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    1 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THIS IS MY RESIGNATION from my chair on the Council.” Evalene spoke into the microphone. The cameras recorded her every word. All of Eden was watching. But also, for the first time since the revolution six months ago, the rest of the world would be allowed to see this broadcast.  
 
    In the first half of her speech, she described that fateful day to their new viewers. In terms that made Eden look good, of course. How beneficial it was for their country that the Number system had finally been abolished. That part was extremely true. The other side of the coin, which they did not include in her speech, was how much people struggled with the change, how many small uprisings still happened on occasion. But the Council had decided Eden was finally stable enough to reveal the truth to other countries. 
 
    The second half of the speech was designed to explain the new government: the Council of Eden. And Evalene had stuck to the script right up until a few seconds ago. 
 
    She kept her gaze on the round, black eyes of the cameras surrounding her at the front of the large conference room, even as Luc stepped forward reflexively and Olive’s hands flew to her mouth. Murmurs rose among the camera crew and the rest of the room, barely holding back their questions until the end of her speech. 
 
    Her chair on the Council could be filled. The only reason she’d been thrust into the role in the first place was because of her speech that day, six months ago. She was the girl in the purple. The one who didn’t quite fit in. The one the citizens of Eden listened to because she could identify with both high Numbers and low—this girl made people feel safe. Represented. This girl had been almost unanimously voted onto the Council, despite her age and lack of experience. It hadn’t even mattered if that was what she wanted.  
 
    Evalene ignored the gasps and muttered conversations. She leaned into the microphone and enunciated so there could be no mistake. “Now that we have a system in place, we’ve decided it’s appropriate to begin holding elections immediately.”  
 
    Saying “we” was a bit of a stretch. She hadn’t asked permission. She hadn’t even told anyone until right now. 
 
    But her time on the Council had taught her a few things. This broadcast would determine how the rest of the world viewed their country, her home. The last thing she wanted was to make Eden look weak. So, she smiled, pretending they were a united front, while Luc scowled in the back.  
 
     “Thank you for your encouragement to myself and the rest of the Council, as we’ve navigated hard situations,” whoever wrote this part had meant it to be a segue, not a goodbye, but it would work, “removing the Number system and creating something better for you over the last six months.” She cleared her throat, looking at the wide-eyed reporters, microphones at the ready, on the edge of their toes as if to give chase. Picking up her notecards, she took a step back. “No questions please.” 
 
    The ending of her speech was intentionally abrupt. She swiveled to the exit on her right, moving quickly. Chaos burst out in the room as the reporters immediately began shouting questions, despite her request, begging her to come back and tell them more. All of Eden watched her practically flee the room on live television. No, she reminded herself, cringing as she ran toward the door: the whole world watched now. 
 
    The Council would be stunned. But she’d needed it to be a secret. Luc was too good at talking her out of things, or into them, depending on what he believed was necessary. And she couldn’t let anyone talk her out of this. Not now. 
 
    Evalene pictured her mother’s face. Pearl’s clear, blue eyes, just like Evalene’s own. Her matching brown hair. The rest of the details were fuzzy. She couldn’t quite remember her mother’s smile anymore. Or her laugh. Would she recognize Pearl Vandereth if she saw her on the street? 
 
    Only yesterday a man had come to her office with news that changed everything: Your mother is alive.  
 
    The words still shook her.  
 
    Her mother’s death had been faked. Evalene had spent half her short eighteen years of life believing her mother was dead. But just last night she’d learned Pearl was one of the refugees who fled from Eden during the Bloom rebellion. She’d been helping lower Numbers just like the government had suspected. But the reason they’d never found her body was not the punishment they’d assumed—it was because someone had rescued her!  
 
    Evalene still felt numb thinking about it. All these years, Pearl had lived outside of Eden—did she know it was safe to come home now? Was she even still alive? Evalene had known what she needed to do within minutes of hearing the news: find her mother.  
 
    So, she was leaving. As soon as possible.  
 
    The cameras followed her swift exit through the side door. She felt them on her heels as she burst through the second door that said “staff only.” A couple bold reporters pushed through after her, but security stopped them. One of the security officers was a friend, Chase Solomon, a former Regulator. She waved at Sol as she raced past him around the corner. The door at the opposite end of the hall tore open as the rest of the reporters flooded out, swinging cameras around, searching for her, while others turned to bombard Olive and Luc with their questions.  
 
    Evalene ducked out of sight down the nearest hallway, hurrying along the brightly lit halls of the former Number One’s lavish home. Turning another corner, she heard Luc holler her name above the shouting. Instead of slowing down, she picked up speed until she was racing down the halls. Her footsteps were muffled on the lush carpet. She tracked the art on the walls to find her way through the enormous old building, heading toward her office. Her sanctuary. Often if she walked through an unfamiliar wing, she lost her way, but this route she knew by heart. 
 
    As she climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, she wondered again if she should tell her father about Pearl. Byron Vandereth still believed his wife was dead. Not to mention, he had a girlfriend of nearly five years now. Ruby would not be pleased to hear the news.  
 
    Evalene slowed as she drew closer to her office, feeling confident the reporters had given up by now. She wished she could say the same about Ruby. Despite the success of Jeremiah’s revolution, many refused to accept the change. Number-free was still a foreign concept to her and to all the other former high-Numbers who clung to their status like dogs with a bone. 
 
    Those hateful Numbers—which had declared someone’s value and worth over their entire life in one fell swoop—had been immediately abolished in the wake of the revolution. But it was not so easy to wipe out the leftover traces.  
 
    Removing tattoos was far easier than removing memories.  
 
    Many homes in Eden secretly held onto the old ways of thinking. Even now. Ruby and some of the household staff back home were perfect examples.  
 
    Evalene shook her head, trailing her fingers along the smooth mahogany wall leading up to her office. Maybe she’d wait to see if she could find her mother first. Then she could tell her father the good news by bringing Pearl home to see him face to face. Better not to get his hopes up, just in case… Evalene shook her head to clear the thought, determined.  
 
    She would find Pearl. Her mother was somewhere in the Divided States and somehow, some way, Evalene was going to find her. 
 
    Reaching her office, Evalene flung herself into the task of packing her office into the boxes she’d requested. Luc would find her here soon enough. Which was exactly what she wanted. For this talk, they needed privacy. This cozy room was the first room she’d called her own since her Numbering Day almost six years ago. Her safe-haven. Usually this refuge made her feel better. She sighed, resisting the urge to slump onto the soft couch in the corner. 
 
    Bracing herself, she continued haphazardly packing up books and sorting documents, waiting. It didn’t take long. Bursting into the room five minutes later, Luc entered uninvited. The door smacked the wall, nearly hitting him in the shoulder as it swung back. “What was that? You don’t make announcements like that without talking to someone first! What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Evalene remained calm, at least on the outside. Moving around her desk to sit, she held a hand out to the chair on the other side of her desk, “Have a seat.” 
 
    “No, I won’t have a seat,” he fumed, pacing back and forth, rubbing the short hair on his head frantically. His dark skin shone with sweat, despite the cool air in her office. He was more upset than she’d expected. “What are we going to do now? Why did you do this without talking to me?” 
 
    “Something important came up,” Evalene said. She forced her spine to stay straight, ignoring the desire to cower in her chair like a low Number. “I just found out last night… I didn’t have time to waste.” She almost added, “arguing with you,” but stayed silent. Politics had taught her a few things about what was best to say and not say. 
 
    Luc dropped into the chair across from her on the other side of the desk, leaning forward on the mahogany surface, hands clasped to his face. He rested his forehead against his hands as he said in a more normal tone, albeit a bit sharp, “What could be so important that you couldn’t tell us first?”  
 
    Olive’s blonde head poked inside the room as she knocked, her excited blue eyes finding Evalene’s the moment she walked in the door.  “What did I miss? What’s going on Evie?” Dragging an extra chair from the wall up to the desk, Olive plopped down next to Luc. “That came out of nowhere!” 
 
    Evalene looked down at the desk and bit her lip. Olive was one of her only friends—her best friend really. She should have told her. “I was afraid to say anything until my resignation was official,” she admitted. What if they’d tried to talk her out of her decision? “I found out last night my mother is still alive…” Goosebumps raised on her arms as she told them about Pearl. “I have to go,” she finished. There was no room for argument. Nothing else mattered anymore. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Olive gasped, as Luc fell back into his chair in surprise.  
 
    “Wait,” Luc shook his head, rubbing his face roughly, once, twice, as if to wipe the idea away. “How is that even possible? Didn’t she die years ago?”  
 
    Evalene held out her hands in defense. “That’s what we all thought—what they wanted us to think.”  
 
    “Sounds like a scam to me,” Luc said, crossing his arms, slouching deeper in the chair.  
 
    But Olive’s mouth hung open and she began to smile widely. “Wow,” she said, letting out a breath, “Of course you’re leaving the Council. You have to find her!” 
 
    Evalene ignored Luc’s snort. “Exactly.” She stood, moving back to her bookshelf to resume packing, to make it clear there wouldn’t be a vote. “Look, I know it’s a long shot, but they never found her body. I have to try.” 
 
    Olive nodded, and Luc groaned.  
 
    Each book placed in the box made her feel stronger, as she stood her ground and pushed further, “I’ll stay until the Council finds a replacement. But that’s all.” She took a tiny ornament off her desk, one of many gifts from her father, his way of saying he was proud of her without ever actually saying it out loud.  
 
    “There’s no way they’ll find someone quickly,” Luc frowned, leaning over to take the ornament out of the box and place it back on the desk. “Don’t pack up just yet. It’ll take at least a month, maybe two or three—” 
 
    “I can’t wait that long.” Evalene forced herself to interrupt, something that still made her uncomfortable, returning the ornament to the box and then moving the box out of reach. “I was thinking maybe the people are ready for someone like Olive. She’s been involved since the beginning, but only Eden natives have been allowed on the Council so far. Maybe it’s time she’s promoted from administration to Council member. With her knowledge of computer systems, she’d be a huge asset.”  
 
    Olive had grown up in Hofyn, where technology was so advanced it seemed like Olive only had to look at a computer to make it work. More importantly Evalene figured Olive would appreciate the opportunity to work alongside Luc everyday. She’d had an eternal crush on him that had only intensified over the last six months.  
 
    But Olive surprised her by shaking her head. “No way, Evie, you’re family—if you’re leaving, I’m coming with you. Plus, this is my ‘year abroad,’ right?” She rolled her eyes at the term her parents had given her stay in Eden and shrugged. “That means I should travel as much as I can before I have to go home.” 
 
    Evalene blinked quickly, shuffling some papers on her desk to hide the sudden tears pricking her eyes. A beat passed before she managed to say. “Thank you, Olive. I’d like that.” 
 
    “It’s settled then.” Olive clapped her hands excitedly, standing to help Evalene pack. “Where will we start looking?”  
 
    “They sent the refugees to a place called the Divided States,” Evalene said, smiling at Olive in thanks as they worked together to fill a second box. Luc didn’t move from the chair, but he didn’t try to stop them from packing either. “There’s not much information on it—the Number One didn’t want any evidence of a Number-free world floating around.” That was an understatement. “But they have multiple governments for each part of the country—they call them ‘territories’.” 
 
    Luc’s brows rose and Olive said, “More than one government? That’s so strange!” 
 
    “If that’s true,” Luc finally stood with a sigh, “How would you know which territory your mother is in?” He placed one book in the box. Olive and Evalene filled it and moved on to the third box.  
 
    “During the Bloom Rebellion, they were only in communication with one of the territories.” Evalene shrugged as she worked, wishing she had a map, or something to show them. But the Number One had burned everything related to the outside world that he could find. “It’s on the coast, and they call it ‘Old York’.” 
 
    “Maybe you could go as a representative of the Council?” Luc suggested, placing a second book in the box before leaning against the desk and crossing his arms as if the effort had used up all his energy.  
 
    Evalene bit her lip. His request made sense. For nearly two centuries, Eden had had zero contact with the outside world. Now they struggled to form relationships, install trade, and basically bring Eden out of the dark ages compared to the rest of the globe. Especially now, after her speech this morning, when the rest of the world had just learned that Eden’s old government had fallen and a new one was reaching out for a friendly handshake. 
 
    But she shook her head. “I can’t, I’m sorry.” She finished the third box and turned to sort the mess of papers on her desk. “I need to focus on finding my mother. It’s been 10 years. She could be anywhere—I can’t waste time on politics.” 
 
    Olive moved to the desk to help her, but Luc turned to pace across the small office. “Why don’t you wait just a few months? Eden is so fragile. Your leaving could hurt all the progress we’ve made, and it’s not like a few months will make much difference after ten years…”  
 
    Evalene stopped working. “Do you hear yourself?” Her voice was shrill and it cracked a little. “This is my mother.” 
 
    Olive tried to be a peacemaker. “Evie’s already announced her leaving, so it’d look bad if she stayed now, right? Plus, it’ll be good for the people of Eden to see their votes matter, to elect someone new.” 
 
    Luc scowled but didn’t argue. Evalene didn’t say anything either, just went back to sorting through the papers on her desk. Poor Olive stood helplessly between them, wringing her hands.  
 
    Evalene shook her head finally, not meeting Luc’s gaze. “My mother could be anywhere. Who knows how long the search could take? I’m going to hire a guide. Someone who’s been to the Divided States before. But also someone I can trust. I don’t know if the territories speak Common or if they even speak the same language at all. What if I need an interpreter? And what if their currency is different everywhere? How will I navigate between these ‘territories’ without someone taking advantage of me?”  
 
    All the questions made Evalene’s anxiety burn hot and her chest hurt. “You might get your wish after all,” she told Luc, dropping into her desk chair and resting her head in her hands. “Who knows how long it will take to find a guide that I can trust and afford?” 
 
    Now it was Luc’s turn to fall into a chair and sigh, loudly. Olive and Evalene turned to look at him with raised brows. Eyes squeezed shut, he didn’t speak right away, but when he did, he spoke to his lap. “I promised I wouldn’t say anything…” he groaned. “But I feel like this is an exception.” 
 
    Evalene glanced at Olive, who shook her head.  
 
    “You should take Jeremiah with you.” Luc said finally, meeting her eyes. “He’s been there a few times now.” 
 
    “Jeremiah who?” Olive twisted to face Luc, incredulous. “The Captain?” 
 
    “I’m sure he means someone else,” Evalene argued, staring at Luc. She’d wondered where Jeremiah had gone since that day at the news station, watching the country in uproar. But Luc had always said he didn’t know. And Evalene hadn’t had any other information to go on. Only that Jeremiah “took the North Road.” The road that led to the rest of Eden. He could’ve gone anywhere. Or, worse, she’d feared he’d died.  
 
    “I’m talking about Captain Jeremiah Bloom,” Luc clarified, leaving no room for doubt. 
 
    “You’ve known where he was this entire time, and you haven’t told anyone?” Evalene stopped herself from saying anything further. She didn’t have any claim on Jeremiah. No reason to expect Luc should’ve told her. 
 
    “Not the entire time.” Luc cleared his throat and shifted in his chair. “But, I had a hunch, and turns out I was right. Beryl took him in. She’s a Number—” Old habits died hard, but Luc caught himself, coughing, “She’s extremely wealthy, owns a few homes, lives in one of them on the east side of Eden, about eight or nine hours’ drive from here.” 
 
    “Who’s Beryl?” Olive’s natural curiosity piped up. Evalene found herself wondering as well. Jeremiah had never mentioned the woman. But then, she realized there was a lot she still didn’t know about Jeremiah. 
 
    “She adopted us when we were teenagers,” Luc shrugged as if it was nothing, “Jeremiah was 15, and I was 17.  She and I don’t always see the world the same way, but she’s one of the good ones. Anyway, she helped Jeremiah recover.” 
 
    Helped him recover. Adopted. By a high Number? Evalene’s jaw dropped. She was more intrigued to know Jeremiah’s past than ever. So many questions, Evalene didn’t know where to start.  
 
    Luc continued before she had a chance to pick one. “He lost a lot of blood running away to hide. He almost died, actually.” Crossing his arms, Luc huffed in annoyance. “I didn’t know about it until I stopped by a few weeks ago for a surprise visit.” 
 
    “Is he okay now?” Evalene found herself asking, “Where is he? How come you didn’t tell anyone?” 
 
    Luc held up his hands palms out, “Listen, he made me promise not to say anything.” His mouth soured at the memory. “I’m not saying I agree with him, but he didn’t want the Council to know. I figure this is different, though. Finding your mom and all.” 
 
    Evalene nodded, but was at a loss for words. Even Olive sat stunned, whispering mostly to herself, “That’s so unlike him. Why wouldn’t he want us to know?” 
 
    “He’s still Jeremiah, still wants to help people. He’s actually trying to set up trade routes between Eden and the Divided States. He’s been there a few times now. He just doesn’t want anything to do with the Council. Doesn’t want to hear even the slightest hint of returning to government. But he did say he enjoyed your speech,” Luc added, looking up at Evalene.  
 
    The media had replayed Evalene’s embarrassing public moment of her live speech for weeks after the revolution. Luc was still convinced it’d been the turning point that won over the higher Numbers, ultimately tipping the balance in their favor. The idea of Jeremiah watching and being impressed made heat spread to Evalene’s cheeks. She wondered if he’d watched her other appearances since then. If he’d seen today’s broadcast. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll ask Jeremiah to take us,” Evalene said, surprised to find she desperately wanted his help. Wanted to see him.  
 
    Olive nodded and sat back, as if this was the obvious choice. And Luc, while he didn’t look happy about it, seemed resigned to the decision. He sighed. “I’ll give you directions.”  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    2 
 
    Evalene 
 
    EVALENE STOOD IN THE doorway of the tiny one-room apartment she shared with Olive in downtown Delmare. Her friend’s clothes were strewn about the room as she struggled to shove clothes deeper and zip her bag shut without it bursting. Evalene held her small backpack, already packed, waiting. 
 
     “Sorry, sorry,” Olive mumbled, dragging her suitcase to the door. “Is that all you’re bringing? You know we’re gonna be gone for weeks, maybe even months, right?”  
 
    Evalene shrugged. “I don’t need much.” The truth was she didn’t have much more to bring. Almost all Evalene’s salary had gone into savings. She just hadn’t bought a lot of fancy clothes or whatever girls her age should be buying. Something she was very thankful for now, when she expected she would need to pay Jeremiah out of those savings. If he said yes… and that was a big ‘if.’  
 
    Evalene held the door open, letting Olive go ahead of her. Turning to lock up, she held her breath against the smell of rotting tomatoes and other produce thrown at their door. It hurt to see that no matter how hard she worked on the Council, there were always people who despised her. They didn’t even know her. But they didn’t care.  
 
    When they’d first moved in, Evalene had tried to clean up after work each night. Now, she just left the mess for the landlord. At least the smear of the fruits covered up some of the less-than-flattering graffiti. 
 
    They took the two flights of stairs down to the street quickly. Olive was huffing by the time they reached the main floor, scowling as she hefted the bag higher on her shoulder. Evalene bit back a smile. 
 
    A few strangers lingered outside the front door. It might not mean anything—they lived in downtown Delmare after all—but just to be safe, she and Olive moved in silent agreement toward the back door instead. Maybe the strangers were former low-Numbers who wanted to express their thanks. Sometimes that happened, Evalene reminded herself. But why take the chance? 
 
    As they stepped out into the building’s parking lot, Evalene shivered a little at a brisk fall wind that blew more leaves off the trees. But the sun shone down brightly and kept her warm enough. 
 
    “I thought you might need a ride,” a male voice said behind them before they’d walked more than a few feet.  
 
    Evalene and Olive spun around to find Chase Solomon leaning against the wall. His solemn face was mostly unreadable, due to a lifetime of training, but with the slightest smile at surprising them.  
 
    “Sol!” Olive said, “You nearly gave us a heart attack!” But she laughed as she scolded him. Olive had trusted Sol from the moment they’d met him, despite the fact that he’d been one of the Regulators arresting them during the revolution. It’d taken Evalene quite a bit longer.  
 
    But he’d become a permanent fixture in their lives, joining the security team for the Council members. He’d let his short black hair grow long since he was no longer on the force, and his olive skin had lightened a bit from spending more time indoors. Other than that, not much had changed. His piercing dark eyes still followed Olive everywhere, and Olive still didn’t notice. 
 
    Olive let her bag fall to the ground with a heavy thud as Sol stepped away from the building to meet them. “We’re going to take the bus,” Evalene answered Sol, “but thanks for offering.” 
 
    “But Evie,” Olive’s eyes pleaded as she spoke up. “A ride would be so much faster. And less gross. And less people…” She wiggled her eyebrows as she said the last one, knowing how much Evalene hated being constantly recognized.  
 
