the gun to the flustered Amanda who won’t even look at me. “Do you know anything about her?”

			“Who is she? Who are you?” Eric asks, “Why are you asking me this?”

			My voice rises with hatred and disgust. I feel my scratchy voice growling at him at the top of my lungs and ignore the sandpapery feeling in my throat. “I am one of her victims!”

			Amanda’s tears slow as Eric looks to her. The two of us see two emotions on her face. Fear and shock. Her now-pale face seems to have drained with blood as she slowly puts the pieces together.

			“What?” she asks me, looking up to my face but never really finding my eyes.

			I yank off my mask and shout at them both, “Look at me! Look at this!” I point to my face with the pistol, not caring what happens anymore. “You see this? This is what you did to me. This was all because of you!”

			Eric continues to stare at my face and scans me over. He rises to his feet and continues to stare.

			“Get back down”—I point the gun back to his face—“now.”

			“Logan?” he asks me, shocking everyone in the room. “What … what happened? You’re walking.” He looks back to Amanda and then returns to me. “What happened to your skin?”

			I point the gun back to Amanda. “She did this. She turned me in for asking a simple question, and the next thing I know, I am being tortured for answers I don’t even have!”

			“What?” he asks me.

			“It wasn’t just me either, no.” I keep the gun pointed at her. “That family you were supposed to be taking care of? The Pages? They’re both dead too. I watched them both die.” I feel myself letting spit fly as I shout with a full chest of anger. “All because of you!”

			“Hey, Logan,” Eric takes a step toward me, but I immediately shoot him in the prosthetic knee.

			He falls to the ground, and Amanda shouts back to me, “We were just doing our jobs!” She slides in front of Eric. “Don’t take it out on us!”

			My head jerks to Eric as her words sink in. “We?” I stare at them both and wait for an answer but don’t get one. “What are you talking about?”

			No one says anything, so I aim the pistol right back to Amanda. “Tell me right now what you both did, or I swear I will kill you without even blinking.”

			“Okay! Okay!” Her hands shake as she continues to hold them up in surrender. “You already know I was hired to tell them if I thought anyone was a problem or could know something—”

			“Amanda—” Eric interrupts.

			“But Eric worked there too. He even ran one of the gas chambers for a bit.”

			“Unknowingly!” Eric shouts. He turns to me and looks to me with a sense of pity and pleading I have never before seen. “I swear, Logan, I didn’t know that is what they wanted me to do. I would never do something like that, I swear.”

			I aim the gun to Amanda and tilt my head. “How many times did he work in the chamber?”

			“I don’t know,” she tells me, obviously lying, “only once.”

			I shoot another shot behind her and hit the hologram box, knocking out the program.

			“Four times,” she tells me. “He worked there four times. But he didn’t know what he was doing, I swear. Neither of us knew how bad it was! We didn’t—”

			Both of them fall to the floor with the holes through their heads draining onto her perfectly white carpets. I stare at them for no more than two seconds before fleeing the scene and heading to my next assignment.

			This time, there will be no hesitation.

			Zane

			As I put in the final touches on the four suit jackets, I prick myself with the needle. Looking down at the jackets I have worked on for over a week straight, I pull my finger away and go search for a bandage.

			I won’t ever do anything to harm these jackets, and I especially won’t let my blood be on them.

			“Do you need one of these?” June hands me a small sticky bandage as I rise from the hunched-over position I was in to get to the junk drawer.

			“Yes, thank you.” I wrap my finger up and head back to my work desk. Looking around to the stuffed torsos I have the suit jackets on, I realize that after finishing this project, I never want to make another jacket again.

			“It’s so sad how they will never be worn in public.” June strolls over to the jackets and runs her hands over the sleeves. “They were brilliantly made and, might I add, gorgeous.” Her hands slowly run around the back of the suits and find their way into the pockets.

			“Well, thank you very much. And I see you like the fabric I used?”

			She nods. “I love it.” Pulling away from the mannequins, she watches me head back to work on the final suit. “Now that I think about it, I guess there will be tons of press while they wear them.”

			I chuckle and think through the plan. “I guess so.”

			The news channel we keep on in the store suddenly catches our attention as the phrase serial killer echoes through the room.

			June and I pause for a moment and listen to the woman’s voice from the radio. “Since last week, there have been a total of thirty-two victims from the Executioner. Each victim died of a single gunshot wound to the head but almost never from the same gun as a previous victim. Here is a clip from an interview with Police Chief Griffith from earlier today.”

			Another man’s voice appears on the radio, “The killer used a variation of different guns. Some pistols, some snipers, but each shot was always execution style. It looks to us like this killer is on a mission.”

			“How so?”

			“These killings are too random to be random. We have a slight hint that this man or woman thinks they are a vigilante.”

			“Meaning what exactly? Should we be scared that we could be next?”

			“No, ma’am, if anything, only those who are committing crimes should be worried.”

			The voice changes back to the original newswoman, “From this report, it sounds to me like everyone needs to be on their best behavior, or they may be next.”

			I roll my eyes and go back to the jacket. “Well, that’s a wonderful way to strike fear and panic into the hearts of Frieden citizens.”

			“Yeah,” June agrees, “and what about the fact that they are trying to use the deaths of all those people as some sort of promotion for being on our best behavior?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”

			“I do,” she snorts. “It is ridiculous.”

			“Yeah.” I force one of the final stitches into the jacket and hold it up to take one last look at it. “Let’s just hope that this guy isn’t going to get in the way of the next plan.”

			Logan

			The more aware the media is of my mission, the harder it becomes.

			I managed to off thirty-four of Burris’s employees since I started; but since I have made the news, my targets have begun to go into hiding.

			With this recent development, one of my side missions has become my top priority and the next task I will complete.

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			Zane

			Though I barely know how to drive, I feel as if I am better than most people I’ve ridden with.

			As I drive through the woods in the car she provided me, down a dirt path that I’ve never seen before, I squint, looking for Van standing somewhere where I would be able to see her.

			Even with my lights on their lowest setting, Van’s white skin glows when they hit her. I immediately break, giving myself some form of whiplash, and exit the car.

			“Are they all there?” she asks me, pointing back to the running vehicle.

			I nod. “Every weapon you had stored in the basement of the Fabric Room is in that van.”

			She nods back. “Good.” Pulling a small box out of her jacket, she smiles back up to me. “Are you guys ready to finish the mission?”

			“As long as you have the ring in there, we are.”

			She opens the box and shows me the small golden circle with the cube on the end of it and chuckles. “I bet you didn’t expect it to look this dull, did you?”

			I shake my head and take the box from her. “How does it work again?”

			Pointing to the mechanisms, Van leans over the box and twists the ring about. “When you have the box on the end of it against their necks, you press a trigger on the side, here, and administer the serum.”

			“Okay. What all is in the serum?”

			“It’s a form of testosterone that targets the amygdala, along with adrenaline and a few other additives that I really don’t have time to get into.” Walking past me to the car, Van turns around and waves me to follow her. “Ludley and the others plan on coming back tonight and should be back a few hours after the men have been arrested. Are you sure that Oswald is onboard with all this?”

			“Of course,” I tell her. Oswald is completely onboard with getting the corruption out of Frieden’s government. He just doesn’t know the full plan of how we are going to do that.

			“Okay.” She sits in the driver’s seat of the car and looks to me through the windshield. “I will see you later tonight.”

			June

			The cab driver scans my code and unlocks the door. I have never had a driver that locks me in before I pay, and I never want to have one again.

			As I get out of the cab, I have to slowly retrieve each suit coat from the hanger provided in the car but end up almost getting my arm ripped off by the man as he begins to drive away.

			“Hey!” I shout at the driver as he slams on his breaks. “Excuse me, but I still have to get my coats out.”

			He turns around and looks to me with an evil expression but quickly turns back to face the front and mumbles something to himself. I scoff at his rudeness and finish unhooking the jackets when I am once again startled, this time by a shadow.

			“Oh, I am sorry, dear,” Tom says to me as his security guards surround us. “I came out to help you bring these in.” He places one of his hands over the pile of jackets in my arms, in their bags, and on their hangers. “Please, allow me.”

			Returning his smile, I allow him to take the jackets; and we all walk into the capitol building together. He and I, surrounded by his guards, seem cut off to the world. I almost feel bad for what he is about to witness.