    “Why do you want to come with?” Evalene asked Sol. “And how did you even know we were going?” She glanced over at Olive, who fidgeted with her belt, and didn’t meet Evalene’s eyes. She shook her head, turning back to Sol. “Nevermind.” 
 
    “You really should hire a bodyguard,” Sol said, by way of answering, staring at the protests painted all over their building in concern. “Now that you’ve left the Council.” 
 
    “I don’t need a bodyguard,” Evalene said lightly. “I have you.” The joke got her half a smile. Technically, he was only her protection at the Number One’s old mansion, when working as a security officer for the Council. But he spent enough time with her and Olive, that they’d taken to calling him their personal security.  
 
    As he and Olive picked up chatting where they’d last left off, Evalene barely refrained from rolling her eyes. Sol wasn’t one to bare his soul by any means, but it was amazing Olive hadn’t put two and two together yet. 
 
    Hiking her bag higher on her shoulder, Evalene tapped Olive’s arm to catch her attention. “We should get going. We don’t want to miss the bus.” 
 
    “But Evie,” Olive said again, a distinct whine now. “If Sol drives it’ll be like half the time.” She was exaggerating, but not by much. The twelve-hour trip would be shortened to eight hours, maybe less. Evalene squinted at Sol. “I appreciate the offer,” she told him, “but this isn’t a day trip. We could be gone a few weeks. Don’t you have to get back to work tomorrow?” 
 
    “Actually…” Sol shrugged a little, hesitating. Was that a blush? “I took a few weeks’ vacation. Olive told me about your plan to find your mother. I was hoping you’d let me come with.” 
 
    “To the Divided States? Or just to find Jeremiah?” 
 
    “The whole trip, if you’ll have me,” he said. “Just for fun.” 
 
    Something rang false. Evalene looked at him closer. His black eye from a squabble last week had healed, and his foot had been out of the cast for weeks now, but he wore a heavy jacket on a beautiful fall day. Her eyes touched on the arm he still angled away from them and she caught a glimpse of a splint of some kind.  
 
    She held out a hand and waved her fingers for him to show her. He sighed and raised the sleeve so she could see the full wrist brace which ran all the way up to his elbow, a gleaming white against his tan skin. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Evalene asked, as Olive gasped.  
 
    “Not great,” he answered. Which was enough for her to know he was struggling. Now was a hard time to be a former Regulator, hated by high Numbers for supporting the revolution but also by low Numbers for not supporting it sooner. Had he been jumped on his way to work again? She wanted to ask but knew he’d just brush off her concern.  
 
    “It’d be nice to get away,” he said simply. And Evalene heard the message underneath, because she’d felt the same way many times. He needed to get away. 
 
    “Okay, you can come,” she relented. It’d be nice to have him on their side. Plus, he was good company.  
 
    He shouldered Olive’s bag and held out a hand for Evalene’s as well, leading them toward his small blue car. Popping the trunk, he tossed the bags inside next to his own. He’d come prepared. Olive ran to claim the front seat and Evalene shook her head again as she climbed into the backseat. Sol closed the trunk with a bang. 
 
    *** 
 
    They stopped for gas a few hours later. Olive was sound asleep in the front seat, completely unaware of the engine shutting off. Even when Sol got out to pump gas and slammed his door, she didn’t move. Evalene hesitated before stepping out as well, shutting her door more softly, though Olive still didn’t stir. 
 
    “Are you ever going to tell her how you feel?” she whispered to Sol, tilting her head toward her sleeping friend.  
 
    He busied himself with inserting the pump into the car, pressing the required buttons, signing his name to the payment queue. Evalene waited. She’d never brought it up before. Sol wasn’t one to share his feelings easily. But no one could miss the way he felt about Olive. Maybe it was selfish to ask… maybe she wanted him to say how he felt because it would give her hope Jeremiah might do the same. 
 
    Finally, he shrugged, not quite meeting her eyes. “I don’t think so,” he said simply.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    And she supposed she did. Olive’s infatuation with Luc hadn’t faded in the slightest. Even though everyone could see he didn’t feel the same way about her. “There’s still time, things might change,” she said after a moment.  
 
    “Maybe,” Sol replied, but it sounded more like a no.  
 
    Evalene didn’t know what to say. She awkwardly patted Sol’s arm before crawling into the back again.  
 
    *** 
 
    They stopped once more briefly for a late lunch, and otherwise drove straight through, arriving at Beryl’s home as the sun began to set. Evalene’s palms started to sweat as they turned onto the long driveway leading to Lady Beryl’s mansion. If Luc was right, she would see Jeremiah in just a few short minutes. 
 
     She touched her jacket pocket. The note inside crinkled. She didn’t need to pull it out to know what was on the scrap of paper. It was nearly ripping along the creases from opening and closing it so often, though she’d memorized the content long ago. 
 
      
 
    Dear Evie,  
 
    I can’t stop thinking about you since we met. You’re destined for great things, once you realize how valuable you are.  
 
    I think you overheard my Number, but even if you didn’t, I want to tell you. It was a 28. It’s not who I am and means nothing to me. But if I hurt you by keeping it in the past, please forgive me.  
 
    I hope to come back here after the fight to see you. I’d like to get to know you better. 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
      
 
    He’d wanted to see her again. When had that changed? She clenched her fists, frustrated with all the unknowns. Maybe he’d thought she didn’t want to see him? But she did. Very much.  
 
    She bit her lip at the sight of the huge home as it rose above the tree line, visible long before they reached the front doors. A valet appeared to take their keys as they stepped out. His uniform reflected a variety of colors, and he wore a patch on his neck to cover his old Number, but his servile behavior still spoke of his past loud and clear. Evalene felt frustrated at the lack of progress. But they couldn’t very well force the rich to give to the poor like some fairy tale.  
 
    She stared up at the enormous home, even larger than her father’s. This Beryl woman must be incredibly wealthy. It just added to the mystery. Who was Jeremiah really?   
 
    As the valet drove off in their car, Olive knocked. Evalene’s gut begged her to call him back and drive away, almost certain now she’d made a mistake. What had possessed her to think Jeremiah would want to help her? If he’d been here all along, but had never made an effort to see her, why would he want to now? Just because he’d been kind to her in the past was no reason she should expect anything of him now. 
 
    He would probably say no to her request. She straightened her spine, determined to appear strong, confident, indifferent even. At least she would have a chance to put her questions to rest. After today, she would finally be able to move on.  
 
    She hoped. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    3 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THE DOOR TO BERYL’S mansion cracked open, revealing a butler. He stood in the foot of space as if he might slam it shut again at any moment, scowling as if this was his home and they were intruding. “What do you want?”  
 
    That was unusual.  
 
    Unlike the man who’d taken their car, this man’s entire demeanor shouted that he was important and they were wasting his time. He held his chin too high, as if to hide the receding hairline. The buttons on his vest coat strained against his belly. His white starched shirt and bow-tie concealed his tattoo, but Evalene had her suspicions. Some of the higher Numbers had been forced to find work when they lost the free labor of the lower Numbers. Their way of life had suffered the most from the rebellion, and they weren’t quick to adapt to the change.  
 
    “Is anyone home?” Evalene asked, not sure if she should ask for Jeremiah or Beryl.  
 
    The gruff butler simply nodded and said, “Of course.” She thought his chin lifted even higher at the audacity of her question. 
 
    “Is… Jeremiah Bloom here?” Evalene tried again.  
 
    The rude man’s scowl deepened. “Mr. Bloom? Why would he be here?”  
 
    “I’m… sorry,” Evalene felt compelled to apologize, as if she were the one being rude. She glanced at Olive who looked just as confused. Sol stood unfazed. Was Jeremiah not here after all? Evalene felt the small bit of hope she’d been able to hold onto start to slip away. Maybe the butler just wasn’t aware of his presence? She tried again, “May we speak with Lady Beryl?” 
 
    In response, the man swung the door open further, and flounced away, calling over his shoulder, “I’ll tell her you’re here.” And then he was gone, leaving them to enter on their own and shut the door behind them. 
 
     “Wow,” Olive whispered as she admired the beautiful home. 
 
    “I know,” Evalene agreed. Even after spending most of her life around wealth and privilege, she was impressed. Sol kept quiet, always blending into the background, observing, as he preferred to do, but his brows rose despite himself.  
 
    The white marble floor stretched out in front of them and down hallways on both sides. A magnificent staircase curved up and away from them on each side, both larger than the single grand staircase in her father’s home.  
 
    Across from them on the far side of the room was a massive wall of glass that let the sun shine in and brightened the entire main room.  
 
    They stood uncomfortably in the entry for several moments before Olive grew bored and walked to the window for a closer look. Her every footstep sounded loudly on the marble floors, echoing throughout the house as she passed between the grand staircases. But no one stopped her. Evalene looked over at Sol who shrugged, and together they trailed after Olive.  
 
    Halfway across the room, the light shifted, and the glare of the sun faded enough to catch her first glimpse of the back. She blinked in amazement. This was no ordinary backyard.  
 
    The perfectly tended hills gave way to dozens of carefully arranged flower beds with ornamental seating, archways, and stone paths from one to the next. It was ten times as large as her father’s expensive gardens. The lake at the bottom sparkled, and a beautiful white dock stretched out invitingly into the water, with a quaint dock house on the side. 
 
    Footsteps stomping toward them made her spin around. It was the butler again. Hands clasped behind his back, he stopped halfway to them, in the middle of the main room, tilting his head slightly in the direction he’d come. “This way.” He spun on his heel to leave without waiting to see if they would follow.  
 
     “Wait here,” he said, as they entered a large sitting room with another enormous window view of the front yard willow trees. A cascading two-tier water fountain overflowed as birds played in the pools. The door slammed shut behind him, making them jump. 
 
    Evalene picked a broad chair and sank into the cushions, unable to stop a sigh of enjoyment at the soft furniture. Olive sat on the couch, but Sol chose to stay standing. 
 
    They held a respectful silence, as if the house itself might be offended by chatter. Evalene figured her eyes were as wide as Olive’s as they studied the rest of the room. The designs on the walls were painted in gold, and there were sculptures of flowers here that mimicked the real flowers out in the gardens.  
 
    The wait stretched out into long minutes. Evalene wondered if they were even going to see anyone at all, or if this was just a delay before showing them back out. 
 
    At least a half hour passed before the door opened. The butler stepped inside, holding the heavy wooden door for a dark-skinned woman with pure white hair and warm brown eyes. She entered gracefully, nodding to the butler, dismissing him. “Thank you, Sergei.” 
 
    He bowed ever so slightly, before he left, closing the door behind him. But when she turned to face them, the warmth had disappeared. Maybe Evalene had only imagined it. Her stern face as she crossed the room, heels clicking ominously on the marble, made Evalene shift in her chair. Everything about Lady Beryl spoke of elegance.  
 
    The elderly woman chose a high-backed chair that looked almost like a throne with her sitting in it. Getting comfortable, she folded her hands in front of her. “I’m told you’re inquiring about my son?”  
 
    “Yes—I’m sorry,” Evalene stuttered, “I was told he was here, I–” Evalene strained against every instinct that told her to be quiet and leave it alone, to apologize and leave. “Your other son, Luc,” her voice came out almost a whisper but she forced herself to finish, “told us we could find Jeremiah here.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Luc was wrong,” Beryl told her. She stood, moving toward the door, ending the conversation as abruptly as it had begun. “And you should know that Jeremiah has no interest in leading the Council, even if he were here. Good day.” 
 
    “Please Lady Beryl,” Evalene stood without thinking, clasping her hands in front of her to keep from grabbing the older woman’s arm. “We’re not here about the Council. Jeremiah is my friend—our friend. And I need his help, please… is there any way you could get word to him?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Beryl shook her head firmly, placing her hand on the doorknob. “As I’ve already said, he isn’t here.” She swung the heavy door open.  
 
    Evalene’s hopes fell. She dropped her gaze to the floor. “Thank you for your time,” she choked out, each word feeling like defeat. 
 
    “It’s okay, Evie,” Olive whispered, as she stood too. “We’ll find him.” 
 
    Evalene nodded, straightening her shoulders. When she looked up, Lady Beryl still stood in the doorway, halfway out, but she’d turned back, her gaze pinned to Evalene’s face. “Evie, was it?” Beryl asked, not moving, blocking their retreat. “That’s an unusual name. It just occurred to me that I skipped introductions. My apologies, that was terribly rude. As you know, I’m Lady Beryl VanderMeer. What are your names?” 
 
    Olive’s smile lit up her face, and with her blonde hair like a halo around her she looked like an angel as she introduced herself, “I’m Olive.”  
 
    The very opposite of Olive in almost every way, with his dark skin, darker hair, and subdued countenance, Sol gave the woman his full name minus his old Regulator title: “Chase Solomon.”  
 
    Evalene cleared her throat, nodding once more as she gave her full name as well: “Evalene Vandereth.”  
 
    Beryl stared at her intently. “I almost didn’t recognize you,” she said, relaxing into a soft smile. “My apologies.” She waved at the butler, who’d arrived in the doorway. “We’ll need a few more minutes after all, Sergei, thank you.” She lightly touched Evalene’s shoulder, leading her back to the sitting area.  
 
     “You look exactly like he described,” she murmured.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Evalene said. 
 
    “Jeremiah mentioned you.” Beryl returned to her throne chair, but now she was smiling, like a benevolent queen. “I apologize for the attempts to misdirect you earlier. You’re not the first to call on Jeremiah and most do not have good intentions.” Her gaze narrowed, “They’re either furious with him for starting the revolution, or they’re here to encourage him to take a leadership role in the Council. More specifically, a role disguised as another Number One.” A return to a dictatorship. Beryl’s stern eyes pinned Evalene to her chair as she stated exactly what Evalene was thinking, “If you know Jeremiah at all, you know he would never do such a thing.” It was not a question. Beryl was clearly very protective of Jeremiah. In a strange way, the intimidation on his behalf made Evalene like the old woman.  
 
    Under her stare, Evalene felt compelled to answer. “I promise I would never ask that of him,” she said, louder than she’d intended.  
 
    “Well.” Beryl nodded, and her features relaxed into a smile once more. “Glad to have that matter settled. The truth is, Jeremiah is here, but I admit I’m not certain where exactly at the moment. I sent a few servants to look for him when you first arrived, but it’s difficult to say when he’ll come home. You’re welcome to stay the night, and we can wait for his return.” 
 
    A voice came from the archway on the other side of the room, “No need to wait. Ira found me.” The man’s voice with its soft tones, as well as the fact that they hadn’t heard a single footstep on the marble, told Evalene who it was before she even turned to look.  
 
    Jeremiah entered the room on silent feet, as the group swiveled to look at him. Evalene’s cheeks felt warm. He looked just like she’d remembered. His caramel-colored skin tan from the sun, but light next to his dark hair and chocolate brown eyes with those long lashes. No sign of his injuries as far as she could tell.  
 
    He smiled at their surprised faces, but before he could say another word Olive jumped up and threw her arms around him in excitement. “You’re alive! I was so worried, and we had no idea where you’d went, and I still can’t believe Luc didn’t tell us you were here all along—we’ve missed you! You’ve missed so much!” 
 
    Jeremiah chuckled as he hugged Olive back. “I know, I’ve been keeping up with the news. You’ve all been doing a wonderful job.” He met Evalene’s eyes as he said this.  
 
    Sol stepped forward and held out a hand to shake Jeremiah’s. “Chase Solomon… Sol,” he introduced himself. “Thank you for what you started. I’ve heard a lot about you.” The stream of words, all in a row and unprompted, spoke volumes. He clasped Jeremiah’s hand before stepping back, clearing his throat. Jeremiah’s eyes landed on the Number 11 tattoo on Sol’s neck that Sol never bothered to hide, which declared him a former Regulator, flickering in recognition. And maybe a bit of wariness? 
 
    Evalene felt glued to the couch. She wanted to jump up and hug him like Olive, but something held her back. She stood slowly, as Jeremiah turned to face her. Putting a hand in her pocket, she touched the note again; the reminder that, at least at one point, he’d cared for her. She wanted to pull it out, but the other’s eyes on them kept her hand still.  
 
    “Evie,” he said, sliding his hands into his own pockets. “Or should I call you Evalene?” The reminder of her lies when they’d first met made her flinch. She’d given everyone a nickname, not telling them who she truly was, until that moment on camera in front of the whole country during the revolution, when she’d revealed the truth. She’d never had a chance to apologize. She wished desperately that they were alone, so she could do so now. But everyone was staring.  
 
    Instead, she cleared her throat to keep her voice from shaking. “You can still call me Evie.” She forced a calm over her face even as her heart pounded, and held out her free hand to shake his, just like Sol had. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    He stepped forward to take her hand. His was warm. The heat spread from where his skin touched hers throughout her whole body and she pulled away, turning to sit and hide her red face.  
 
    He sat too, in a chair near Beryl. His gaze kept drifting to her and away again.  
 
     “This young lady said she needs your help,” Beryl spoke into the stretch of silence.  
 
    Evalene cleared her throat. “Yes, we do...” But she was even more confused now that he was directly in front of her. Why hadn’t he come to find her like he’d promised? Was coming here a mistake? Sol and Olive’s presence, not to mention Beryl’s, made it impossible to get her thoughts in order. “Can we talk in private?” was all she managed to say. 
 
    “Of course,” he stood immediately, leading her away from the group through the archway he’d come in. On the other side of the greenery was a door that led outside. They stepped into the lovely backyard Evalene had admired earlier. It was lush and vibrant. But the second Jeremiah touched her elbow, guiding her toward the path, all thoughts of the yard flew away. 
 
    Now was the moment she’d been dreaming of for the last six months. 
 
    Her fingers brushed her pocket and she felt the note inside. She reached in and grasped it again. Turning to face Jeremiah, she gathered up the nerve to pull it out and tell him how much it had meant to her.  
 
    But he spoke first. 
 
    “I saw your speech that day on television,” he said, when they reached the gazebo by the water. He leaned on the railing. “You did well.” 
 
    She came to lean on the railing next to him. She’d given many televised speeches in the last six months, but she knew immediately which one he meant. The day she’d revealed the truth about herself to the world. Not just her full name, but her identity as a low Number, taking a stand against the way people were labeled like animals, declaring instead that everyone was equal and worthwhile. The entire thing had been inspired by him, by everything he’d said to her, but she couldn’t quite find the words to say so. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied finally. It felt so formal. Her fingers curled up around the note, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to pull it out.  
 
    “If Luc sent you, he must have an important request,” Jeremiah said, when she didn’t say anything further.  
 
    Evalene’s hand slowly let go of the paper in her pocket. He was busy. And impatient. Why would he want to talk about the note now, if he hadn’t before? She tried to clear the haze of thoughts from her mind as well. Focus on business, she reminded herself. She’d come here for a reason. 
 
    Pulling her hand out of her pocket, Evalene mimicked his casual stance. They leaned on the gazebo railing, both staring out at the water. “Yes, it’s important. But, it’s not Luc’s request, it’s mine…” She looked down at her hands, struggling to find the right words for what she knew was a monumental favor.  
 
    “I told you once how my mother died in the Bloom Rebellion—in your parents’ rebellion,” she corrected herself, as she remembered his last name and heritage.  
 
    “I remember,” he said. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, but she couldn’t read him at all.  
 
    Her words came out in a rush. “I just learned she didn’t die after all. She escaped to the Divided States as a refugee...” She swallowed hard. “Now that I know, I need to find her…” 
 
    Evalene bit her lip, arriving at the most important part: “Luc said you’ve been to the Divided States before, so… I came to ask for your help.” 
 
    Jeremiah eyebrows rose at the revelation, but he didn’t say anything right away. 
 
    “Luc thought you might be willing to be our guide. It was his idea that we ask you.” Evalene felt like she needed to explain. “I know you’re probably busy, but I could pay you…” She trailed off. Was it insulting to set a price on his time? It was no small request.  
 
    He still wasn’t answering. She watched him rub a hand across his face as he stared at the water, scratching the stubble forming on his cheeks and chin, drawing her attention to the shadow of a beard that made him look more wild, untamed.  
 
    “I probably should’ve just asked around Delmare.” Evalene caught herself wringing her hands and clasped them together tightly. “I’m sorry to bother you.” 
 
    “You’re not bothering me,” Jeremiah said. He picked at a piece of paint chipping off the railing. She noticed a scar across his thumb that hadn’t been there before. “I’m just taking it in. You must be dying to see her.” 
 
    Evalene nodded, waiting for more, crossing her arms and gripping tightly until her fingertips went white. It’s good he doesn’t immediately decide, she thought. But as the moment stretched longer, she struggled to keep from begging him.  
 