			This man has always been a gentleman and never done anything that I can recall to earn such horrible friends like his advisors. I only hope that what is about to happen helps bring him a better and much safer life, maybe somewhere lower in the political kingdom, somewhere where he isn’t as much in the spotlight. The more time I have spent with him, the more I have realized he really only wanted to make a difference. He doesn’t care who gets the credit.

			When we make it up to one of the capitol building’s lounge rooms, all the guards leave the two of us alone. Tom sets the suit jackets down, laying them on the back of a couch, and looks to me with another shy smile, the same one he generally gives me when we are alone.

			“Would you care for some tea?” he asks me.

			Taking a seat on the couch, I look back to him. “I would love some, thank you.”

			Tom heads over to the wall and presses a button, paging someone down in the kitchen, I do believe. “Excuse me, but would you please bring the tea cart up to the guest lounge room?”

			We wait a moment before a voice buzzes back, “Of course, Chancellor Oswald. It will be up in a moment.”

			“Thank you very much, dear,” he says to the buzzer. When he finally takes his finger off the buzzer, he comes and joins me on the couch. “So how are you doing, June?”

			I look back to him. “I am good. How about you?”

			He raises one eyebrow to me and crosses his legs. “You know, I ask you this because I actually care, right? Not because I am just trying to make small talk.”

			I look down to my folded hands and twiddle my thumbs. “I know, but I am doing good.”

			Tom leans forward to try to get our eyes to meet. “Are you sure? You seem a little on edge.”

			Looking back to him, I shrug. “I really am fine. I may just seem on edge because of that cab driver.”

			“Ah.” He leans back onto the couch as a knock on the door interrupts us. “I saw him drive away while you were trying to retrieve the coats.” Tom rises to his feet and heads to the door, opening it and taking the cart from a woman. “Thank you so much. Have a great day.” He hands her some cash and waves her goodbye. After a moment, he straightens up and smiles into the hallway. “Oh, hello.”

			I turn to look and see who it is when I am greeted by the three remaining advisors.

			“Good evening, June,” Dotson says to me.

			The other two greet me similarly but aren’t as interested in me as they are the tea cart. Each of them fills up a cup with hot water and their favorite tea bags, leaving them between Tom and me for the first time in a long time.

			“So”—Riley turns to me as he dunks his teabag—“did I hear this right? Those suit jackets are finally ready for us to try on?”

			I nod and grab the jackets. “Yes, sir! Each of the bags has your names on them.” I pass them out to each man, and they set their cups down on the table beside them.

			As they all wait for their tea to steep, I watch them all slide their jackets out of the bags. Riley’s expression shifts from cocky to surprised in a matter of seconds. “What? These are gorgeous.”

			I nod again. “I know. Didn’t I tell you?”

			Riley slides his on and moans with slight sarcasm as the comfort hits him. “This is amazing. I had no idea that I could look this good in something that wasn’t designer.”

			As I head over to him, I spin him around and brush off his back. “It does look nice.”

			Riley turns to look at Tom as he slides on his jacket. “Look at this. Your girlfriend is acting more like my girlfriend.”

			Just as the final word of his statement falls out of his mouth, I prick him in the back of the neck with the ring.

			“Ow!” he exclaims like a child. “What was that?”

			“Sorry,” I tell him, “the tag was sticking out.”

			Riley nods and rubs his neck for a moment as I go to Dotson next. I do the same to him and find much less of a reaction.

			“That was the tag?” Dotson asks me.

			I nod and stick Madden. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I will definitely tell the designer that he needs to fix them.”

			Madden nods back and brushes off his suit. “Yes, please. But other than that, these seem to be fairly decent suits.”

			Heading over to Tom, I watch him hold his arms out and observe the fabric. “I absolutely love this,” he tells me. He runs his hands over the outside and looks to me with surprise. “What sort of fabric is this? It doesn’t feel like any kind of suit I’ve ever worn before.”

			I shrug. “I don’t know. I will ask him when I go back to”—I turn to the advisors—“order the rest of the suit?”

			They all look to each other with amusement, and I realize I don’t need to be pushing this so hard. It’s not like it matters anyway.

			“I think I would like to get the rest of it,” Tom tells me. “I really do like this.” He walks past me and to the tea cart. Fixing himself a cup of what looks like earl gray, he turns back to me. “What would you like to drink, June?”

			“Whatever you’re having will be wonderful,” I tell him, earning looks of slight annoyance from the advisors.