    It felt like hours when he finally spoke. “I’m sure you want to leave soon,” he said, meeting her eyes, “But a trip like that requires a lot of preparation. And it could take weeks, maybe even months, to find your mother.” 
 
    Evalene blinked once, twice, clearing her face of all emotion. She’d hoped he would say, “I’d love to help you.” Or maybe even, “I’ve missed you.” But of course, he hadn’t.  
 
    Her hopes hit rock bottom.  
 
    He was going to say no.  
 
    How was she ever going to find her mother? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    4 
 
    Jeremiah  
 
    JEREMIAH STARED AT EVALENE as they spoke. She’d changed. In a good way. She was still beautiful, even more than the last time he’d seen her—long brown hair falling in soft waves, framing her heart-shaped face and clear, blue eyes—but now she had such confidence. She looked as strong and brave as she did on the television. But there was a chill between them. A distance. She kept putting her hands in her pockets. And then there was the way she’d shaken his hand in the sitting room like a new acquaintance, same as Sol. He didn’t understand.  
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her she was a great leader, that he’d missed her, a million other things even more revealing. But her cool behavior kept him silent. He let her lead, hoping she’d open up to him, not wanting to push her. 
 
    Listening to her story of her mother, Pearl, his first instinct was to immediately say yes. He bit the inside of his cheek to fight it.  
 
    He’d have to be an idiot to sign up for a mission like this. It’d be nearly impossible to find a single refugee who’d disappeared into the enormous continent of the Divided States nearly ten years ago. If he was being honest, he didn’t think it was feasible. But how could he say no to Evie?  
 
    He knew just enough about the Divided States to know how difficult it would be to traverse the territories. Not all of them got along. Some were downright dangerous. Others were cunning. Not only was Jeremiah unconvinced they’d be able to find Pearl, but he was equally doubtful Pearl would’ve traveled those dangerous paths alone unscathed.  
 
    And at the end of their search, when they turned up nothing, however many weeks and months later, Evie would blame him. 
 
    He desperately wanted to help, but it was an impossible decision. No matter what he chose, he would eventually let her down. 
 
    She stood waiting for his answer. Big blue eyes staring into his. She kept up a brave front, but her clenched fingers and furrowed brow gave her away.  
 
    “I’ll need to think about it,” was all he said out loud. But if he was honest, he knew he’d already decided. He would help her.  
 
    They turned to go back in with a gulf of cold air still between them, and all he could think to say was, “You should stay the night.” She nodded, and they re-entered the house in silence. 
 
    As Jeremiah followed Evie inside—she would always be Evie to him—they found Olive and Sol both chuckling at something Beryl had said. 
 
    The moment his adoptive mother saw them, Beryl smiled and told Evie, “I’ve had Sergei make up rooms for you all, in case you’d like to stay.” From behind Evie, Jeremiah smiled his thanks at Beryl. The elderly woman waited until Evie accepted and turned away before winking back at him. 
 
    Six months ago, injured badly, shot in four places and bleeding out in the car, Jeremiah had driven here—and barely made it. The moment he’d pulled up the long drive and parked in front of the steps, he’d passed out. Beryl later told him her heart nearly stopped when they’d carried him in. Jeremiah had little memory of the following days, only minor glimpses of the room he’d stayed in and the agonizing pain. 
 
    Apparently, Jeremiah had talked of Evie for days. Between his declarations that he’d needed to leave, that Eden needed to move forward and he would only hold back its progress, he’d told Beryl he’d fallen in love. In a conscious state, he wouldn’t have admitted this to Beryl unless heavily prodded, but the fever had thrown his caution to the wind.  
 
    Now, watching Beryl’s eyes spark in excitement, he sighed. He moved to stand next to her, on the opposite side of the room from Evie, but despite his best intentions, he found his gaze drifting back to her more than once.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” Beryl was asking the group. Not waiting for an answer, she called for Sergei, who hovered near the open doorway, “Set three extra plates for supper. We have company.” She grinned, delighted now that she knew their guests were friendly. Sergei had also warmed up to them considerably. Nodding, he disappeared to set the table.  
 
    *** 
 
    The food was delicious. Jeremiah tried to distract himself from Evie’s face, which lit up with innocent surprise at the special treatment from Beryl. But he barely made it through the salad course. He was dying to know how she’d been since he’d last seen her. He tried to think of something neutral to say. “I heard about the uprisings among former high Numbers,” he began.  
 
    His words didn’t mesh with the warmth of the conversation a moment prior, and he regretted speaking. But now that he’d started, he might as well finish. “It can’t be easy to introduce so many changes to the system while trying to juggle their complaints.” Inwardly, he winced. Quite a romantic start.  
 
     Evie nodded, but it was Olive who answered him, “They’re horrible! I don’t understand how they think everyone should go back to the old ways. Even now, they still turn a blind eye to the way people were being treated as slaves!” One of Beryl’s friends, Xander, stiffened in the corner. Like Sergei, she’d hired him on in the kitchen to help him pay the bills after the revolution upset his income.  
 
    “Maybe it’s more about how they’re used to a certain lifestyle,” Jeremiah countered carefully, trying to be gentle. It was a touchy subject. Beryl was one of the only former high Numbers who’d supported the revolution before it ever came to pass. “I could understand how someone might feel their wealth and status is being taken from them. It’s not the intention of the revolution, but it is a side effect.” 
 
    “It’s hard for people to change the way they think about themselves,” Evie surprised him by agreeing. When she ducked her head to focus on her plate, Jeremiah realized he’d been staring. 
 
    He directed his attention to his next bite, trying to think of a way to keep her talking. Just last week he’d watched her on television discussing how Eden would finally begin trading with other countries again. It was a brilliant move.  
 
    “Your trade policy was an intelligent step toward resolving a lot of issues,” he said, then stabbed another bite, frustrated with himself. “I mean, it will provide new streams of revenue for those who’ve lost their income.” What was this, a business meeting? Beryl raised a brow in his direction and he wanted to roll his eyes and say, I know. But what was he supposed to do? He couldn’t exactly say, I love when you wear your hair down or I’ve missed you like crazy when he had an audience. 
 
    But as ridiculous as he sounded, his compliment was sincere. The former high Numbers were primed and ready to stage a revolt of their own. They’d lost their free labor. And it was a heavy loss. Trade with other nations would breath fresh life into what had been a dying country.  
 
    But Evie just shrugged. “That was mostly Joren,” she told him, “I just gave the speech.”  
 
    “Oh,” he said. An awkward lull in the conversation settled over them. Xander removed their salad plates—his face red with held back opinions—and the next course was served. 
 
    “Did Jeremiah tell you he’s taking up flying?” Beryl asked as everyone began eating again. The urge to groan came over Jeremiah.  
 
    Beryl only paused a moment to allow Evie to shake her head no, before continuing, “I’m scared to death of it, I’ll tell you that much. No, I’ve learned my lesson for sure. I’ll never forget the day he learned to drive.” 
 
    Everyone leaned forward eagerly as Beryl began another story. “My first husband collected old world sports cars. Jeremiah was taking it for a spin, getting the hang of it. Well, what do you know but he comes barreling up the drive to the house so fast—I about died. And he waits to stop until the last second!”  
 
    She pitched her voice to a stage whisper, “He liked how they could stop on a dime, wanted to show off a little.” Her voice returned to normal volume as she raised a dramatic brow at Jeremiah. He just smiled and shook his head. “Anyhow, it rained that morning, which meant there were still a few puddles. So, Jeremiah hits this enormous pool of water.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Olive gasped, and Evie’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth as they envisioned the picture Beryl painted. Jeremiah noticed the corners of Sol’s mouth twitching in amusement. Beryl’s stories could make even a seasoned Regulator smile. 
 
    “Right when he hits the puddle, he steps on the brakes, and oh, did those wheels spin! Mud flew everywhere! My nice dress was covered, the white marble steps—nearly the entire front of the house!”  
 
    A gross exaggeration, but Jeremiah chuckled softly, looking down at his hands. The story grew wilder every time she retold it, but the last part, her favorite part, was unfortunately true. “He slid right through that puddle, tires squealing loud enough to break your eardrums, and smashed into our beautiful marble fountain and the cherubim in the middle. That stopped him alright!”  
 
    Both girls gasped, looking to Jeremiah for confirmation. He didn’t know what to do except shrug and nod. He spoke the last line of the often-repeated tale in unison with Beryl, “Tomas turned over in his grave that day.”  
 
    Beryl burst out laughing. “Oh, if you only knew. You’re lucky he wasn’t around to witness that moment. All his precious car babies.” She shrugged. “They’re all gone now. If the heart attack hadn’t got him, that day certainly would’ve done the trick.” Her eyes met Jeremiah’s over the plates of food, growing serious. She didn’t add what happened to the rest of Tomas’ collection of ancient sports cars later. How she’d given them to Jeremiah’s soldiers in the revolution. How they’d been sprayed with bullets until they were unsalvageable. Thankfully, Beryl wasn’t nearly as attached to those cars as her late husband had been.  
 
    Though she’d left the end of the story out, Jeremiah remembered the moment like it was yesterday. He’d crawled out of the car into the shattered glass all around him as the engine caught on fire, covered in cuts and bruises. But he hadn’t even noticed, so great had been his fear of punishment. He’d been utterly convinced Beryl would finally throw him out.  
 
    But she hadn’t.  
 
    “Do you have any more stories of Jeremiah growing up?” Evie asked Beryl in a light-hearted tone, grinning over at him. Her smile made his heart beat faster. He didn’t move, didn’t want to lose the moment. But her smile faded and she looked away. He should’ve smiled back. Why hadn’t he smiled back? He shook his head slightly. He was 23 years old, why was he acting like a teenager with a crush? 
 
    “Oh yes!” Olive chimed in, “Please tell us more!” 
 
    Beryl obliged. “I wonder if he told you about his first month here? No? Ah, let’s see…” she settled back into her chair as they moved from the main course to dessert. “I’d never met a more angry, rebellious young man.” She shook her head as if disapproving, but her smile gave her away. “He was caught with practically half my household under his bed, a few weeks after his arrival.” 
 
    “That’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Jeremiah said, rolling his eyes at her. But not by much. He’d planned to run away, sell as many expensive items as he could carry, and live on his own. Beryl made him sound clever as she described it to the group. But Jeremiah grew quiet. Thank God he’d been caught. Beryl had convinced him to give this new home a chance. Jeremiah couldn’t imagine where he’d be today, if she hadn’t.  
 
    Olive turned to Beryl at the end of dessert, and shyly asked, “How did it come about that you adopted Luc?” Jeremiah smiled a little. He was surprised it’d taken Olive the entire meal to mention Luc. Jeremiah thought he detected a flicker of emotion on Sol’s face at the mention of Luc’s name, too quick to name. 
 
    “Jeremiah and Luc were very close before Jeremiah came to live with me,” Beryl answered, “When he told me Luc needed a home as well, we made room for him immediately.” 
 
    Such a diplomatic answer. She revealed next to nothing, allowing Jeremiah his privacy, which he usually kept close. But Jeremiah cleared his throat and added a telling detail, “Luc was my best friend at the orphanage.” 
 
    Evie’s eyebrows rose at the word. He’d told her that friends of his parents had taken him in after their death. Though he disliked the audience, he looked directly at Evie. “I misled you when we first met. I knew it would reveal my old Number… I’m sorry.” A poor apology.  
 
    She bit her lip and nodded, and when she spoke it felt like the conversation was just between the two of them, “I understand.” Two simple words, yet the tension in him melted away. She forgave him.  
 
    “I had no idea you’d lived in an orphanage,” Olive spoke over their moment, not realizing the weight of it, and the rest of the room came back into focus, reminding him they weren’t alone.  
 
    “For a little over two years,” Jeremiah told her, nodding. He saw her mouth open to ask the next question, and knew what she was about to ask. “Luc was there most of his life. He doesn’t know what happened to his parents.” But they could guess. Most of the children in the orphanage knew their parents had gotten on the government’s bad side. Whether their parents had simply gone “missing” or they’d witnessed their supposed trial and death, they all knew who was to blame. Just one of the many reasons Luc was so adamantly against the old government.  
 
    Sergei, Xander, and the other servants cleared away their dessert plates. Beryl stood, and the others followed her lead. It was late. “It’s time for me to call it a night,” Beryl told them, politely covering a yawn. 
 
    Jeremiah nodded to her and stood. “I’ll show our guests to their rooms.” They bid Beryl goodnight, and Jeremiah led the others out of the dining room, down the hall toward the guest rooms.  
 
    At the first room, he turned to the former Regulator. “Sol, right?” he asked. The quiet man nodded, and Jeremiah waved him in. “Breakfast is laid out in the dining room, whenever you wake up, help yourself.”  
 
    They moved on to the next guest room, and he smiled at Olive as he opened it for her. “It’s been a good surprise to see you,” he told her. “We’ll have to talk more in the morning so you can tell me what you think of Eden now.”  
 
    Olive grinned, stepping inside the room, “Oh yes, it’s wonderful, I have so many stories!”  
 
    Jeremiah pulled the door closed for her as they said goodnight. Walking down the long hallway with Evie to the third room, Jeremiah heard a soft click behind them. Sneaking a peak over his shoulder, he saw Olive’s head pop out into the hallway. Raising a brow at her, he held back a laugh as she darted back inside and the door latched firmly behind her.  
 
    He stopped with his hand on the doorknob to Evie’s room. It was just the two of them now. This was his chance to tell her how he felt. Usually he was good with words, but now he was at a loss.  
 
    He took his hand off the doorknob, and spoke the first thing that came to mind. “I’ve decided to accept your offer and be your guide.” 
 
    The hope in her eyes as she looked up made him wince.  He rubbed his neck out of habit. “Evie… The Divided States is enormous. I need you to understand how difficult this is going to be. The trail’s been cold for almost 10 years…” He struggled to meet her gaze. “Before we do this, I have to ask: what will you do if we can’t find her?” 
 
    Evie swallowed, blinking rapidly as she looked away. But Jeremiah waited. He needed to know. After a moment, she met his gaze again, a sheen of tears in her eyes. “Honestly,” she admitted, “that doesn’t worry me nearly as much as the idea of finally seeing her again, and then finding out…” Evie’s voice broke as she whispered the last words, “that she doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    5 
 
    Evalene 
 
    EVALENE STARED INTO JEREMIAH’S eyes. She’d never said it aloud until this moment. But now that she had, she couldn’t escape it. The awful possibility stared her in the face. Hot tears pricked her eyes. She blinked them away. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Jeremiah said softly, stepping closer, just inches away now. His voice was as soothing as his words. “She’s your mother. If she’s still—” Jeremiah cut off, and Evalene wondered if he’d been about to say, ‘if she’s still alive.’ That was another fear she wasn’t ready to voice yet. Fortunately, neither was he. Instead he said, “If she heard about the news of the revolution, she could easily be planning a trip of her own back here to find you.”  
 
    That possibility hadn’t even occurred to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. After so many months, he was right here in front of her, close enough to reach out and touch. The urge to reach out to him was strong, but she spun to face her door instead, twisting the knob to enter. Once inside the guest room, she turned, holding the door half open, not quite willing to close it. “Thank you,” she repeated, wishing there was a stronger word, “for everything.” For agreeing to help. For encouraging her. For saving her six months ago. She would owe him forever.  
 
    “No problem,” he said with an adorable lopsided smile. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” she repeated, and it took her a long second to remember to close the door. It shut gently, and she stood staring at it, mulling over his words. He seemed convinced her mother would want to see her. He was probably just saying that. Because how could he know really? But she felt warm, happy. 
 
    She crawled into the huge canopy bed, exhausted. It had been a long day. But despite her fatigue, she couldn’t sleep. Crawling out of bed, she tiptoed down the hall to Olive’s room next door, tapping so softly she worried Olive wouldn’t hear.  
 
    Feet shuffled inside the room and the door swung open. “Tell me everything!” Olive hissed as she pulled Evalene inside and let the door click shut. Evalene followed Olive over to the enormous king size bed that mirrored the one in her room, hopping onto the other side, flopping onto her back to stare at the ceiling.  
 
    The bed shook as Olive jumped onto her side and crawled under the covers. “Did he say anything about the note?” Olive demanded, “Did he say why he never came to Delmare?” 
 
    Evalene took a breath to answer, but Olive cut her off. “Oh! I bet he went to Hofyn, didn’t he? Probably thought you were still there. But… no, that doesn’t make sense, because he said he saw you on the news…”  
 
    She trailed off, flopping on her side to face Evalene. “Please tell me something happened! Maybe a romantic kiss? Or a touch? I’ll even take a drawn-out stare.” 
 
     “No, nothing like that.” Evalene bit her lip. “He was the same way he would’ve acted with you.” 
 
    “He seriously didn’t bring up any of it? Didn’t even tell you where he’s been the last six months? Nothing?” Olive’s voice rose. 
 
    “Shh!” Evalene shushed her.  
 
    Olive continued in an outraged whisper. “Do you want me to talk to him? I’ll talk to him!”  
 
     “No. No!” Evalene reached for the blanket at the end of the bed, pulling it over her up to her chin, cocooning herself in it and avoiding Olive’s stare. “If he still had feelings, he would’ve said something. I’m not going to bring it up now and just embarrass both of us.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm…” Olive rolled her eyes, unconvinced. “Well, it can’t hurt to be prepared. Just in case.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Evalene smirked, rolling on her side as well, grinning. “Are you prepared?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Now it was Evalene’s turn to roll her eyes. “You do realize Sol is in love with you… right?” She hadn’t meant to say anything, but the words flew out of her mouth before she could stop them. 
 
    A mix between a snort and a laugh came out of Olive. “What? Where did that idea come from? That’s ridiculous!” But she bit her lip, growing quiet as she stared up at the canopy ceiling, a tiny smile forming. 
 
    Evalene levelled a look at the younger girl. “Why do you think he’s on this trip?”  
 
    “I don’t see it.” She chewed on her lip, fighting a grin. “He’s just a friend. I mean, I like him, but I think you’re reading too much into things...” 
 
    “Then why are you so excited?” Evalene teased. 
 
    Olive wiped the smile off her face, feigning seriousness, as she gestured toward her face. “This is the face of pure shock, not excitement. I’m in love with Luc, you know that.” 
 
    Evalene held back a groan. They’d had this conversation many times before. “Has Luc finally mentioned having feelings for you?” She knew the answer. If he had, Evalene would’ve heard about it within five minutes.  
 
    “No…” Olive admitted. “But I can tell. We spend a lot of time together.” Usually Evalene dropped it, but tonight she pictured Sol’s face every time he watched Olive fawn over Luc, and she pushed further.  
 
    “What made you fall in love with Luc exactly?” 
 
    “It’s his… well, I think it was when…” Olive frowned, rolling onto her back as she thought. “I mean it’s a lot of things, and it’s just… we have a history. You can’t put love into words!”  
 
    Evalene didn’t quite believe her, but she couldn’t argue. She’d never officially been in love. But she thought she could find quite a few words for one person in particular… 
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    Evalene 
 
    THE MID-MORNING SUN STREAMED in through the canopy bed’s curtains, which they’d never closed. As Evalene blinked awake she realized she’d fallen asleep in Olive’s room. But the opposite side of the bed was empty.  
 
    This didn’t surprise Evalene. In the last six months of being roommates, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d woken up before Olive, who’d been born and raised on a farm. A lifetime of rising early was a hard habit to break. 
 
    Dressing quickly, Evalene wandered back to the dining room to find Jeremiah sitting with Olive and Sol at the far end of the dining room table. As she entered the room, they burst out laughing.  
 
    Feeling a little bit like an outsider, Evalene quietly made up a plate of food from the buffet table spread out by the door, before making her way across the room to join them and say good morning. 
 
    “I just told them my decision to help a few minutes ago,” Jeremiah told her as she sat down. Olive cheered a little, clapping. But Jeremiah’s face was solemn, and she quieted. 
 
    “It will take a lot of planning,” Jeremiah began without any preamble as soon as Evalene picked up her fork. “We’ll need to gather info on currencies and territories in the Divided States, and request a flight, which likely means a trip to Delmare and finally facing the Council… But I’ll show you what I know so far.” He pushed his plate aside to unroll a long tube of paper resting in the center of the table. Once unfurled, it revealed a detailed map of a continent Evalene didn’t recognize. “This is the most updated map of the Divided States that I’ve found in Eden.”  
 
    Olive reached out with her fork to point to the vast blue ocean near her plate. “I recognize this part of the ocean. But where’s Hofyn?” The island she’d grown up on was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The syrup on her fork dripped lower and Jeremiah jerked a hand out to catch the dribble before it touched the map. He lifted a brow at the drop on his palm, as she pulled her fork back. “Careful,” he said, sliding the map a bit further from the plates. 
 
    “Sorry.” Olive ducked her head and set her fork down.  
 
    “Like I was saying,” Jeremiah dipped a cloth napkin in his water and used it to wipe the syrup off his hand. “This map is the best I have, but it’s outdated.” He pointed to the large continent that covered the majority of the map. “When we flew over, they told me almost half of this is now underwater.”  
 
    The bombs were said to have reshaped the world, but Evalene had always found that hard to imagine. She stared at the roads, valleys, mountains, and deserts depicted on the map, wondering what the country looked like now. 
 
    Jeremiah pointed to the same spot the syrup had almost landed and nodded to Olive as he said, “You’re right. Hofyn is somewhere in this area. And it wasn’t the only island created during the war.”  
 
    “I thought that was just a myth?” Sol spoke up for the first time, reaching out to catch Olive’s drink right as she bumped it with her plate and it began to tip toward the map. Evalene held her breath, until he set the glass safely aside.  
 
    With a brotherly look, Jeremiah wagged a finger at Olive and began rolling up the map to put it away. “That’s what the Number One wanted us to think,” he said, pausing to point to the far side of the continent before he finished rolling it up. “But those I’ve spoken to in the Divided States confirmed that the geography on this side heavily expanded. There are entire new mountain ranges. Cliffs that cover the shoreline for miles.” He stood to tuck the long tube into a cubby against the wall with others like it. “I’ve drawn a basic sketch of the changes I know so far,” he said, tapping a smaller tube of paper next to the map he’d put away. “But we’ll wait until we’re done eating to look at that.” He gave Olive an exaggerated nod as he sat back down, and she smiled back at him as eggs fell off her fork, landing half on her plate and half on the table. Evalene bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.  
 
    They sat in a moment of comfortable silence. Evalene stared at her food, lost in thought. She swallowed hard at the sudden emotions. “With your help, we might actually have a chance at finding my mother.” 
 
    But Jeremiah pursed his lips. “Every time I’ve traveled to the Divided States, I’ve only gone to one territory,” he said, “The same one the refugees sent your mother to, Old York. It stretches almost the entire length of the east coast.” He looked at Olive, “They’re like Hofyn, with advanced technology and BioGrading. And they’re very open to trade.” He paused, leaning forward on the table. “But they also have a massive wall built along their interior border. From what I understand, it’s for protection from the other territories.”  
 
    Evalene blinked in surprise at that. “But,” she hesitated, “does it even matter what’s on the other side? If we fly into Old York and my mother is there, we’ll never need to go outside the wall.” 
 
    Jeremiah frowned slightly, rubbing the back of his neck the way he did when he was unsure. “It’s hard to say until we get there. But we have to consider the possibility she might’ve gone to another territory. And even if she’s still in Old York, I expect it’ll take at least a week or two to find her. In fact, depending on where Pearl is, I’d guess this trip could take as many as two or three months.”  
 
    A heavy feeling of disappointment came over Evalene. It was too long. She peeked at Sol and Olive. While Sol sat as still as a statue, Olive’s forehead wrinkled as her brows rose. “Oh wow...”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Evalene told them. “I understand. You have lives here.”  
 
    But Olive shook her head. “You’re my family,” she declared, “I’m coming with you! Besides, I’ve always wanted to travel. I only have six more months before mom, dad, and Grandma Mae want me to come home, remember? There’s no way I’m going to miss this!” 
 
    Evalene smiled, feeling a huge weight lift off her shoulders at Olive’s enthusiasm. She was still adjusting to friends who truly cared and wouldn’t stab her in the back. “Good,” she admitted, “because I don’t think I could do this without you.” 
 
    Both Olive and Evalene glanced over at Sol, who sat between them. He lifted his eyes from his plate where he was about to scoop up another bite. Gesturing with the scoop of food to his other hand, which rested on the table, still in the brace, he shrugged. “If I go back to Delmare right now, someone will just try to break my other arm. Or worse.” He shrugged again, uncomfortable with the attention. “Nothing’s changed for me. I still want to go.”  
 
    Evalene realized that just left Jeremiah. Her heart squeezed anxiously. She felt suddenly convinced this was his way of backing out of the job. “I’m sorry,” she found herself saying, “It was rude of me to ask you to give up that much time. I’m sure you have other things you’d rather be doing…” 
 
    But Jeremiah just finished chewing and echoed the others. “Don’t worry, I knew this would be the likely scenario when I agreed to help.” He smiled as he picked up his glass for a drink. “I’m still in.” 
 
    Evalene breathed a sigh of relief, swallowing the hard lump in her throat. “When can we leave?” She leaned forward, ignoring the rest of her breakfast. “I would like to go as soon as possible.” What if they could leave today? 
 
    Jeremiah finished his juice and set the cup down. “I understand,” he said, “but I need to know what we’re dealing with before we start. I think we need at least three or four days to prepare. Maybe five. Beryl is happy to host all of you here while we form a plan and gather supplies.” 
 
    Sighing in disappointment, Evalene nodded. They spent the rest of breakfast discussing finances, what to bring, and what they could buy when they landed. Evie and Sol begged not to fly, but Jeremiah was adamant. A boat would take too long. Evalene’s stomach twisted in knots at the idea of taking a plane. A flying death trap. She shook her head at the thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    By late afternoon, Olive needed a break and Sol followed her out, which left Evalene and Jeremiah alone.  
 
    “Would you teach me to fight?” she blurted after a few moments of silence. 
 
    He looked up, eyebrows raised.  
 
    She hurried to explain herself. “Remember on Hofyn, how you had all those different training rings? And the soldiers learned different ways to fight?” At his nod, she faltered. “It’s just—I was just thinking… it would be really good to know. Since this trip might be dangerous… I’d really like to learn how to defend myself.” She thought of how she and Olive had been captured six months ago. All the things she might’ve done to escape if she’d known how. 
 
    Jeremiah nodded thoughtfully. “Actually, yes. We should try to fit that in; it’d be good for everyone to know how to protect themselves.” Evalene’s spirits lifted hopefully. “Sol and Olive can train with us too.” She deflated. Olive and Sol chose that exact moment to return, drawing Jeremiah’s attention away from Evalene’s face, which she was sure revealed her disappointment. It was foolish to think that if he spent time with her one on one, training her, that it would change anything. If he no longer had feelings for her, she needed to accept it and move on. 
 
    “What do you two think of spending some time learning to spar?” Jeremiah was asking them even as Evalene summoned up her best poker face. “Evie was saying it might be wise to know how to fight. I bet Sol could teach us all a few things from his Regulator training too.” 
 
    “Yes,” Evalene agreed, after a half beat of silence. She cleared her throat. “I just thought it’d be good if we all knew how to protect ourselves.”  
 
    She held back a sigh as Sol and Olive agreed easily. It was better than nothing. She forced a smile to her face. “When should we start?” 
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    Jeremiah  
 
    “SAY THEY GRAB YOU by the throat,” Sol said, reaching toward Olive’s neck with his good hand. They stood on a large training mat in an open room with dozens of windows. Jeremiah stood just a few feet from Evie, both of them with arms crossed, watching Sol’s first sparring exercise.  
 
    As Sol’s fingers brushed Olive’s neck, she ducked back with a nervous giggle. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry—it tickles!” Olive danced back within reach, shaking her hands out. She’d been acting strange around Sol all day. “Okay, I’m ready now.” But as soon as Sol’s fingers wrapped around Olive’s throat, she jerked back again. “Sorry! Ah!” 
 
    “That’s not exactly the technique,” Sol said, raising a brow, and Jeremiah snorted a laugh at his tone. He didn’t know the man well, but their training was bringing out a new, sarcastic side that Jeremiah liked. 
 
    “It’s effective,” Jeremiah offered, wiping a hand across his face to cover his grin. He glanced over at Evie to find her smiling too. Their eyes met briefly before she turned back to watch. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Sol nodded, but waved Olive to come back toward him. “Let’s just pretend it didn’t work, though, hmm?” He held out his hands and stopped right before they touched Olive, as she started leaning away once more. “How about I let you put them in place?”  
 
    With another nervous laugh, Olive nodded, taking Sol’s hands in hers and slowly moving them around her neck with effort, obviously uncomfortable. She kept her hands over his wrists, and cleared her throat. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Good.” Sol didn’t move an inch, letting her adjust to his hands around her neck, while she continued to grip them tightly. “Now, you’re going to swing one arm over mine, got it?”  
 
    She nodded, but didn’t move. 
 
    “Okay, go ahead,” he prompted.  
 
    Slowly Olive let go of one hand, bringing her arm up and over his arms between them.  
 
    “Good,” Sol repeated. “Now clasp your hands together,” this forced Olive to loosen her remaining hand, which she did slowly, “and you’re going to keep them together, using the extra force from your other hand to jab me in the face with your elbow, got—” 
 
    Olive obeyed a little too quickly, and Sol ducked, letting go of her neck to protect his face, but he didn’t get out of the way in time and her elbow caught him in the side of the head.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” Olive cried out, immediately dropping her stance at the impact. 
 
    “No, that was good,” Sol said, rubbing his cheek where her elbow had connected. “That is, technically, how it works.” He met Jeremiah’s eyes as he deadpanned, “I just wasn’t expecting it.” 
 
    Jeremiah chuckled, as Olive turned bright red. He spoke up, encouraging Olive, “That’s exactly what you should do if you’re in trouble. But,” he teased, “with Sol, you could probably give him a little warning.”  
 
    Olive nodded, avoiding Sol’s gaze. 
 
    “Why don’t you two try?” Sol said, and Jeremiah could tell he was trying to take the attention off Olive. Swallowing, Jeremiah’s mouth felt dry as he turned to face Evie on the mat.  
 
    “Should you attack or should I?” he asked her, dropping his arms to his sides. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” she answered, stepping forward, and he wasn’t sure which she meant until she wrapped her hands around his neck. This was by far the most intimate touch they’d ever had. She was close, her arms pressing against his chest, blue eyes gazing up into his own, expectant.  
 
    “One arm goes over and the other under,” Sol coached, from a few feet away. The room came back into focus.  
 
    “Right.” Now it was Jeremiah’s turn to clear his throat. He swung his arm over Evie’s in one fluid motion, twisting to bring his elbow up toward her face, stopping just before it connected with her cheek.  
 
    She flinched, reacting a split second after he had already stopped, pulling her hands back instinctively. He felt them leave his throat and found himself missing their warmth.  
 
    “Very nice,” Sol’s voice sounded impressed, but Jeremiah didn’t take his eyes off Evie.  
 
    “You okay,” he asked, one hand reaching out halfway between them. Evie’s flinch had felt too real, as if she’d been hit before. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” she brushed off his concern, not quite meeting his eye, and Jeremiah dropped his hand back to his side.  
 
    “Now switch roles,” Sol instructed. “Jeremiah will be the attacker, and Evie can learn how to fight back.” 
 
    This time Jeremiah tried to pay attention to the task as he touched Evie’s neck, feeling her soft skin under his fingers, but ignoring it. He watched her eyes as she squinted in focus. As she repeated the moves, Jeremiah dutifully let go when her elbow came toward his face, the correct response.   
 
    “Very good,” Sol’s teaching voice intoned. “Now we practice the move until it becomes instinct.” 
 
    Olive giggled. “You both look so serious. Are we really going to need this stuff?”  
 
    Tearing his eyes from Evie’s face, Jeremiah turned to Olive. “It’s hard to say.” He wasn’t used to feeling uncertain, but he had to admit the truth. “I’ve only been to the one part of the Divided States. If Pearl is anywhere else, your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Olive smiled. “Well, my guess is we won’t need it.” 
 
    “You just want to get out of practicing,” Sol teased. And it had the exact effect he wanted.  
 
    Olive swung around to face him, hands up. “I can take you,” she declared, “Let’s go.” 
 
    They laughed at her fierce expression. “Let’s learn a few more moves first,” Jeremiah said, “And then we can try sparring.” 
 
    But all the moves Sol and Jeremiah taught them involved touching their sparring partners, and Jeremiah began to feel frustrated. He was so easily distracted by Evie. He had to keep reminding himself she was here to find her mother.  
 
    After only thirty minutes, he made his decision. “Time for you to practice with Olive,” he told Evie, backing toward the door, “I’ve got to get to work on preparations. Sol can take it from here.” And he ducked out before they could protest.  
 
    He told himself the sooner he took care of supplies and travel, the sooner they could leave. Pouring all his energy into it, he spent the next few days away from the house whenever possible, driving all the way to Delmare the following day to talk with Luc and the Council. With some finagling, they managed to get a flight for the group in just a few days. 
 
    Though he could have easily purchased supplies and gathered info on the Divided States anywhere, Jeremiah sent word back to the manor that he needed to stay in Delmare a few more days, but would be back before the flight. 
 
    As he gathered information, he took the opportunity to have the dreaded conversation with the Council as well, apologizing for his absence to those who’d held seats prior to the revolution, and getting to know new members. “You have a permanent place on the Council,” they told him many times, “whenever you’d like to come back.”  
 
    Jeremiah thanked them but brushed it off. “I’m looking into other things at the moment,” he told them. “Maybe someday.” 
 
     “Why did you leave?” Luc asked on the third day. No beating around the bush. Jeremiah had been avoiding him, but now they sat in the Council room after everyone else left. The Council had allowed him to sit in on their meetings the last few days as a figurehead, giving his advice on how to handle former high-Numbers, how to deal with the small groups that were fighting back, how to create new trade relationships with other countries, and so on. He’d missed this. But Jeremiah knew he stayed longer than he’d needed to because he was hiding from Evie like a coward instead of facing her. 
 
     “You know I had to go,” he finally answered, having a hard time meeting his best friend’s eye. “You were talking about making me the next Number One. Can you imagine where we’d be today if I’d gone through with that?” 
 
    Luc scowled, flinging his hands up in frustration, “Well, you didn’t have to do it then. You’re my best friend,” Luc’s voice cracked slightly with emotion, and he coughed to disguise it, snapping, “You could’ve at least told me where you were going.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry.” They’d had this conversation before. Jeremiah rubbed his forehead in exhaustion. “I know you say you didn’t mean it now, but you should’ve seen your face. I didn’t want to let there even be the smallest chance.” As much as Luc denied it, Jeremiah was still convinced his friend would’ve pushed him into the Number One’s role.  
 
    But Luc disagreed vehemently, “Never. I never would’ve forced it, man. You gotta know that.” He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms, “You’re always running from your problems.”  
 
    He said it casually, standing to leave, but Jeremiah found himself pausing to consider this. He hesitated. Not usually in the habit of questioning his decisions, he found himself wondering if Luc was right… if he’d made a mistake.  
 
    Running had seemed necessary at the time. Easier. But Luc was right, it wasn’t the first time. In the orphanage, after his parents died, he’d run away multiple times. He’d known he could take care of himself better than Mr. Meyers ever could. Less rules too. And then with Beryl… if she hadn’t stopped him, convinced him to give her a chance… well, who knows where he might have ended up. And now here he was in the Council chambers with Luc instead of with Evie, instead of telling her how he felt. Running, yet again. 
 
    “You know what, you’re right,” he told Luc, shoving his chair back from the table to stand too. He held out his hand to shake goodbye, and Luc took it, surprised.  “I need to go back and talk to someone.” 
 
    “A girl someone?” Luc smirked. Jeremiah hadn’t told him about Evie. It took him a second to realize who had sent Evie his way in the first place. 
 
    He just shook his head, letting out a short laugh. “That obvious?” Luc walked him out to his car, and Jeremiah left in a hurry, anxious to get back. Why had he put this off for so long?  
 
    He pulled into the driveway late that night, after dinner was long over, jumping out of the car to race inside. Now that he was here, he regretted leaving. He should have just bought tickets here and called Luc and the Council with his questions, instead of wasting time. Now their flight left in the morning before the sun came up.  
 
    Inside the house, everything was quiet. Dark. After checking the main rooms, Jeremiah sighed. Everyone was already in their rooms. No doubt they’d decided to go to bed early to get a good night’s sleep.  
 
    No more running, he promised himself. He would find a way to talk to Evie alone as soon as possible. It was a long flight; one way or another, he would make time. In fact, starting tomorrow, he wouldn’t be able to run, even if he wanted to. They would be together every single day until they either found her mother or returned home empty-handed. He swallowed hard. Instead of calming him down, this made him more apprehensive. So many unknowns. He found himself praying for the right words, lying awake rehearsing what he might say, still at a loss as he drifted off to sleep hours later.  
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    Evalene 
 
    EVALENE STEPPED INSIDE THE plane, which was barely larger than a few cars put together. It did not feel safe.  
 
    There was no way this hunk of metal could stay up in the sky. Could it? Had anyone confirmed that the Number One’s Grid was truly turned off? Her entire life she’d been taught that anything flying above a hundred meters would be shot down. A safety measure to protect their country from enemy aircraft—in addition to preventing people from escaping. But what if their plane was blasted out of the sky when they took off because someone accidentally flipped a switch and turned the Grid back on?  
 
    The irrational fears walked down the narrow aisle with her, as Evalene dragged herself into the death trap behind the others. She glanced back at Eden’s blue skies and the friendly distance between the plane and the ground before someone closed the door and blocked her view. 
 
    Olive traipsed down the aisle ahead of everyone, completely at ease, having flown before in Hofyn. She picked a window seat for the view. Sol, on the other hand, chose a seat as dead center in the belly of the beast as he possibly could, far away from windows, strapped in tight. Years of Regulator training kept Sol looking as stoic and brave as ever, but his olive skin had grown pale.  
 
    There were a few other passengers spread throughout the compartment, strangers to their little group, traveling to the Divided States as well. Everyone kept to themselves. Were they nervous too? Was this their first flight as well, or had they all flown before? One thing Evalene knew for sure: many of the cabin seats were still empty. Travel outside of the country might be legal now, but that didn’t make flying any less terrifying. 
 
      Jeremiah was up in the cockpit talking to the pilot. If Evalene wasn’t so shy around him, she might have asked him to sit with her. They’d woken before dawn to find him home and packing their bags in the trunk. After Olive asked him about his trip, everyone stayed quiet the rest of the drive to the small airport, still half asleep, only breaking the silence with the occasional yawn. Evalene caught his gaze in the rearview mirror more than once, but when they arrived at the airport, the flurry of boarding distracted them both.  
 
    She wished they’d had more time to talk; his presence would be comforting as they hurtled across the vast ocean risking their lives. But it looked like he intended to stay up front and co-pilot.  
 
    Evalene forced herself down the aisle. She chose a seat at the very back, five or six rows past Sol and Olive. She couldn’t handle Sol’s anxiety on top of her own, and Olive’s chatter would be equally stressful. Better to just endure this experience on her own. 
 
    She pulled off her backpack filled with clothes, supplies, and money. Stuffing it under her seat, she sat and fiddled with the strange buckle on the seatbelt. She finally managed to strap herself in and closed her eyes. Deep breaths.  
 
    Minutes passed. She kept her eyes closed. Pain started to radiate out from her neck and shoulder from clenching her jaw. Evalene tried to relax her muscles, but they weren’t cooperating.  
 
    “Hey Hiccups,” a familiar voice murmured. She blinked to find Jeremiah lowering himself into the seat next to her. He picked up his seatbelt and clicked it in place with comfortable ease.  
 
    Evalene smiled at the nickname, then frowned. He’d called her Hiccups on the island because of her fears. She’d wanted to be past that when she next ran into him.  
 
    Awkward silence settled over them, almost as audible as the humming of the airplane’s engines. She said the first thing that came to mind. “Are you planning to fly the plane?” Dumb question. She wanted to smack herself. He was sitting in the back with her—now he would think she wanted him to leave.  
 
    But he just smiled and shook his head, “Not this time. I might not pursue that.” 
 
    He didn’t want to be a pilot after all? But his skills would be invaluable now. Especially considering Eden’s complete lack of good pilots and the way aviation was suddenly a growing industry, now that the Grid was dismantled. “You don’t like it?”  
 
    “It’s not that… flying is an adventure,” he told her, settling deeper into his seat and propping his elbows on the armrests. He was so close; they were almost touching. Evalene’s chest was tight and she realized she was holding her breath. “But I want to help Eden recover from the Number System,” Jeremiah was saying, “Maybe flying will do that, or maybe I’ll find something better.”  
 
    “Like politics?” Evalene suggested. She was hinting around the subject, when what she desperately wanted to do was to ask why he’d disappeared, right after leading the revolution into victory. Rumors had spread like wildfire when the rebels found out he was gone. Many felt he’d abandoned them. But Evalene felt certain there had to be another explanation—he wouldn’t leave without a reason. Others thought he’d died and his death had been covered up. She’d worried it was true, but now here he was sitting next to her, very much alive.  
 