			By the time we all sit down around the seating area to enjoy our tea, I have to wonder if I did something wrong. I can tell the advisors are getting a little testy with each other, but they haven’t snapped yet. The plan was for them to get into a fight, be arrested for lack of composure, and be fired for the very same reason. I think through all the controversial topics I can and spit out the best one.

			“So,” I say as I refill my tea cup with more hot water, “what do you guys think about the serial killer running around?”

			“I wondered how long it would be before you brought that up,” Tom says, sipping his tea.

			Before I have the chance to ask Tom what he means by that, Riley scoffs, “The Executioner? I’m jealous, to be honest.”

			“Jealous?” Dotson asks him. “Of what? The name?”

			“The fact that he can get the job done,” Riley tells him. Looking back to Tom, he gives a fake smile. “I’m kidding, of course.”

			Tom tenses up a bit, and I place my hand on his. Trying to keep him calm, I give him a small look and sip on my tea.

			“Sure you are,” Madden says, “always making jokes.”

			Tom and I exchange another look as we feel the tension in the room grow. I have a feeling that we are about to witness the full effect of the serum.

			“What’s that now?” Riley asks Madden.

			“Nothing, nothing.”

			Nobody says anything. Tom and I wait beside each other for someone to do something but end up causing Riley to become even more infuriated.

			“Well,” he shouts at us, “what are you two staring at?”

			I look away from him and down to my teacup, but Tom doesn’t. He continues staring at Riley. “Excuse me?”

			Riley sets his cup down and looks back to Tom. “Yeah? Do you have a problem?”

			“Well, I don’t know if I entirely appreciate the way you are snapping at us.”

			“Tom.” I squeeze his hand to try to get him to stop, but Riley hops up out of his seat and is forced back by Dotson.

			Dotson shouts in a hushed tone in Riley’s face, “What are you doing?”

			“I wasn’t even going to do anything! What are you doing? Why are you defending him?”

			Madden hops in between the two and growls, “Both of you, calm down.”

			Riley shoves Madden off him and into Dotson. Within moments, teacups are thrown at each other, scalding water is splashed everywhere, and Tom is diving into the middle of it. “Please, gentlemen!” Tom forces the men apart but is run at by Riley.

			The other two pull Riley off Tom, and we all listen to his crazed shouting. “Let me go. I am going to finish the job that should have been done a long time ago.”

			“Riley!” Dotson forces him down in the chair. “Stop. You’re acting like a madman.”

			“Oh really? I’m acting like a madman? What about you? With your—”

			Out of one of the lounge’s hallways comes a black shadow figure with his pistol raised. He immediately drops the three advisors with a single gunshot to their heads and looks to me.

			Logan holds his pistol toward me, ready and aimed; but all he does is stare. After a split second, Tom forces me behind him and is dropped just as quickly as all the others.

			Logan and I stare at each other for a moment longer. As I stand there in shock, he slowly walks out of the room and disappears, leaving me surrounded by heads draining of blood and open empty eyes staring off.

			Logan

			I sprint out through the same route I entered through and dodge another guard walking around. I was trained to know every entrance and escape in the capitol building. This has always been one of my favorites. I never before thought I would be able to explore them.

			Sadly enough, I don’t have all the time I want to go down every path this tunnel offers.

			Blending into the walls, I hide in the corners as soldiers and guards come running through it, trying to get to the chancellor’s aid. The ease I experience completing my task concerns me for the future of our country’s leaders, but knowing I helped them see flaws in their security lets my conscience rest. When I escape the building, I flee back into the woods and manage to check off four other people off my list.

			June

			“So you don’t know anything?” the officer asks me once again.

			I shake my head and continue staring straight at him. “No, sir, I don’t.” The interrogation room they brought me to is much larger than the one we have in the Fabric Room. It is much colder too.

			It’s funny. One of my first thoughts when I entered this room was Man, I could really use one of those jackets.

			“So you just happened to be with them all for the very first time when Sparrow died,” the officer restates, “and you just happen to be with them all when the serial killer came in and executed them.”

			“Yes, sir,” I tell him, acting shocked and completely torn apart.

			He stares at me for a moment and then flips a page of his notepad. “Now, tell me, why do you think that the Executioner did not kill you with everyone else?”