    “Possibly politics,” he answered thoughtfully. “I think enough time has passed that I could get involved again without making things worse.” 
 
    Enough time? Evalene gathered her courage. She had to ask. “Is that why you left? Because you worried you would make something worse?” 
 
    Jeremiah glanced ahead where Olive and Sol sat, before meeting her gaze. He lowered his voice, “Luc didn’t tell you?” 
 
    Evalene shook her head, frowning. “Tell me what? That you were in hiding? I know that much. I just don’t know why.” 
 
    “I had to,” Jeremiah said, still speaking softly so the others wouldn’t hear as he stared out at the aisle. “Luc was talking about making me the next Number One.” He shifted in his seat to face her, his gaze intense. “I just—if I’d stayed and accepted the position, even temporarily, we never would have made the progress that you and the rest of the Council made.” He stumbled through his words in a way Evalene had never heard him do before. “I had to leave.”  
 
    She blinked and spoke without thinking, “But you could’ve said no.” 
 
    Jeremiah sighed and leaned back into his seat again, muttering more to himself than to her, “That’s what he said. I just don’t know anymore…” He turned his head to look at her, still struggling to explain himself. “Maybe part of me would’ve wanted to say yes... I couldn’t risk it. I was trying to do the right thing.” 
 
    Nodding slowly, Evalene leaned back as well. “I definitely understand trying to do the right thing.” Even if she wished he wouldn’t have left, she could say that. He smiled in relief.  
 
    Slouching into the chair, he tilted his head back, relaxing while they waited. She tried to imitate his calm posture, but the whine of the plane’s engine made her shoulders creep back up in anxiety. The tension building up in her muscles threatened to turn into a massive migraine. “Didn’t we pack pills for motion sickness?” Evalene brought up the flight medication they’d bought in a light tone of voice. But her death grip on the armrests gave her away. 
 
    “Yes, sorry. I’ll grab them.” Jeremiah unbuckled long enough to stand and open a storage bin above them. He pulled out a small container that rattled as he sat back down and unscrewed the lid, dropping out two small purple pills. “Remember these will make you sleepy.” He read the label closer. “And possibly a little tipsy.” 
 
    Accepting them, Evalene pulled out her water bottle to take the pills and gulped them down. 
 
    Only a few minutes later, her head began to feel fuzzy. Were the pills kicking in already? Clearing her throat, Evalene cinched the seatbelt tighter, until it dug into her hips. It still didn’t feel like enough. What was this thin fabric going to do if the plane fell out of the sky? All her life that’s what planes did. They were shot down by the Number One’s Grid. And now, suddenly she was supposed to just trust this one?  
 
    Just as she felt herself starting to hyperventilate, an odd feeling of calm slowly settled over her like a warm blanket. A few more minutes passed and out of nowhere, she giggled. Flying was the best joke. All those little people up in the sky, hurtling through the air at top speed, constantly moments away from crashing to their deaths, popping back down to earth like it was nothing. Her grip on the armrests loosened and she giggled again, loud enough that everyone nearby heard her, including Jeremiah. Sol turned around to see what the fuss was about. Even from ten feet away, he was visibly shaken. The delay in takeoff only prolonging his agony. 
 
    When Jeremiah saw Sol’s face, he immediately unbuckled and strode down the aisle with the flight medication to offer some to Sol. Evalene watched Sol shake his head no at first, then pause. He ended up taking the pills from Jeremiah, dropping them into his mouth, and swallowing hard.  
 
    Evalene was still chuckling over their situation when Jeremiah made his way back down the aisle to her. He smiled as he buckled back in. “I think I’m going to enjoy seeing this lighter side to you.” He winked at her, and Evalene blushed.  
 
    “I can be fun!” His teasing made her forget to filter her words. “You’re the one who’s always serious. ‘I’m the captain,’” she mimicked him in a deep voice. “‘I’m going to disappear for everyone’s good. And I won’t even come back to say goodbye or see how things are going or even—’” Olive glanced back over her shoulder at Evalene’s raised voice, and Evalene cut off the next words. She’d been about to say ‘tell a girl you changed your mind.’ It would have been the perfect opportunity to ask him about his feelings. His letter still rested in her pocket, like always. Waiting to be taken out and shown to him. She touched it, but couldn’t quite bring herself to pull it out. If he had changed his mind, she wasn’t sure she was ready to know. 
 
    The plane’s steady hum grew louder as the machine shuddered and finally began to move toward the runway. Jeremiah didn’t seem to notice as he shook his head. “You’re right,” he said slowly. “I could have come back…” Evalene was so distracted by the way the plane shook that she barely heard him when he said, “I did come to Delmare once.” 
 
    Staring out the tiny window a few feet away, Evalene saw the ground beginning to move underneath them. Though it didn’t feel like they’d picked up much speed yet, she knew takeoff was any minute now. Wait. He’d come to Delmare? Her head swiveled away from the windows to face him sharply. “You did? When?” 
 
    “About four months ago,” he said. “It took me a while to recover from my injuries. Beryl says I was unconscious almost the entire first two weeks. After that I stayed away because I knew if I came back too soon, being pulled into the Number One role was still a possibility…” He trailed off. Evalene stared at his dark skin, tanned even darker from the summer months, and those long lashes, which hid his eyes as he glanced down.  
 
    “But… you were in Delmare?” she repeated. His injuries made sense. His recovery made sense. But how could he have come all the way to the city, knowing she was there, and yet not even try to see her? The unspoken question hung in the air. 
 
    “It was late when I arrived,” he answered slowly, rubbing the back of his neck. He cleared his throat and crossed his arms, gazing ahead as he told the story. “I didn’t know where anyone lived. But I knew from watching the announcements, that the Number One’s home now belonged to the Council. So, I started there.” 
 
    The plane was picking up speed. All at once the nose lifted into the air and with a barely perceptible shift in her seat, Evalene felt it take off. Through the window the ground dropped away from them at an alarming rate. A tiny hint of panic managed to creep up despite the magic of the pills that left her feeling bubbly and calm. It was a strange sensation to be both afraid and entertained by the feeling. Her ears ached and the pressure made it hard to hear Jeremiah’s next words. 
 
    “There was a gala or some kind of formal event at the mansion,” Jeremiah was saying, completely unaffected by the speed with which they were shooting up into the clouds. Evalene pulled her gaze away from the window, struggling to focus on his words. “I didn’t have an invitation, but that didn’t stop me from finding my way in.”  
 
    She pictured him slipping past the mansion’s security and was impressed. The pressure in her ears made her eyes water and blurred his face in her vision. She swallowed and the pain eased a little. 
 
    “You were in the ballroom,” he continued, and instantly he had her full attention. “You were wearing this long purple dress, making sure everyone knew you were the girl in purple.” Actually, that had been Luc’s strategy. Back then, still new to her different lifestyle and position, Evalene had just gone along with it. So, Jeremiah had been close enough to see her, yet never said a word? She tried to remember which event she’d worn the purple dress. There had been a few. But four months ago? She could only think of one… 
 
    “When I saw you dancing with him, I didn’t want to intrude.” Jeremiah was still explaining. Her mind raced. Dancing? With him? “I could tell he made you happy.” 
 
    Her head spun. It was hard to find the words to answer him. The mixture of the pill and her fear had made her tongue dry and words evaded her. She couldn’t even picture which man Jeremiah meant. That night, both Dewar and Bevel had shadowed her everywhere. Former high Numbers had pursued her constantly. They thought a few compliments and gifts would sway her decisions in their favor. But if she’d appeared happy that night, it had nothing to do with those men and everything to do with her newfound freedom.  
 
    To her frustration, none of these words were forming correctly on her tongue. Instead all she managed to get out was, “You were at the Eden Council Ball?”  
 
    He nodded. The pressure building in Evalene’s ears grew excruciating, until finally they popped. The fuzzy feeling from the pills made her sleepy, but she needed to tell Jeremiah that those men didn’t mean anything to her. She turned to face him, opening her mouth to speak. 
 
    The plane bounced in mid-air and Evalene squealed. Her hands returned to their death grip on the armrests. “It’s okay,” Jeremiah told her. “It’s just a little turbulence.” A little? It felt more like something was hitting the plane. Something like gunshots. From the Grid. Even the pills couldn’t stop her panic attack now.  
 
    The turbulence continued, each bump making Evalene cringe. Jeremiah quickly reached down to his bag and pulled out the pills again as he urged her, “Take deep breaths.” 
 
    She did, closing her eyes. When Jeremiah pressed two more of the purple pills into her palm, Evalene took them gratefully. She kept her eyes shut, jerking automatically every time the plane lurched. As her terror eased, her eyelids grew heavier. She told them to open. She still needed to tell Jeremiah the truth. But they weren’t responding. Keeping them closed felt so good... 
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    Evalene 
 
    THE SPEAKERS BLARED TO life and a voice spoke to the half-empty cabin telling them to fasten their seatbelts because they were landing shortly. Evalene turned to find Olive obediently clicking into the seat next to her instead of Jeremiah, who was nowhere to be seen. They were landing? Had she slept through the whole flight? 
 
    “How’re you feeling?” Olive asked, when she saw Evalene sit up and look around. 
 
    “Jeremiah was at the Council Ball,” Evalene blurted out in response. Her mind was still foggy. “I have to tell him the men he saw me with don’t matter. I haven’t even spoken to them in months!” Something tilted in the plane and she flinched. Were they descending? She wanted to sit near a window, to see the Divided States as they flew over it, but she was afraid to unbuckle for even a second.  
 
    Olive lit up with excitement, “I knew it! I knew he still has feelings for you.” Ears popping, shoulders tensed, Evalene squeezed the armrests and kept her eyes shut tight. The plane gave one final lurch before hitting the runway with a solid thud. The touchdown knocked the air out of Evalene’s lungs as she felt the plane slam into the ground, bounce, and then hit again, before settling fully onto the runway. Evalene drew in deep gulps of air, and said a prayer of thanks for being back on the ground. Olive didn’t appear affected by the wild landing at all. 
 
    “Had feelings.” Evalene corrected, once she could breathe again. “He came to Delmare four months ago.” As the motion-sickness medication wore off, it took her courage with her. “I think he’s moved on. Maybe I should just let it go.” 
 
    “No!” Olive nearly yelled, making nearby passengers turn around, startled. “Sorry, sorry,” she waved at them, before whipping back to face Evalene, speaking in a harsh whisper. “You can’t do that. You just can’t. What if you two idiots never say anything because you just assume the other doesn’t feel the same? Honestly, Evie. I’m about to go tell him for you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay!” Evalene made Olive promise not to say anything. “I’ll tell him. At least the part that whoever he saw me with was no one special.”   
 
    “And…” Olive prompted.  
 
    “And nothing,” Evalene wouldn’t budge. “We’ll see how it goes from there.” 
 
    “You have to at least mention the note,” Olive said, crossing her arms. “Even if just to say thank you.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll mention it.” Evalene agreed.  
 
    “Good.” Olive grinned. “What’s the worst that could happen?” They sat in silence as the plane drove up to its gate. Evalene wished Olive hadn’t asked that last question. Now she couldn’t get it out of her head.  
 
    As Olive shifted in her seat, waiting with everyone else for the seatbelt light to turn off, Evalene grabbed her friend’s arm. “Olive, what is the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Olive said, shrugging as Evalene sank into her seat. “I guess a lot of things could happen. But it’s Jeremiah. You’ll be fine!” 
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    Evalene 
 
    AFTER TWENTY MINUTES AT the gate waiting to deplane, Evalene’s nerves felt scraped raw. Olive tried to engage her in conversation, but she couldn’t pay attention. She’d determined to tell Jeremiah how she felt and then changed her mind at least a dozen times. Maybe she could just tell him that she wished he would’ve said hello… maybe admit she’d wanted to see him…  
 
    To get her mind off him, she pondered what they’d find in the Divided States. What if her mother was just a few steps away from the plane? Or all the way across the country? 
 
    But every time she tried to imagine a happy reunion, she got stuck on bigger questions. Was Pearl even alive? And if she was, where had she been all these years? Her mind refused to wrap around these possibilities, despite being able to create a million different scenarios for how her conversation with Jeremiah might go.  
 
    When the seatbelt light turned off, Evalene blew out a breath of air in relief, struggling to unbuckle. Olive glanced over. “Like this.” she lifted the small metal tab up. 
 
    The belt came loose and Evalene leapt up, racing down the aisle past where Sol sat. Her wobbly legs plus the narrow aisles made her bump into seats as if drunk. 
 
    “Wait for me!” Olive called as the other passengers stood too, filling the aisles between them and forcing Evalene to slow down. When the line stopped moving altogether, she leaned against a seat, taking deep breaths, trying to shake off her nerves. The walls of the plane felt like they were closing in on her. To distract herself, she studied the nearby passengers.  
 
    Sol sat just one row behind her, struggling with his seatbelt too. Evalene leaned over to show him and he popped out of his seat the moment he was free, as eager to leave this contraption as her. 
 
    When everyone finally began filing out of the plane, Evalene pushed forward, squeezing past anyone who wasted precious time opening the compartments above for their bags. Her priorities were simple right now. Get off this plane, and talk to Jeremiah alone. In that order.  
 
    At the exit, she found a tube attached to the plane, instead of a staircase up to it like they’d had in Eden. It curved out of sight, but in the cracks, she glimpsed a vivid red sand and the wind howled outside, making the flimsy walls of the tube flap and shake. Noise drifted down the long tunnel, murmurs growing louder as she reached the end and stepped out into an enormous, high-ceilinged room.  
 
    They were indoors, yet the airport was so large and the dome overhead stretched so high above them, that it felt as if they were outside. Evalene tilted her head back in awe. The ceiling was entirely made up of a thin glass with white metal swirling across it, creating designs unlike anything she’d ever seen. The glass allowed light to pour in from all sides, and everywhere Evalene looked throughout the enormous room, she found foliage of all shapes and sizes, including trees three stories tall, all of which contributed to that feeling that they’d stepped outside. 
 
    Crowds of people flowed in all directions, like an ocean, except every person was their own current, weaving their own unknown path. 
 
    Sol pulled her to the side so the other passengers streaming out from the tube behind wouldn’t trample her as they dispersed into the crowd in all different directions. Olive popped out of the tube last, having waited for Jeremiah, chattering with him happily. 
 
    “I’ve always loved traveling!” Olive told them as they came to a stop by Evalene and Sol. “Isn’t this exciting?”  
 
    Whenever Evalene escaped into her favorite books, she adored travel, but in real-life it was another experience altogether. Right now, it just felt overwhelming.  
 
    “You forgot your bag,” Olive told her, holding out her backpack. Evalene blushed. She swung it over her shoulders, squeezing Olive’s hand gratefully. “Thank you.” She tightened the straps—she couldn’t risk losing it here. 
 
    “Where do we go next?” she asked Jeremiah. Meeting his eyes, their conversation on the plane flooded back to her. Sol and Olive stood on both sides, looking back and forth between them, oblivious.  
 
    “Let’s head to one of the main sections,” Jeremiah answered. His casual tone and return to indifference felt like he was sealing off their last conversation for good. He walked directly into the sea of people, waving for them to follow, zigzagging around oncoming traffic. Olive and Sol took off after him, leaving Evalene to bring up the tail end of the group. She bumped into shoulders and bags no matter how hard she tried to mimic them. It felt like people were almost trying to run into her.  
 
    More than once, she felt the lightest touch of hands brushing against her, aiming for her backpack or pockets, invisible whenever she swung around to look. Jeremiah had warned them of this. Crowded places tended to have thieves, no matter how nice the place might be. All their bags were sealed shut with personal locks to prevent theft. Despite knowing that, it still gave her a jittery feeling. The sooner they were out of the crowds, the better. 
 
    But after walking at least ten minutes through the enormous airport, the crowds had hardly thinned at all. They moved from one big room to the next, with those high ceilings stretching seamlessly into neighboring rooms and halls, until Evalene wondered just how big this airport was.  
 
    “Welcome to Old York,” a flashing blue sign said. It hung above yet another large hallway made of glass and brightly lit. Passing under the sign, they entered the largest room yet. Evalene paused. This room stretched miles into the distance. The ceiling was as tall as a four-story house back home. Plants and tall trees abounded, just like the airport, but unlike the airport, there were dozens of buildings that looked like homes with streets between them. What was this place? Were the airport and the entire city all connected? 
 
    Though the sun shone brightly through the beautiful swirled glass, the temperature remained cool indoors. Evalene stopped with the others at the top of some stairs.  
 
    Jeremiah studied a pillar that held a moving map of the area. As they watched, the map lit up and flashed a pattern of footsteps leading in a dozen different directions. A yellow set said, “Dining.” Red footprints led toward “Entertainment.” And she noticed a blue set of feet walked toward the word, “Overnights.” 
 
    While Jeremiah planned their route, Evalene turned to face the stairs. From this vantage point, she could see this section of the city stretch out before them. A sea of colorful roofs and bobbing heads, making their way down the streets between. Everyone on their own path, flowing around each other easily. There was a freedom here that she hadn’t even realized was still missing in Eden. 
 
    Some people stood on small boards with wheels, rolling toward their destination, not even needing to walk. Though she studied these closely, Evalene couldn’t figure out how they were guiding the boards, not to mention how they avoided running over toes as they sped along.  
 
    On the far side of the room, a hiss sounded, catching Evalene’s attention. For the first time since her arrival, she caught another glimpse of that rich red sand outside, as a door opened in the glass wall, lifting up. A small group of people stood in front of it, preparing to exit. They each touched a finger to their chests and a shining bubble sprung out to cover each of them. It was clear and flexible, billowing out around each individual person giving them a foot of space all around the inside of their separate domes.  
 
    Fascinated, Evalene couldn’t tear her eyes away. The group of people in their personal bubbles stepped outside. The strange shields seemed meant to protect each individual, like an umbrella, but at first glance, Evalene couldn’t see that there was much need for them. It wasn’t raining. The elements didn’t seem terribly harsh. The reddish sand hinted at desert. Maybe it was too hot and the bubbles somehow controlled the temperature?  
 
    The door lowered quickly behind the people, making them slightly less visible behind the swirled patterns in the glass wall. But as Evalene watched, a brisk wind picked up the unique red sand all at once, pounding it into each person’s shield at full force. With the bubble—Evalene couldn’t think of a better word for it—protecting them, they ignored the wind entirely, marching onward. So that’s what they were for. These strange connected domes began to make more sense, if this was the natural inclement weather.  
 
    Inside the safe glass walls with the perfect temperature and fresh, clean smell from all the trees and plants, Evalene smiled. If Pearl had been dropped off in this beautiful atmosphere, Evalene saw no reason why her mother would’ve ever wanted to leave. Maybe they were closer to finding her than she’d thought! 
 
    Some of the anxiety from the flight melted away, replaced by a sharp stabbing pain in her shoulder blades, which revealed just how tense she’d been. Her whole body felt stiff and achy. But excitement overpowered all other emotions. They were close! 
 
    She swung back around to rejoin the group. Over the babble of conversation, she couldn’t hear them until she stepped closer. “We can get some food and a place to stay,” Jeremiah was saying, “And start fresh tomorrow.” He saw her listening in and added, “It’s up to you, Evie.”  
 
    Evalene bit her lip, wanting to follow his instructions, since that’s why she’d hired him. But she felt a growing need to find her mother—they were so close! What if Pearl was in this very city? How could Evalene wait until tomorrow?  
 
    Summoning all the diplomatic skills she’d learned over the past few months, Evalene said, “What if we grab a quick snack, and then find your contact?” Just the mention of food made her stomach growl. “It won’t be too hard to find a place to stay later, will it?”  
 
    Jeremiah agreed, and they moved down the stairs into the sea of people, falling into the same single file order. Evalene grew more comfortable weaving in and out of the crowds as they went, bumping into people less and less often. But the ducking and merging, and the constant pressure of people on all sides began to feel oppressive. Reaching the far wall, neon signs stretched above each of the hallways that branched out in a dozen different directions, clearly labeling each new “section” of the city.   
 
    She felt blisters forming on her feet, but it didn’t look like they were going to stop walking anytime soon. As they moved farther away, the ceilings gradually lowered a bit, especially in the long halls between city sections. Jeremiah guided them to the right side of the halls where the signs said “foot traffic.” The left was filled with people on those boards on wheels. Now that Evalene had a close-up of the boarders, her brows rose, impressed.  
 
    Some wheeled boards had long necks with handle bars at the top for balance. But most didn’t. Their passengers stood casually on the short piece of metal with their feet apart—the same way they would standing still, yet the boards moved forward and back, side to side, responding to unknown cues.  
 
    Distracted, Evalene bumped into Sol when he stopped in front of her. They’d reached a new section, and Jeremiah ushered them to the side and out of the way of traffic. Names of different restaurants advertised a variety of foods. Like Hofyn, Old York liked signs that lit up and flashed—the more movement, the better. It made it hard for Evalene to get a grasp on what each sign said before the words changed. Some were written in Common, but others held languages she didn’t recognize. 
 
    There were dozens of hallways, leading in all different directions, and dozens of signs decorated the entrance to each one. Evalene felt overwhelmed at the choices. Jeremiah spoke over the crowd, “This section has the most options.” There were other dining sections? How did anyone decide what to eat? “It’s tempting to try everything, and we can explore if you’d like,” he spoke to everyone, but met Evalene’s eyes, “But I could suggest a place?”  
 
    “Take us wherever you think we should go,” Evalene agreed immediately. “I trust you.”  
 
    With a nod, Jeremiah led them toward a small, crowded restaurant with cheap chairs and a lot of standing-only tables. But the line was quick. Everything on the menu sounded foreign and strange to Evalene. When Jeremiah offered to choose for them, she and Sol were happy to let him, but Olive wanted to pick her own meal. 
 
    By the time they paid, the food was ready and placed in their hands. Evalene’s stomach growled again at the smell wafting out of the bags. Jeremiah’s choice for them was a chicken with a strange reddish colored sauce like the sand outside. It tasted amazing. “We’ll start with one of my contacts in the Overnight section,” Jeremiah told them, as Olive picked at her stringy greens mixed with spicy fruits. She glanced at their red chicken with regret. Sol shifted his plastic plate over, silently offering to share as Jeremiah continued, “I just want to let you know in advance, Vector is... different than most people in Old York.” 
 
    “How so?” Sol asked, studying the people in the packed restuarant more closely.  
 
    Jeremiah shrugged, finishing a bite. “Most people in Old York enjoy BioGrading, just like they do in Hofyn.” He gestured toward Olive, born and raised in Hofyn, and she nodded. “Have you heard of BioGrading?” he asked Sol. 
 
    Sol set down his fork with a frown, looking over at Olive and Evalene, who had told him bits and pieces. “The… Biological Upgrading?” 
 
    “That’s right. How much do you know about it?” 
 
    “That… they can clone and replace any organs or tissue in the body from… a lab… somehow? And this helps people live much longer lives than they would on their own?” His descriptions sounded more like questions, as if he still wasn’t quite convinced this was possible.  
 
    Olive jumped in, forgetting her food altogether. “Everything except the brain,” she corrected him. “They haven’t quite figured that one out yet. But if they do, people could truly live forever—I told you it was real!” 
 
     “So, everyone looks young here because of BioGrading,” Jeremiah continued. Sol swung around to re-assess those nearby, and Evalene found herself glancing around in curiosity as well. “But Vector doesn’t approve of it. He doesn’t even need it—he’s perfectly healthy—but when you’re the only person who looks like they’re above 30 for miles, you tend to stand out.” 
 
    Sol crossed his arms, still skeptical. “They’ll really just… give you a new heart or lungs?” 
 
    “Well… for a price,” Olive amended. Evalene chewed thoughtfully. How high of a price? She got the feeling that most BioGrades were a little—or a lot—expensive. Did everyone just throw all their savings into keeping themselves young? 
 
    “You can do anything!” Olive was telling Sol. “You can remove all your wrinkles—not that you have wrinkles, because you don’t, I just mean generally…” She’d been slightly flustered around Sol ever since Evalene mentioned his feelings for her. Evalene bit her lip to keep from laughing and glanced at Jeremiah to find him hiding a grin with another bite of food.  
 
    Sol waved Olive’s concern off, and she continued. “Others change their skin altogether, sometimes multiple times a year, depending on what’s trending. You can change your bone structure too—you can even exchange your current eye color for a new one!” Sol frowned at the idea. Olive misunderstood, freezing mid-sentence. “Not you specifically! I meant just people in general, if they want. You don’t need to change anything. Your eyes are perfect. I mean, fine. You know, they’re nice–” 
 
    Evalene bit her lip to keep from smiling. “You could also remove a body part with cancer and replace it with a new one,” she added a more practical application, rescuing Olive before she could dig herself any deeper. Olive blushed prettily, turning a more vivid red than Evalene had ever seen on her before.  
 
    Sol nodded understanding. Somehow, he managed not to laugh at Olive as he asked, “What if Pearl used BioGrading to change her appearance?” 
 
    “That’s a possibility,” Jeremiah acknowledged, meeting Evalene’s eye as she pursed her lips and nodded. “Hopefully we’ll still be able to find her trail, but if she did choose to BioGrade it could complicate things. The BioGrades here are quite sophisticated.” He gestured towards Evalene and Olive. “The girls have seen BioGrading in Hofyn before, but the science behind it actually began here in the Divided States, making it more advanced than any other country.”  
 
    Olive frowned and opened her mouth, but before she could argue, Jeremiah added, “It’s not common knowledge, but it’s true. Most people don’t want the world to know how BioGrading began.” 
 
    “Why?” Evalene asked. 
 
    Jeremiah finished his last bite and set down his fork with a sigh. “When the scientists here first began their experiments, they had very few morals. The truth of the experiments is hidden deep in their history. The government tried hard to bury them. But there are rumors they used to experiment on and even harvest material from slaves—whether those people wanted it or not.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” Olive breathed. But Evalene and Sol both tensed, looking at each other. Having grown up in Eden, they could imagine it very easily. People did a lot of horrible things in the name of the “greater good.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no.” Jeremiah said, picking up his tray, standing to leave. “The experiments are the reason some Old York citizens, like Vector, refuse to participate in BioGrading. They believe it’s morally wrong to support something with such a morbid history.” 
 
    “But, it’s not like they’re still doing it—are they?” Olive asked, as the rest of the group stood too. 
 
    Evalene agreed, picking up her tray but not leaving the table, “Why does it matter to him, if it’s in the past?” 
 
    Jeremiah licked his lips, searching for words. “It’s not practiced in Old York anymore…” he said, setting his tray back down as if it had grown too heavy from the weight of his words. “They aren’t certain what goes on outside their borders. But during my visits here, I’ve heard things.” He glanced between their faces, “I’m hoping we’ll never need to leave Old York, never need to worry about it… But I’ve heard rumors that the slave trade is still a huge source for BioGrading in other territories.”  
 
    Evalene set her tray back down as well. Jeremiah had repeatedly described the Divided States as dangerous. But the word had just taken on a whole new meaning.  
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    Evalene 
 
    EVALENE’S ANXIETY SPIKED. THE countries outside of Eden were supposed to be more civilized. This didn’t sound like an improvement at all. If it were possible, it almost sounded worse… “That’s awful,” she said as they emptied their trays and moved back out into the glass hallways. “Do they know which territories are still involved? Or could it be all of them?” She understood now why this Vector person stood so firmly against BioGrading.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Jeremiah admitted, leading them down yet another long hallway. “At least two territories may have a slave trade. We’ll steer clear of those if we travel outside Old York. But let’s see what Vector has to say first.”  
 
    They walked a good distance, passing through two more housing sections and another dining section. By the time they reached a neon sign declaring “Overnights,” the smell of foods wafting on the air had disappeared and the sky above was fading as the sun set. Inside the new section, they found a small room in the center with a dozen hallways leading away in all directions, advertising a different Overnight option down each one. Jeremiah led them past the first two entrances without stopping.  
 
    “Look,” Olive hissed to her as they passed, and the girls snuck a peek down the first hall. Inside they caught a glimpse of the overnight, painted a shiny pink with sparkling chairs in the foyer, and glamorous women standing at the front desk. Hurrying to catch up with the guys, they glanced inside the second overnight’s hall as well. Designed in a sleek gray that hinted at nothing, the hall curved out of sight.  
 
    At the third overnight entrance, Jeremiah turned to go in. “Let me do the talking,” he said to them as they entered. Evalene nodded absently, trying to catch a glimpse of the other overnights as they went in. Sol waited for the girls, glancing up and down the nearby corridors out of habit. Evalene felt thankful for his vigilance. Between him and Jeremiah, she felt safe and able to let her guard down. 
 
    Her first impression of the Overnight, however, was to turn around and walk back out. There were old couches along the hall with stains on the vivid, orange fabric. As they wandered further in, they found a simple front desk at the opposite end with orange highlights. The décor was manly and the theme was orange-everything. 
 
    At the front desk was an elderly gentleman. His skin sagged deeply, especially around his eyes, giving him a droopy basset-hound look. He had thick gray hair and a belly. Nothing unusual, except that all of those things had been noticeably absent since they’d first set foot in the Divided States. She studied the various orange accents around the room to avoid staring.  
 
    “Wait here.” Jeremiah pointed them toward the couches. “I’ll see if Vector can talk.”  
 
    Evalene tested out a couch. Though it was worn, it was soft and comfortable. Her eyes felt heavy. It was likely the middle of the night back home. Sinking deeper into the couch, she listened as Olive kept up a steady stream of chatter about the rooms and the city. “Sol, what do you think?”  
 
    Somehow Sol had managed to fade into the background, observing the staff and the room without anyone noticing him, the way he stood guard for the Council back home. Evalene didn’t miss the startled look that crossed the old man’s face when Sol stepped out to answer Olive. “It looks like it only has one exit,” he said, always thinking about the angles.  
 
    “Mr. Bloom,” Vector’s voice carried across the room as he greeted Jeremiah. His wrinkles deepened into a smile. “So good to see you again. How are you?” He spoke Common, like everyone else they’d met in Old York, but his accent was clipped and his words were rushed, jumbling together.  
 
    Jeremiah’s response was too quiet to make out, but he didn’t say much before the older man was hollering for someone to cover for him at the front desk. “Follow me,” he said, waving to the rest of the group with a smile. “This way, this way.” 
 
    He took them around the desk and into the back, opening a wooden door. “This is my office,” he said as he went in. “Come in, come in.” 
 
    The others followed him inside. Evalene stepped through the door last. She had to squeeze around the door before she could even manage to shut it. Olive was close enough to brush up against her left arm, and Sol was equally close on her right, still managing to somehow fade into the background, with a blank look and quiet demeanor that Evalene knew was intentional. He pressed into the corner, shoulder to shoulder with Jeremiah. Both of them crowded into the thin space between the desk and the wall. This ‘office’ was the size of a closet. And most of it was taken up by the old man’s enormous desk.  
 
    The four of them stood like this, squished together around the desk, while Vector sat, casually crossing his wrinkled hands over his belly. He lifted his bushy gray eyebrows at Jeremiah, which stretched those bags under his eyes even wider. “Well, now we have privacy. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “It’s a small favor,” Jeremiah began, setting his elbow on the narrow bookshelf in the corner. Evalene squinted at him, confused at his casual attitude. “There’s rumor that Eden refugees used to pass through your prior Overnight section, is that true?” 
 
    “It is.” Vector settled in to tell the story. “I had one of the best sections possible, right up next to the airport. Everyone stayed with me—I mean, everyone. Until those bio-freaks took it away from me to renovate and expand. Fool expansion cost me everything. Practically had to rebuild from scratch.”  
 
    Evalene couldn’t stand the small-talk. “We’re looking for my mother,” she spoke up. “She was a refugee here, about 10 years ago. Her name is Pearl Vandereth. Do you know her? Or know where she might be?”  
 
    “Evie,” Jeremiah stopped her train of questions. He had a strange note of urgency in his voice, which was enough to make her pause. She pursed her lips in frustration. 
 
    “That’s quite alright,” Vector said to Jeremiah, giving her a smile that somehow felt calculating. “I can definitely search my database for your mother’s name, not a problem at all.” He picked up a small object off the desk that looked like a strange earring. Placing it over his ear, he pressed a finger to it. The object flashed a vivid blue display in front of his face, wrapping around his head to the other ear, forming a curved screen only he could read. His hands hovered over his keyboard, but he pulled back with a heavy sigh. “I’m afraid that it’ll cost a bit, I’m sure you understand. It’s an expensive program, and charges every time it’s used. You know how it is.” He named a price that made Jeremiah scowl. 
 
    “I’m sure it can’t be that much,” Jeremiah countered, naming a different price. His voice was firm. When Vector tried to argue, Jeremiah interrupted, an underlying tone in his voice that brooked no further discussion. “It couldn’t possibly be that much. I’m sure for a friend you have a discount, especially for a friend who was planning to stay here tonight.” 
 
    Vector coughed, but nodded with a smile, “What am I thinking? Of course, there is a bargain package when you’re also getting rooms for the night. How many nights will you be staying?”  
 
    “Just the one for now,” Jeremiah said. Vector took the hint, graciously accepting the terms. Settling on the cost, Jeremiah drew out a handful of the Old York papers, counting out a large number and handing them over grudgingly. Vector insisted on logging them in as guests before they proceeded. Once two of his “nicest” rooms were fully booked, one for the men, and one for the ladies, he turned back to his screen once more.  
 
    It took Vector only a few moments of typing before he shook his head. “Pearl Vandereth, you said?” At Evalene’s nod, the head shaking returned. “She passed through, but she didn’t stay long. Looks like just a few nights at my old place.” He swiveled in his chair to face them, resting his hands over his belly again. 
 
    That was it? Evalene’s eyes darted to Jeremiah, desperate. He held up a hand and nodded, before Vector looked over at him. It took all her willpower to stay quiet. 
 
    “Vector, you wouldn’t happen to have any other notes on the refugees?” Jeremiah’s words were friendly, but there was a bite to them. “I’m sure you can understand Pearl’s daughter would like to find her mother. If you could help out a friend, I’d very much appreciate it.” 
 
    “Absolutely! Not a problem at all. Let’s see, I do have one other database where I occasionally add notes.” Vector immediately turned back to the computer, then paused, removing his hands from the keys. “Unfortunately, I hate to say this, but it’s equally pricey.” Evalene was beginning to understand Jeremiah’s pretense of indifference. He’d told them to let him handle it—she could kick herself for not listening!  
 
    A knock sounded on the door. An employee poked her head inside. “Sir? Do you have a moment?” she said. 
 
    “What is it?” Vector snapped, “Can’t you see I’m busy?” 
 
    “It’ll take just a few minutes, sir,” the employee said. When Vector huffed and nodded agreement, she disappeared, leaving the door cracked open.  
 
    Vector stood, pressing the ear bud to turn off the glasses. He set the little earpiece next to the keyboard and began to squeeze through the tiny space between Jeremiah and the desk. “Sorry, sorry,” he mumbled. “Overnight business. Always something needing attention. You know how it is.” He was large enough that getting past Jeremiah and Sol was a struggle. He couldn’t open the door to leave until Jeremiah stepped back behind the desk and Sol followed, taking Jeremiah’s place in the corner. Evalene squeezed toward Olive, leaving just enough for Vector to make it out of the crowded room. “I’ll be just a moment,” he promised as he shut the door behind him. 
 
    “At this rate, he’s going to go through a whole week’s worth of our supply money. Maybe more,” Jeremiah said, dropping into Vector’s desk chair, frowning at the door. Evalene winced. Why had she spoken up? Jeremiah knew what he was doing.   
 
    But Olive wasn’t listening. She stepped around Evalene, moving toward Sol, squeezing by him much more easily than Vector had. “Move, move,” she said to Jeremiah as she came around the desk, waving for him to get up and away from the computer.  
 
    His forehead wrinkled in confusion, but he did as she asked. Olive plopped into the chair. She picked up the earpiece, switching it back on. Olive wore the tech with confidence, as if it was far from her first time. A couple taps on the keyboard and then her fingers flew across the keys.  
 
    “Do you know what you’re doing?” Jeremiah whispered, glancing anxiously at the door.  
 
    “Yup!” Olive sang as her eyes scanned the blue screen that only she could see. A couple more taps of the keys and the mouse. Never stopping her work for a second, she added. “Who do you think programmed all our farm tech? Fixed it when it broke down? I know computers inside and out.”  
 
    Her responses were clipped, short, completely unlike her as she concentrated all her attention on the screen and her fingers danced across the keyboard, “I’m scanning the whole database for Pearl’s name.” The room grew tense as they waited. “Found something,” she said after an agonizing minute. Evalene fought the urge to snatch the earpiece so she could see for herself. Olive read out loud: “Pearl Vandereth requested info on Seguro Falls. No money, accepted necklace as trade.”  
 
    Evalene blinked. “Does it say if she’s still here? In Old York?” 
 
    “I’m not seeing anything–” Olive continued typing at high speed, pausing again a few seconds later. “Oh wait! It says here she left a week later. He has a note that she mentioned BioGrades and then he moves on to the next entry… hmm… that can’t be it…” She tapped a few more buttons, and Evalene found herself tapping her foot to the same impatient rhythm. 
 
    “Hurry,” Jeremiah whispered, “I hear Vector coming back.” Sure enough, the older man’s voice rumbled down the little hallway, coming closer with every step. 
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    Evalene 
 
    THE DOOR HANDLE JIGGLED. Olive paled, yanking the earpiece off and throwing it back onto the desk. Sol stepped up to the door as it began to open and bumped it with his shoulder, hard, causing it to smack into Vector’s forehead. He yelped on the other side of the door, pausing to rub the sore spot as Evalene watched through the crack, which gave Olive just enough time to leap over the huge wooden desk and climb back to her original place on the other side.  
 
    “So sorry,” Sol apologized smoothly, swinging the door open for Vector, rubbing his own shoulder sympathetically at the ‘accident.’ Evalene’s heart beat erratically. The blood rose to her cheeks in a flush and her breathing felt too loud. 
 
    “My fault,” Vector grumbled, not noticing her reaction at all, scowling at Sol as if he’d forgotten he was there. “Excuse me.” He shuffled around Sol and Jeremiah once more, settling back into his seat and clearing his throat as he reached for the earpiece. “Where were we? Ah, that’s right-” 
 
    Another knock sounded on the door, making Evalene jump. The same staff member poked her head in again, wincing, “Sir, apologies, but Velma is insisting on speaking with you personally…”  
 
    Vector swore, setting the earpiece back down. “If she didn’t pay so well…” he trailed off, shrugging to the group as if to say, ‘you understand.’ They exchanged glances as he jostled past them again. The moment the door clicked closed, Olive hopped back over the desk, snatching the earpiece and whipping her screens back up. Sol stepped in front of the door, standing guard, ready to block Vector again if necessary.  
 
    “That was close,” Olive whispered to them as the blue screens flashed back up, her voice sounding loud in the tiny room. “I forgot to close anything…” Just when Evalene’s pulse had steadied, it jumped again at Olive’s words and the realization Vector had almost caught them.  
 
    Olive typed rapidly, pausing a few times to read, before her fingers slowed and she stopped altogether, biting her lip, looking across the desk at Evalene. “I’m sorry, Evie. I searched his whole database and can’t find anything else on Pearl. All his notes are focused on how much he was paid. He has a few recent interactions with other refugees—it looks like almost all of them are still in the area—but nothing on Pearl after that date...” 
 
    “Maybe my mom just went for a short trip,” Evalene said, leaning across the desk, as if somehow she could see Olive’s screen. “Maybe she came back from that Seguro Falls place?” 
 
    But Olive shook her head, worry wrinkles forming at the corners of her eyes. “I’m sorry Evie, but that note about her leaving is the last time he ever mentions her. I think she really left.” 
 
    Evalene’s shoulders drooped and she sank back against the wall, wishing for a chair. Jeremiah leaned over Olive’s shoulder, trying to get a glimpse of her screen. “Can you find a map? Something we could use to figure out where this ‘Seguro Falls’ is? How far away?” 
 
    Nodding, Olive started typing furiously before Jeremiah had even finished speaking. “One sec…” she mumbled, squinting at the screen, clicking the mouse, then back to the keys. “Here we go.”  Jeremiah craned his neck, struggling to see, and Olive held up a finger. “I can get a better visual for you guys… one more sec…” She hit a final key and the top of the grainy, black desk whirred to life. A bright-blue color like Olive’s screen winked on and a 3-D image rose from the surface.  
 
    “This,” Olive said gesturing widely at the desk’s surface, “is the Divided States.” She swung back to the keyboard, tapping commands to make it zoom in slightly, panning across the cities and wilderness, lakes and mountains, until Evalene could make out the massive wall surrounding Old York, just like they’d been told. The group studied the map intently. Shoving a finger directly into the 3-D image, interrupting some of the blue lights, Jeremiah pointed to the tiny dot next to the ocean. “This is where we are now.” 
 
    Olive zoomed in on the spot until they could see the bubble-like quality of the city that blocked out the offensiveness of nature. All the domes were completely connected to each other, stretching for hundreds of miles across the entire territory without end. The only thing that stopped them was a massive bulk of rock that formed an extremely thick wall. 
 