			“I don’t know,” I tell him. And this time, that is completely honest. I have no idea why Logan didn’t shoot me. I have no idea why he shot Tom either. I guess if he had shot the advisors, he would think he was going along with the plan, but Tom?

			He had stepped in front of me to save me.

			He wanted to make things better.

			The officer picks up a remote, revealing a hologram screen with security cameras from the lounge. He starts the film at where the men were shouting at one another with no sound and pauses right after Logan drops everyone but me.

			“Tell me.” He points at the screen where Logan and I stare at each other. “Do you know who he is?”

			I shake my head. “No, sir.”

			He leans back in his chair and rubs his eyes dramatically as if upset with me. “Tell me, if we had security cameras in the room with you the night Sparrow died, would we have seen something? Something you didn’t want us to see?”

			I pause. After a moment, I speak up, “Yes, sir.”

			“And what would that be?”

			“You would have seen me cry. I don’t like people seeing me cry. I never have.”

			The officer rises to his feet and heads to the door without another word. He holds it open and looks to me, gesturing that I am free to leave.

			Zane

			As I finish stocking the shelves, I pull out a broom and get to work cleaning. Sweep after sweep, I realize there is a lot more foot traffic in here per day than I realized. We only ever have a few customers in here, but they tend to buy enough to keep this store open.

			I continue to clean up after the shop closes when I hear the front door unlock. The bell over the door rings its familiar chime, and I turn to see a mass of people entering the building. Its leading member is the first to smile at me.

			“Good evening, Mr. West.”

			I smile back to her. “I’m happy to see you made it here safe, Mrs. Ludley.”

			


	

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			Logan

			Sitting in the house of my fifty-eighth assignment, with him lying on the floor next to me, I relax on his couch and continue watching the news. I watch Janice and Emily Hash walk back into the capitol building and listen to the news coverage of their arrival along with the deaths of Chancellor Oswald and his advisors.

			After about twenty minutes of listening to the reporter talk about the Executioner, they finally flip over to Hash’s speech as she addresses the nation. I watch as she stands with Janice by her side. They stand behind the famous podium Oswald used for all his speeches.

			“Good afternoon, Frieden. I know for the past few days, you have all been in shock of all that has been happening. I know that almost all of you thought Mrs. Ludley and I were dead, and those of you who didn’t were most likely taken in and tortured by the same government you trusted to keep you safe. Let me tell you this. The five men responsible for the tortures, the assassinations, the bombs, the executions, and all the excuses are now gone. They blamed their attacks on Amiable rebels to fool you into thinking that it was all right. They attempted to get rid of anyone and everyone who believed differently than them, but they failed. Chancellor Oswald’s reign has come to an end, and you all no longer have any need to worry. We are taking a stand, and all the other government officials who supported Oswald’s restrictions and choices will be found and will be taken immediately to their punishments for such treason. We will be fixing everything that has gone wrong in this government, and with your help, we will help make Frieden back into the country it was originally supposed to be.”

			I roll my eyes at Hash’s claims and turn off the news after she announces the need for another voting session for a new chancellor. Once I turn off the news, I step over the man on the floor and head out to my next task.

			June

			I sit at the table and sniff the air. The smell of her cinnamon apple candles has faded out since she left, but I plan on bringing it back.

			Just last week, I managed to work it out with the offices to have June Dawson as the official owner of the Pages’ old residence. I am going to pay for it with the money I make with my job at the Fabric Room.

			I don’t know what happened to Derek and his mom, and I really don’t think I want to know. Janice told me when we got together a few days ago that they both have been pronounced dead. After she told me that, I stopped asking questions.

			I imagine that is one of the reasons Logan stopped speaking of Derek that night. He told me Derek had visited him, and then Logan completely shut down. He didn’t say another word. He must have known Derek died and just didn’t want to hurt me.

			I know he doesn’t want to hurt me.

			That is one of the reasons he stays away from me.

			At least, that is what he tells me.

			Every now and then, I will get a letter from Logan without any sort of return address. Each letter tells me about the country and how it seems like it is becoming a better place already with Hash as the new chancellor. People seem happier, the towns seem safer, and he is almost giddy at the fact that they are firing so many of the old officials.

			He visits all the famous landmarks on his trips through the states, tries their signature foods, and yet does his best to keep out of the public eye.