     Olive scrolled further, and they flew across the map, Old York disappearing as it fell off the side, until Olive hit the opposite side of the continent, whispering the words as she realized what they meant. “This is Seguro Falls.” It was far. Very, very far.  
 
    Evalene met Jeremiah’s gaze, and for a moment no one spoke. Jeremiah broke the silence to ask, “Olive, is there any way you could print a smaller version of the map? And quickly?” 
 
    She nodded, leaping into action, shutting down the 
 
    3-D map in search of a printable. Without the glow of the map, the room suddenly seemed darker. “Done,” Olive said, typing a few commands to close down her screens. “He’ll never know we were here.” She set the earpiece down carefully in the same place Vector had left it, then cocked her head in the silence. “Wait, where’s the printer?” 
 
    A whirring noise came from the hallway outside, a machine coming to life, and the group exchanged panicked glances. Vector’s voice echoed down the hall coming toward them, “I’ll take care of the rest in an hour. Handle it until then.” His voice was coming closer. The sound of the printer hummed outside in the hall as it began to pump out a page, one line at a time.  
 
    Sol waved silently for Olive to hurry, and she jumped over the desk for the third time, smacking her hip against the side and hissing in pain, limping into her spot next to Evalene in the corner, just as the door began to open. “I remembered a few other sites I could try,” Vector was already speaking as he entered the office. “Not too expensive, either. I bet we can figure out where your mother went in no time.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Sol asked Olive in a loud voice, speaking over Vector, pulling the door open wide as if to help him in, but effectively keeping the man from closing it behind him at the same time. Taken aback by both his volume and the fact that Sol was drawing attention to himself, Evalene could only glance between Sol and Olive as her friend frowned. Before she had a chance to answer, Sol clapped a hand on Vector’s shoulder and gestured to Olive, “I’m afraid our friend isn’t feeling well. Came out of nowhere.”  
 
    “Ahh,” Vector said sympathatically, turning to Olive too, who composed her face into a sad, sickly frown. “Jet lag. I see it all the time.”  
 
    Olive nodded agreement, rubbing her stomach and making a retching sound. Bile rose in Evalene’s own throat at the noise.  
 
    “So sorry Vector,” Jeremiah said, playing along. At his nod, Sol stepped out of the office into the hall, and the girls followed. When Evalene spied the printer up ahead, she whispered to Olive, “Keep him in his office for a minute?” 
 
    Olive wiggled her brows in response, “You got it.” She whirled around and began coughing and retching in earnest. Back inside the office, she was begging Vector for a trashcan in an urgent tone, but Evalene ignored her, moving to snatch the newly printed map from the printer. Sol stepped up behind to block her from view as she folded it quickly and shoved it into her pocket.  
 
    At her signal, Sol stepped back to the door of the office, taking Olive gently by the arm, “Let’s get you back to the room so you can lay down.” She played along, leaning into him and moaning. 
 
    “Ah, sure, sure… no problem at all,” Vector said, taken aback. His baffled expression swung to Jeremiah. “I’ll make sure to do some digging for when you come back.”  
 
     “Thank you,” Jeremiah said, shaking Vector’s hand as they filed back out into the waiting area.  
 
    Vector trailed after them, “Are you sure there isn’t anything else you need?” he asked. 
 
     “Just our rooms,” Jeremiah said with a smile to take the edge off his words.  
 
    “Of course, of course. I’ll get you set up right now, just two seconds.” Vector smiled, back to his front desk persona. “Just look right here at the machine…” He held up a scanner and it flashed in Evalene’s eyes. “Perfect. Next?”  
 
    He flashed Olive, Sol, and Jeremiah’s eyes in just a few seconds. Touching a button on the scanner made the printer release four papers. Vector handed one to each of them. “You’re all set! These are your room numbers. You simply touch the door handle and let it scan your eyes to enter. Top safety feature in Overnights. You’re welcome!” His salesy grin turned to the next person in line, who’d stepped up behind them as they were being scanned in, and they were dismissed just like that.  
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    Jeremiah 
 
    “NICE TEAMWORK,” JEREMIAH laughed, once they’d entered the elevator. He felt oddly proud of the group’s quick thinking, smiling as Evie pulled out the map and dangled it for everyone to see.  
 
    They cheered as Olive pushed the button and the elevator flew them up to the 109th floor at a speed that made everyone grab the railing to hold on. Evie looked a little green.  
 
    Through the glass walls of the elevator, the view from this vantage point was incredible. Jeremiah peered down at the ground while the others leaned on the far wall against the elevator buttons. The moment the doors opened, they piled out into the bright, red-carpeted hallway.  
 
    The walls were filled with cheap gold accents and red-flowered wallpaper, imitating a rich décor, but mostly just overpowering the senses. They found their rooms and sure enough, when Olive touched the door handle it led to the same flash across her eyes as the scanner downstairs, before the door clicked open.  
 
    Evie and Olive grinned in excitement as they disappeared inside, and Jeremiah and Sol followed them in.  
 
    Two little beds just large enough for one person each took up the majority of the room. A small television nestled inside the wall. But Jeremiah’s eyes caught on the floor to ceiling window across the room. Just like the elevator, the view was stunningly beautiful. He dropped his bag by the door, crossing the room in a few steps to stare down at the city stretching out far below in all directions as the sun set.  
 
    Sol didn’t look nearly as excited about the vertigo-inducing view, choosing to stand near the door and avoid the heights, while Jeremiah leaned right up against the window, admiring the swirls etched in the city’s glass ceiling from the other side. 
 
    Jeremiah hadn’t stayed in Vector’s newest hotel before, but he wasn’t surprised to find the room was tiny. The man used every inch of space.  
 
    Olive grinned, coming to stand next to him. “Isn’t this amazing?” Jeremiah couldn’t help but nod. From this height, the domes stretched out endlessly in all directions, bright colored homes showing through beneath, and sunlight sparkling and dancing along the city’s glass roof.  
 
    Evie lounged on the bed by the door, and Olive plopped down next to her, leaning against the headboard.  
 
    Jeremiah moved to sit on the opposite bed, “Do you still have the map?” 
 
    Evie pulled it out and handed it to him, “Right here, thanks to Olive.” They smiled at first, then Jeremiah narrowed his gaze at Olive. “Speaking of, how exactly did you learn to do that? Farm tech isn’t advanced enough for you to know how to hack such sophisticated software.” 
 
    Olive blushed beet red, picking up a pillow and hugging it to herself like a shield. “Okay, alright… maybe I exaggerated a little.” 
 
    Even Sol snorted from where he still stood by the door and shot Olive a skeptical look. “A little?”  
 
    Evie said, “Olive, I saw your farm. The tech is fancy, but besides programming it to water and sun the plants, how much else does it really do?” 
 
    “Well,” Olive blustered, “I mean, I did technically learn the basics from the tech there first. But, you’re right. I mostly taught myself hacking on appointment days.” She shrugged as if it was only a slight difference. “I just got so bored,” she whined. “They would leave me alone for hours. All those tests—waiting, and more waiting. I just wanted something to do!”  
 
    Sol was easing his way into the room slowly, far enough inside now to lean against the tiny desk by the wall. “Appointment days?” he asked.  
 
    Olive bit her lip, and Jeremiah got the sense that she hadn’t told him this before. “I used to have three to four doctor’s appointments a week because… I’m kind of unique on Hofyn,” she said slowly. “I’m one of the ‘babies after the bombings,’ you know?” 
 
    Sol shook his head, looking to Jeremiah and Evie for a better explanation.  
 
    “Ever since the third world war, Hofyn has struggled with infertility,” Jeremiah filled him in. “That’s one of the main reasons they’re so dedicated to BioGrading. If not for the biological upgrades, the population would’ve dropped drastically. Olive is one of—how many is it now?” he turned to her. 
 
    “I haven’t been home in a while,” Olive said, “but last time I hacked the database, there were nearly 300 babies born this past year, and every year it’s getting better. I think they’re finally making progress.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you could hack a government database?” Jeremiah asked her, scowling. “What else did you hack? And why didn’t you tell me sooner? I could’ve used your skills in the revolution.”  
 
    She blushed again. “I was kind of in trouble,” she whispered. “I was looking at sensitive information, I guess…” She shivered a little, lost in thought. “They upgraded their security within an hour of my appointment because they thought they had a spy. They seemed really angry and I got scared…” She shook her head at the idea, splaying her fingers over her heart in innocence and throwing her other hand in the air at the ridiculousness of the idea. “I’m not a spy!” 
 
    Even Sol cracked a grin, impressed.  
 
    “They never suspected me–” Olive chuckled wickedly. “It’s not my fault everybody assumes a girl can’t work a computer.” 
 
    Jeremiah shook his head, but he couldn’t hold back a smile. “You’re lucky the revolution was successful,” he told her, “or I’d hold you accountable.”  
 
    “Sorry.” Olive hugged her pillow tighter, ducking her head. “I didn’t want to go to jail… Please don’t tell my parents or Grandma Mae?” 
 
    Jeremiah shook his head, turning back to the map. “No promises,” he teased her. Using the little table between the beds to smooth the creases out of the map, he changed the subject. “Let’s focus on making a plan.” 
 
    Sol finally moved into the room far enough to perch on the foot of the bed next to Evie and Olive. Jeremiah held the map in front of them. “I can’t tell from looking at it how far that is,” he said after a moment of silence. The others looked up, equally uncertain. “Why don’t you all stay here and rest, while I go out and gather more intel and supplies?”  
 
    “Do we still have enough money?” Evalene asked. “I was hoping to take the fastest route to this ‘Seguro Falls’ place…” 
 
    “We should be all right,” Jeremiah reassured her with a nod. With only a foot of space between the beds, she was sitting directly across from him, so close he almost reached out to squeeze her hand in comfort without thinking. He stood instead. “There’s a gate in the wall fairly close to us. I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
    “Faster would be better,” Olive agreed, “I promised Grandma Mae and my parents I’d be home by Christmas.” She smiled cheekily, “I didn’t exactly tell them about this trip. Didn’t want to worry them.” 
 
    Frowning, Jeremiah sat back down. “You need to reach out to them immediately. Before we go any further.” 
 
    Olive rolled her eyes. “C’mon, you know they’ll just get upset. Why can’t I tell them afterward, when it’s over?” 
 
    Jeremiah crossed his arms. “Olive, if anything happens to you, God forbid…” The responsibility weighed heavily on him at the thought of having to tell Mae something had happened to her only granddaughter. Had he really done the right thing by agreeing to help? 
 
    “Nothing will happen.” Olive waved away his concerns. 
 
    But Jeremiah stood once more, pointing a finger at her as he moved to the door. “Call your family before you leave this room.” 
 
    “There’s an eight-hour time difference,” Olive argued, rolling her eyes. “They’re probably sleeping.”  
 
    “Well then.” Jeremiah shrugged from the entry. “Guess you’re staying here until you call her.” When Olive opened her mouth to argue, Jeremiah cut her off. “Evie hired me to be your guide on this trip, and a big part of that means keeping you safe. If I feel like you’re not letting me do my job, I won’t take any of you any further. You understand?”  
 
    Evie’s head whipped around to face Olive. Jeremiah couldn’t see her face, but she must’ve been silently pleading, because Olive sighed. “Yes, I understand. Geez. You’re all worrying too much.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Jeremiah said simply. “Call in two hours. Mae gets up at dawn; she’ll be awake. I should be back shortly after. If all goes well, we could leave by noon tomorrow, maybe sooner.” 
 
    Evie lit up at the idea. “I’ll make sure she calls home, I promise.” 
 
    Sol stood. “I’ll go with you and help.” 
 
     “Sol gets to go, and I don’t even get to explore?” Olive pouted a little from her side of the room.  
 
    Jeremiah just shook his head at her. “Stop trying to get out of that phone call.” He laughed at her expression as he and Sol left, letting the door close softly behind them. 
 
    He and Sol rode the elevator to the ground floor. “Let’s start with the Art Section,” he told the quiet man as they entered the glass ceilinged halls once more, this time with the night sky overhead and stars winking down at them. He hadn’t had a chance to get to know Sol hardly at all; maybe this little expedition was a good time to change that. “I have a trade contact there who won’t be as difficult as Vector.” 
 
    Sol tilted his head quizzically at the mention of art. “What exactly did you trade?” he asked, watching the passersby around them, not missing a single detail. It was a fair question. As they walked through the different sections, all brightly lit with neon signs, guiding, advertising, demanding, pushing their products on passersby—they didn’t seem to lack anything here. 
 
    But Jeremiah grinned. “I know, Eden doesn’t have much to offer right now, but we have talented artists. My last few trips I’ve been selling artwork done by former low Numbers. There’s a pretty high profit, actually. You’d be surprised. Just one painting or design sold usually helps a whole family move out of their former households and begin lives of their own.” 
 
    Sol’s raised brows showed he was impressed. “Did you bring something to trade this trip?” he asked, waving back in the direction of their overnight and their baggage.  
 
    “Not this time.” Jeremiah shook his head. “But we won’t tell him that right away,” he added, grinning at Sol as they reached the Art section. “We just need some info and then we’ll go get supplies.” 
 
    Stepping into the brightly lit art store, the atmosphere immediately changed. A soothing melody played overhead, taking over as they moved into the store and away from the blaring music and chatter of the halls.  
 
    Barely a dozen steps into the large store, a tall, thin man with glasses approached them from the side, hands clasped, “Hello there, welcome. Anything you’re looking for in particular today? Oh, Mr. Bloom!” His hands briefly twirled in excitement before clasping again in front of him. “What a pleasure it is to see you again.” 
 
    “Hey Theo,” Jeremiah nodded, smiling at the man. “Good to see you too. This is my friend, Sol.”  
 
    The art store owner, ever the professional, extended a long, bony arm to shake Sol’s hand, introducing himself when it became clear Jeremiah was skipping the formalities. “Theorum Reck the Second, at your service.” Sol shook his hand, his muscled arms standing out in contrast to Theo’s thin, bony ones, as he nodded in return. “How can I help you two fine gentlemen today?” Theo asked, once again clasping his hands together in front of him. 
 
    Jeremiah reached into his back pocket, pulling out the folded piece of paper serving as their map. “We’re going to do some exploring outside of Old York, and we’re hoping you might be able to give us a few pointers,” he said, unfolding the map quickly and continuing before Theo could politely bow out. “Have you heard much about this territory over here—” Jeremiah pointed at Seguro Falls “– and any chance you know how far it is? We’re looking for the fastest route.” 
 
     “Ah… hmmm…” Theo accepted the small map, holding it up closer and lowering his glasses to the tip of his nose. “Seguro Falls. Yes… It depends on if you leave from the north gate or the south gate, really,” he said, turning the map to show Jeremiah and Sol as he pointed with one bony finger. “We’re right next to the south gate here. That would make the trip about three days driving, versus six or seven days from the north gate, depending on the weather.” 
 
     “The weather?” Sol was quick to ask. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Theo shifted his glasses a centimeter higher on his nose. He jabbed a finger at one of upper section of the map, “These two territories never fully resurfaced after the bombing. With so much underwater, you’ll be forced to take the long way around or take a boat. And that’s where the weather comes in.”  
 
    “Perfect,” Jeremiah thanked him. “That makes our decision easy.” He glanced at Sol, who nodded. “South gate it is.” 
 
    “Oh my. Well. I’m sure you’ve already been told, but you simply cannot take the south gate,” Theo said, shaking his head at the idea, hands fluttering anxiously, he pressed them both to his chest.  
 
    “Why not?” Jeremiah asked. “Is it closed?” 
 
    “No, no. Not closed,” Theo said, still shaking his head. “Just risky.” He tsked, distressed at being forced to discuss it. “The people in Rider territory are complete savages. Not that the Lakelands or Dakotas or any of the northern territories are much better,” he said half to himself. “They’re all heathens, the lot of them. I’ve never left Old York myself.” He brushed some invisible lint off his jacket shoulder. “I really wouldn’t advise going on this trip. Just my personal position. I hope you don’t mind my saying.” 
 
    Jeremiah frowned. Theo’s constant theatrics made it so difficult to know when his warnings were legitimate. “Are you saying that the south gate is dangerous?” he pressed. “More so than the north gate?” 
 
    Theo huffed, turning to straighten one of his paintings along the wall as if he didn’t even want to think about it. “In my humble opinion, it’s foolish to leave the city at all. The other territories are all so barbaric in comparison, it’s just not worth the risk.” He tsked to himself, dusting off a speck of nothing.  
 
    Jeremiah rolled his eyes at Sol behind Theo’s back. That answered that question.  
 
    Theo turned back to face them, hands clasped eagerly. “Will you be bringing a new delivery while you’re here?” He tilted his head toward Sol, leaning in as if sharing a secret. “Mr. Bloom brings me the most wonderful artists. So unique. So much emotion in them.” 
 
    Jeremiah shrugged. “The artists have been through a lot.” That was an understatement. “Unfortunately, I didn’t bring any with me this trip.” 
 
    “You mean to say you didn’t bring me any new products?” Theo was aghast, hands flailing. “But I sold everything you brought me last time within a week!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jeremiah said, trying to look it. “Next time, I promise.” They thanked him again and turned to leave. 
 
    Theo’s grumbling followed them out, until Sol and Jeremiah left the peaceful store and re-entered the hubbub of the hallways. 
 
    “Anything to worry about?” Sol spoke up after they’d gone past a few more stores.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jeremiah chuckled. “Theo’s used to comfort and routine. I think he’d tell us going back to our own overnight was risky.” 
 
    Sol laughed at that. Jeremiah found himself liking the man. “How did you meet Evie and Olive, anyway?” he asked as they walked. 
 
    When Sol grew unreadable at the question, Jeremiah frowned. “I’m sure you know I used to be a Regulator,” Sol began after a long pause. Jeremiah simply nodded. He’d seen the tattoo the day they’d met.  
 
    Sol sighed, staring with a clenched jaw at a distant spot ahead of them. “I was actually part of the unit that arrested the girls upon their arrival in Eden.” He stopped in the middle of the walkway, forcing Jeremiah to stop and face him, while strangers flowed around them. “I never wanted to hurt them, I swear. I was doing my job. There was no other option.”  
 
    “Did you?” Jeremiah asked. “Hurt them, I mean?” 
 
    “Not exactly…” Sol looked like someone was pounding a nail into his foot and he was enduring it, teeth gritted but not quite blocking the pain. “But I didn’t stop it either. My superior knocked Olive out. He hurt her pretty bad.”  
 
    He didn’t say anything further. Jeremiah made a mental note to ask the girls about it later. Sol looked like just thinking about it hurt. “I made a choice that day,” the man said finally, turning to walk again without warning, as if ending the conversation, “One that I should’ve made a long time before then.” 
 
    “To join the revolution,” Jeremiah finished, when Sol didn’t say anything further. It wasn’t really a question, he’d figured out that much. At Sol’s nod, Jeremiah dropped the topic. No need to press further, he trusted Sol if the girls did, and besides, anyone with eyes in his head could tell Sol had it bad for Olive. 
 
    They made quick work gathering food, water, and other supplies; Theo had said the trip would take three days so they bought a week’s worth of everything just to be safe. The last stop was for a rental vehicle and gas. 
 
    A darker woman, all curves, approached Jeremiah and Sol as they entered the enormous garage. At least three dozen cars were on display in the main show room. Her voice was dusky and low as she introduced herself to them as Lemma. After they chose a car, she asked where they were headed.  
 
    “You’re going through Rider territory?” she repeated, her voice rising in shock. When Jeremiah nodded, glancing at Sol, she immediately said, “You do realize they barely even open that gate anymore, right? That people who travel through it have to sign a waiver now? Yeah, it’s all about understanding the risks and not holding the government of Old York responsible for whatever happens on the other side?” Every sentence she spoke turned into a question at the end. 
 
    “Really,” Jeremiah said slowly, scowling. Sol frowned as well. Lemma stepped away to a desk on the side to finish documenting their vehicle choice and length of rental.  
 
    “Maybe we should reconsider the northern gate,” Jeremiah said to Sol in a low voice. 
 
    “We don’t have enough supplies,” Sol said, “and it would take twice as long…” He turned to the woman and asked casually, “Is there anything specific we should be worried about?” 
 
    Lemma nodded. “First of all, you can’t go out dressed like that,” she paused her typing long enough to gesture toward their clothing. “The sand gets in your eyes and do you know how awful it feels during a dust storm? You’d need some kind of protection. Not to mention it’s the desert. You know you could die of thirst, right? And then of course there’s the rid–” She cut off with a squeal. “My nail!” She wailed loudly to everyone within earshot. “The bio-hating keyboard broke it off!” She continued to moan to herself, muttering about the end of the world as she gathered their paperwork. 
 