			Logan tells me that he really wants to get together one day, but he doesn’t want to until it is safe. He even goes on to say that he has been keeping himself busy and found that he is nowhere near as good a drawer as I am, even though I think I am complete garbage at it.

			Logan goes on to write me almost a dozen letters before the one I was waiting on finally arrives.

			At the bottom of his last letter lies a time and location for us to meet.

			Logan

			I stand out in the cold breeze. As summer comes to a close, the random bouts of cool air have decided to come at the worst possible times. With my hoodie up and over my suit, I continue to look around the woods behind the Fabric Room and wait.

			This was where we had our last real talk. I figured this would be a good place to pick back up again. I tighten the strings on my hood and close off my face a little bit more, waiting on the wind to stop blowing. The thick clothes I wear over my suit helped me blend in when walking through the town, but I could feel whenever someone caught a glimpse of my face.

			Without my mask, I am exposed. People can see the monster.

			I hear the snap of a twig and turn around to find June walking toward me. The same butterflies I once had return as I make my way over to her, causing me to feel more nervous than I ever have before. A million thoughts go through my head as we approach each other, but the one that keeps going through is Why won’t the butterflies go away?

			I place one of my hands on my stomach to try to get it to settle down when immediately I am hit with a sharp feeling on my collarbone. I reach up and pull out Sam’s necklace as the question about the butterflies repeats itself.

			“Why won’t the butterflies go away?”

			Just as I look to the gem, I hear Sam’s voice loud and clear as if he is right beside me say, “Digest them.”

			I snort at his advice and look around. A single leaf blows from beside me and toward her body as she approaches. My eyes follow the leaf as a smile rises on her face.

			“Hey,” she says to me.

			I return her smile and pull my hood off, exposing myself to the wind. “Hey.”

			


	

EPILOGUE

			Sam

			So time goes on, and it leads June and Logan right into each other’s arms. They both go to work with Zane at the Fabric Room, which actually becomes a refugee center, funded by the one and only Janice Ludley.

			No one knows about this center, though. Only those who fund it, those who are clients, and those who work there know.

			Zane is the one who looks out and contacts new clients to protect. Whether it be abusive family members, stalkers, or anything like that, he finds out who needs their help. Mavis—I mean, June—helps them relocate, keeps contact with them, and makes sure that they are doing well. If they ever need anything or think they need to move again, June works it out. Logan keeps an eye on the abuser, whoever it may be, and does what he can to help defend the people. If he feels the need to step in and have an intervention with the abuser, he does so. There hasn’t been a case yet where his intimidation has failed.

			Logan and June get engaged almost a year after they begin working together at the Fabric Room. Logan gets Janice to pull a few favors and has my body dug up. They have it turned into a matching stone of the one I had made of my mother. Logan continues to wear the one of my mother around his neck while he proposed to June with a green gem ring made of me. They haven’t taken them off since.

			Though they both have their own demons to deal with, they seem to deal much better when they are with each other. The only time June ever lets anyone touch her is when that someone is Logan. She still has nightmares about waking up in the woods with those animals, in the bathroom the night I died, or even on that hospital bed where she saw Samantha. She only ever talks about the nightmares when she is sure she won’t be falling back to sleep that night and only ever speaks of certain ones.

			Logan’s skin never heals. He deals with the pain constantly but finds all the peace he needs when he is with June. The only time his skin doesn’t burn is when her skin is against his. He too has nightmares but is much more open to talking about them. He knows June likes to listen, and he knows it helps her trust him more when he shares. Logan continues to hold on to hope that one day, June will tell him what most of her nightmares are about.

			Zane finds himself happiest when helping other people. He has decided that he would rather focus on his job than have a spouse or romantic relationship, but I just think he is afraid of commitment. I also think he likes that Van girl, but who am I to throw my opinion in?

			While the three of them focus on their job almost wholeheartedly, just recently has Logan revealed his second job to June by showing her his list. When she read over all the names, he explained that he has given himself a personal assignment to hunt down the rest of the assassins, the rats, and the torturers. After sharing this with her, June tells Logan that the only way he is allowed to continue this job is if she comes with him.

			They debate for a while, but June eventually convinces him to allow her to join as if he had a choice.

			Not too long after Logan shares his secret with June does June share a secret with him. This act results in the two adding one more name to the list.

			“John Young.”
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