    “False alarm,” Jeremiah whispered to Sol. “I think if we purchase some gear to protect us from the elements, we’ll be just fine.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    14 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    THEY KNOCKED ON THE girl’s overnight room not long after the car rental. The scanner flashed Sol without warning as he stood in front of the door. It pinged red, staying locked, but alerting Evie and Olive to their return.  
 
    It was Olive who let them in again, with the phone in her hand. “Mmmhmm,” she said into the device, covering the mouthpiece as she stepped back and held the door open for them. She mouthed, “Grandma Mae,” as she pointed to the phone. “Yes. Yes, I know.” She moved into the bathroom as they entered the room, shutting the door behind her for quiet. 
 
    Jeremiah and Sol entered the room and found Evie leaning against the headboard of her bed. “How long has she been on the phone?” Jeremiah whispered to Evie, dropping his bags by the door. He collapsed on the opposite bed, breathing a sigh of relief. His muscles ached. Sol deposited his cargo next to Jeremiah’s and walked over to the other side of the room easily, now that it was dark out and the curtain was closed. He sat in the tiny chair in the corner and leaned back with a relaxed sigh.  
 
    “At least an hour,” Evie said, with a sympathetic twist to her mouth. “Her parents were the first 45 minutes. Now it’s Grandma Mae’s turn.” 
 
    “Ah,” Jeremiah said, thankful that it was Olive hearing an earful, not him. 
 
    “What did you get?” Evie asked.  
 
    Jeremiah listed the items in their bags, and added, “We rented the best heavy terrain vehicle we could afford. It’s barely larger than a car in Eden, but the wheels are as tall as you.” 
 
    “And we got scarves for protection against the sand,” Sol added from the corner.  
 
    “No… ‘suits’?” Evie asked, gesturing around her head with her hands. 
 
    “No,” Sol answered, catching on at the same time Jeremiah did that she meant the protective bubble-like outerwear. “Too expensive.”  
 
    Jeremiah sat up and reached into his pocket for the map. “All that’s left now is to plan our exact route.” Sol stayed put, since he and Jeremiah had gone over it multiple times already.  
 
    Squinting down at the map, Jeremiah tried to focus on the options instead of Evie’s face—just a foot away from his own—peering down at the map. “Leaving from here would take three days,” he tapped the south gate near them, then drew his finger along the wall toward the gate in the north, “and this exit would take a minimum of six days due to some large bodies of water.” 
 
    Evie scooted closer. Leaning over the map, she brought her finger to the south gate, which only served to make him notice her smooth skin. How soft were her hands? He coughed and focused on the line she drew with her finger, cutting across the lower half of the continent. “So, we’ll take the south gate and go through this ‘Rider’ territory?” she was asking, reading the name of the territory on the map and staring up at him with those wide, blue eyes. 
 
    “Yep, that’s the plan.” Jeremiah rubbed the back of his neck, trying to shake the feeling he’d had since Theo’s overreaction.  
 
    “Thank you.” Evie smiled up at him, blinking sleepily, moving her hand from the map to the bed just a few inches from his own hand. Jeremiah debated reaching out to cover her hand with his own.  
 
     “We should get some sleep,” Sol piped up from the corner of the room, and Jeremiah pulled back. For a moment, he’d forgotten Sol was even there.  
 
    He stood. “We’ll wake up early and come get you two in the morning for breakfast.”  
 
    Sol stood with him, and they bid Evie goodnight. At the door, Sol waved a hand toward the bathroom where Olive’s voice could still be heard trying to explain. “Tell Olive good luck,” he said with a small grin.  
 
    Evie laughed. “Will do.” 
 
    But right as they stepped into the hallway, Olive opened the bathroom door and something on her face made Jeremiah pause. The way she clenched the phone to her chest and stared thoughtfully at the wall as if she didn’t even see them there. “What is it?” Jeremiah stepped back into the room. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Not wrong, exactly…” Olive said. Confusion laced her tone.  
 
    Evie came around the corner to join them. Before she could say anything, Sol stepped back into the room as well and asked, “Is your grandmother okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s fine,” Olive half laughed and shook her head. “It’s the weirdest thing. I thought she’d be mad at me like mom and dad, for not telling her, you know?” 
 
    Jeremiah nodded with the others. “But she wasn’t?” he prompted. 
 
    “No,” Olive’s face twitched between a smile and a frown. “She said she had a dream last night that we’d left.” Sol’s brows rose in surprise, but Jeremiah just nodded and he noticed Evie did too. They’d witnessed Grandma Mae’s visions before.  
 
    “Did she see my mom?” Evie asked, hands pressed together hopefully. “Do we find her?” 
 
    Olive’s lips pressed together as she regretfully shook her head. “She didn’t see anything from our trip. But she said she’s not worried about us… because she also had a vision of us back in Eden with her, standing in a church...” 
 
    Jeremiah blinked. That could mean anything.  
 
    They pondered the possibilities for almost an hour but the only thing they could glean from the vision was that they would make it back home safely. Or at least alive...  
 
    With the responsibility of taking care of them weighing heavily on him, Jeremiah held onto that small comfort. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    15 
 
    Evalene 
 
    CLAIMING THEIR RENTAL VEHICLE turned out to mean they took stairs below ground to an underground train that sped them out to the edge of Old York in less than fifteen minutes. “Tie your scarf around your neck,” Jeremiah said, as they climbed the stairs back up to the ground level and the glass ceilings came back into view, “We’ll be going outside soon.”  
 
    The rental section was like a massive indoor parking lot filled with cars of all sizes. Multiple garage doors lifted and lowered constantly as citizens and tourists took their vehicles in and out. The rental car Jeremiah had chosen looked like a taller version of one of the Regulator jeeps back home. Its tires were three times the size of regular tires, clearly designed for rough terrain.  
 
    Olive climbed into the back seat and Sol followed, leaving the front seat for Evalene to sit next to Jeremiah. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Jeremiah told them, “Just have to pay and sign the waiver to use the gate.” 
 
    Evalene felt nervous jitters that made it hard to sit still. In the backseat, Sol showed Olive how to tie her bandana properly, and Evalene tried not to interrupt, shuffling through her pack to check her gear instead. When Jeremiah returned with the car keys, they took off toward the opposite side of the rental section, away from all the rising garage doors and traffic, to a deserted corner, with only one garage door attendant who lounged half asleep outside.  
 
    The employee jumped up to take Jeremiah’s waiver through the window and hurried to raise the door for them. Passing through the first garage door, they found a second door ahead, with two more rental employees wearing those protective bubble suits, gesturing for them to wait until the first door lowered behind them. Only when it touched the ground behind them, did they allow the second glass garage door to lift.  
 
    Jeremiah let their car roll forward slowly out onto the red sand toward the wall. So many checkpoints to leave the city. Evalene frowned as Jeremiah pulled the car up to the guard station by what Evalene assumed was the south gate to hand them yet another form.  
 
    The gate rose before them as tall as a three-story house. The thick wood of the gate and surrounding stone wall made it impossible to see the road ahead, but inside the fortress a massive cloud of red dust hit the windshield and side windows, blasting the vehicle with tiny pellets that almost sounded like rainfall. Evalene touched the flimsy scarf around her neck, their supposed protection from that powerful wind, and began to wonder if they should’ve gotten the bubble suits after all.  
 
    The enormous gate swung open on hinges that were eerily silent. Putting the car in gear, Jeremiah rolled up his window and they passed through the gate uneasily.  
 
    The lovely paved road of the Old York territory gave way to one that was cracked and heavily faded. Red sand on all sides for miles. Ahead bits of the road disappeared as sandstorms swept over it, covering it briefly, then swept it clean again.  
 
    The intensity of the wind began to worry Evalene. Would they be able to step outside for even a moment? Their little group fell silent, watching the road, unspoken worries in the air. 
 
    But after driving for fifteen minutes, the wind died down and visibility improved. “Who’s hungry?” Olive asked an hour into the drive, and again every ten minutes until they stopped for lunch.  
 
    Despite wanting fresh air, they watched yet another dust storm cross the landscape without any warning and opted to eat inside the car instead. Sitting for so long quickly grew uncomfortable, but the surprise dust storms continued intermittently and the desert terrain had no end in sight.  
 
    *** 
 
     “Will we be in the desert the whole three days?” Olive asked as they pulled back onto the road after stopping to add gas to the tank. Evalene turned from studying the landscape where she’d been carefully focusing her gaze to avoid staring at Jeremiah. Sol pulled out their map to answer, since Jeremiah was driving. 
 
    “About a day and a half.” Sol drew a line across the paper to show the distance. “It’s the largest territory by far.” Olive nodded, sitting back in silence. She’d been oddly quiet whenever Sol was nearby, and she was leaning on the door, unconsciously putting distance between them as they drove.  
 
    She tilted her head back against the seat to sleep, and Evalene imitated her. But the road was bumpy and Evalene struggled to nap. When she glanced back an hour later, she found Olive had slid down the seat until her head landed on Sol’s shoulder. Evalene bit her lip to keep from laughing. Sol was too busy keeping still for her to notice.  
 
    Evalene turned back around, smile fading. Now would be a good time to talk to Jeremiah, but whenever she looked over at him, his eyes were fixed on the road and she lost her nerve. She didn’t want to wake Olive anyway. 
 
    Staring out at the flat, red nothing that stretched out on both sides of the road in every direction, Evalene leaned against the window instead. The rest of the day passed in utter boredom. When it was time to change drivers, Evalene volunteered, hoping it would break up the monotony of the trip and all the unsaid feelings dancing around on the tip of her tongue.  
 
    As dusk settled, she flicked on the lights, reminded of a similar drive six months before, when she’d escaped from Eden, aiming for a place of freedom like the Divided States. Instead, she’d been swept up into the revolution. Given a role. She barely even recognized the girl she used to be. Was that why Jeremiah had lost interest? What about her mother? Would Pearl even recognize her now? 
 
    The little bits of road revealed in the headlights and the stars above were relaxing, and Evalene drove for a few more hours, deep in thought, before stopping to fill the tank again and handing it over to Olive.  
 
    By the time the first hints of dawn on the horizon touched her face, Evalene woke and stretched, feeling tired yet unable to sleep any longer. Every muscle ached in the cramped space. Her eyes registered Sol in the driver’s seat before she quietly turned to lean against the window and stare at the landscape. 
 
    It was only because she was studying the skyline, admiring the beautiful colors as the sun rose, that she even noticed the strange dust cloud in the distance.  
 
    At first, she thought it was just another dust storm blowing in their direction. But as it moved along the horizon, it stayed the same shape and general size, until a few minutes later, when it started growing closer. It seemed too small to be a dust storm. But if it was a car, then it was definitely off-roading, because it wasn’t on the highway either.  
 
    Squinting at it, Evalene thought she could almost make out multiple shapes. Was it more than one car? No… the shapes didn’t quite line up for that.   
 
    Ten seconds ticked by as the cloud grew closer. A wind swept across and allowed Evalene to finally make out that there was not just one, but a dozen vehicles, long and thin, with only one wheel in the front and one in the back. Each one had a single Rider.   
 
    Evalene’s heart skipped a beat. “Jeremiah,” she yelled, her voice startling in the quiet of the sleepy car. “Jeremiah wake up!” He and Olive woke, alarmed. Evalene jabbed the window where the group barreled down the hill toward them fast, too fast. “Riders!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    16 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THE RIDERS DROVE RECKLESSLY. All at once they split away from each other, separating into a dozen individual Riders instead of one unit. They came at the vehicle from all sides, surrounding it in less than a second. 
 
    Evalene sat in the backseat, struggling to breath as she took everything in. The Riders wore black masks to hide their faces and rode bikes that looked like motorcycles, except much, much larger. The tires alone were larger than those on their rental, at least as tall as Evalene herself, raising them up to the same height as the car.  They had a wind screen that wrapped around the whole front of their bikes, protecting their face and sides from the wind like the bubble suits. At the front of each of their bikes was an elaborately designed horse head. The sculpting was so detailed and unique to each bike that if not for the machine underneath, Evalene would’ve been sure they were riding actual horses.  
 
    Sol gripped the wheel. He stepped on the gas until the rental car flew down the highway at top speed. The Riders whooped and hollered, audible even with the windows rolled up. They had no problem keeping pace. A few of the bikes even raced on ahead.  
 
    The Riders to the left and right pulled out weapons that looked like a mix between a large bow and a gun. Both girls gasped from where they sat in the backseat. “Keep going!” Jeremiah encouraged Sol, but one look at his face told Evalene he was just as worried as they were.  
 
    The weapons fired out huge arrows, hitting the wheels on both sides simultaneously, creating a loud thunk followed by a wild screeching of tires as Sol lost control and the car careened wildly off the road, narrowly missing one of the Riders on the left before it hit a dip. As the car plunged down the slope, it flew sideways and rolled. 
 
    Evalene held on to her seat belt for dear life, nearly colliding with the ceiling multiple times. The windows shattered and though she closed her eyes and threw up her hands to block her face, she felt the glass cut her exposed skin as it flew about the car. Each time they rolled, she was thrown against the seat belt and the air was knocked out of her lungs. When they finally crashed to a stop, Evalene hung upside down. She choked and coughed as she hung there, struggling to breath, feeling the blood rushing to her head. A seatbelt unclicked, as Jeremiah fell out of his seat onto the roof underneath him. He hissed as his hand hit more glass. The girls both reached to their seatbelts. “Wait—” Jeremiah coughed and tugged at a blanket shoved in one of the seat pockets. He threw it down across the glass scattered underneath them. “Okay, now.” 
 
    Evalene unbuckled at the same time as Olive, landing awkwardly on her shoulder and struggling to get upright. Everything hurt. A bright spot of red caught her eye and she startled when she looked at Sol, where he still hung upside down in the driver’s seat. 
 
     His forehead bled heavily and a matching red mark on the steering wheel showed where the injury came from. He was sluggish as he tried to reach his own seatbelt and unbuckle. Usually his movements were graceful, but once the seatbelt clicked free, Evalene watched Sol fall hard and crumple on the floor in a heap. 
 
    Through the broken windows, the whooping yells of the Riders floated down to them, making Evalene’s heart pound. Everyone scrambled to get out of the car through their windows.  
 
    But the moment Evalene stood up straight, a rope flew out in front of her eyes like a whip, circling her chest in a split second and lassoing her arms to her sides. It glowed and buzzed against her skin like electricity. The Rider holding the other end gave it a flick of the wrist, wrapping her tighter in the thick white rope, encircling her three more times from shoulder to feet. With a yank, it tightened around her like a boa constrictor, squeezing the air out of her lungs in an instant and throwing her off balance. Unable to take another step, she fell forward with her momentum and couldn’t catch herself before she hit the sand, hard.  
 
    She lay there gasping, face down, breathing in bits of sand, the air knocked out of her once more. Though she thrashed and fought against the strange rope, it didn’t give in the slightest. If anything, the electric hum grew louder and the rope more snug.  
 
    She rolled to her side so she could breathe without sucking in sand, and discovered Jeremiah running back for her. Before she could yell to run, another rope swung out and he fell, roped liked cattle, in front of her. They hog-tied him just like her, right where he landed.  
 
    Wriggling her arms within the ropes, Evalene ignored the way her body ached all over and struggled to get a hand free. Jeremiah met her eyes. She could tell he was doing the same, but he was barely moving. It was a waste of effort. The rope reacted to their squirming as if it was an actual snake, tightening it’s grip even further until she was completely immobile. Her lungs felt constricted.  
 
    Taking shallow breathes, Evalene tore her eyes away from Jeremiah to look for Sol and Olive. Had they escaped? She couldn’t see past the wreckage of their rental to find out.  
 
    Sweating heavily in the desert heat, Evalene refused to give up, but the moisture didn’t help her efforts to get free in the slightest.  
 
    “We got a good one!” A Rider crowed. He spoke Common as if he had food in his mouth, chewing on every syllable, drawing out each word. He was heavily muscled and wore the black leather clothes and mask like all the others, that showed only their eyes as they all leapt down from their bikes, leaving their vehicles standing on their own with those massive, thick tires. At least a dozen of them surrounded the upside-down rental car and passengers. They ignored Evalene and Jeremiah entirely, peering into the broken window of the backseat where their packs and supplies were stored. “Oh yeah!” One Rider whistled, turning to the others. “They were going far!” 
 
    “Omega, Theta, take care of the prisoners,” a large man hollered at them in the same accent as he climbed down from his enormous bike. He pulled the black mask off his face revealing long, white hair and a handlebar mustache.  
 
    “Yes, Boss,” the two Riders he’d named said, turning away from the crashed car. 
 
    Cheers sounded from the other side of the vehicle as another Rider found their money bag. Evalene struggled to make out what they were saying. Some of the words were in a language she didn’t recognize. But after another whoop, she heard one of them yell clearly, “Boss, we’re rich!” He hollered for the others to come look.  
 
    “Nice going, Delta,” they yelled, clapping him on the back. Then one of them punched him in the gut. As Delta doubled over, the one who’d punched him snatched the bag out of his hands. The open bag spilled half the money out onto the ground in the process, causing the others to swarm around them picking it up. “Mine!” They hollered. “Get back!” The shouts turned to shoves and then punches, two of them even fell over wrestling on top of the spilled money, causing others to shove them away.  
 
    “Beta, Iota, Epsilon,” the one they called ‘boss’ hollered, “Fall in line! Gamma, Delta, one week garbage duty.” They groaned as the fight broke up. The one who looked up when he’d called Delta dropped the woman he’d been about to punch in the face. Her mask had come off in the tussle. Three others had lost their masks as well, two more men and a woman. One of the men swiped his mask off the ground, sneakily adding a few coins while he was bent over, causing the woman standing next to him to give him a swift kick in the gut. The one sneaking money groaned and dropped the coins. 
 
    Evalene’s gaze flew from the wild group to the two women approaching her and Jeremiah. Both women were heavily muscled, tan, and frowning. “Omega take the girl,” said the blonde woman to the brunette. As her captor drew closer, Evalene saw her dirty hair was a mix of braids and almost intentional-looking knots. The red sand lightly dusted her hair, leather clothes and skin. Streaks of sweat where she’d wiped her face created a design almost like war paint.  
 
    Jeremiah tried to reason with them, “Let us—” The woman’s fist connected with his jaw, cutting him off. Jeremiah grunted in pain.  
 
    “Prisoners don’t speak,” she growled at him, and proceeded to pick him up by the ropes. She hoisted him up and over her shoulders, muscles rippling, laying him across her back on his side. 
 
    Feet blocked Evalene’s view as the woman called Omega stopped in front of her and picked her up the same way. Wrapped up and carried like an animal, Evalene kept her mouth shut. She had enough experience with bullies to recognize them immediately. There would be no reasoning with these ‘Riders.’  
 
    As she was raised above the woman’s head and placed on her back, the height allowed her to finally see the other side of the car. She had only a split second before the woman turned to walk, but it was enough to confirm that Olive and Sol were captured as well, lying on their sides in similar ropes. Olive squirming without success, and Sol lying in a small pool of blood, unmoving. None of the other Riders had given these two a second glance; it was as if their little group’s presence was a nuisance, and the real trophy was the possessions they’d brought with them in the rental.  
 
    Carried on her side, Evalene couldn’t quite twist her body enough to see where the woman was taking her, but she had a unique vantage point of the back of their broken vehicle as the Riders set into looting the rest of it.  
 
    One of the women held a regular rope, but when she pressed a button at the stem, the whole length of the cord lit up white just like the ropes holding Evalene and the others, with the same electric current. Evalene watched, fascinated, as she lassoed the supplies in the middle of the car. A backpack, wedged between two seats, broke free and flew out of the car when she gave the rope a tug.  
 
    Once retrieved, she pushed the same button and the white glow stopped, returning the rope to its regular form, a plain coil that she wrapped lovingly around her arm.  
 
    Without warning, Omega flung Evalene over one of the enormous bikes. Nearly six feet off the ground, she lay facedown, staring at the red sand underneath. Jeremiah was tossed onto the bike next to hers, facing away from her. Despite the shifting sand, the bikes stood on their own without a kickstand, sturdy and solid with those thick tires. 
 
    Mind racing, Evalene studied Jeremiah’s ropes where they ended around his feet, searching for the button she’d seen the Rider press. It wasn’t until Sol and Olive were each deposited on a bike nearby that Evalene finally spotted it. There, around his left ankle.  
 
    Behind her, the roar of the looters continued, growing louder as the two women rejoined them. One single Rider stood guard, frowning, barely sparing a glance for the prisoner’s as he watched the wreckage below.  
 
    The whooping escalated each time someone scored a prize. Their lone guard edged closer, trying to get a better look, disappearing from Evalene’s view.  
 
    All their clothes, food, water, and money were down there. Not to mention their only transportation. But they still had their lives. Evalene made her decision.  
 
    This was going to hurt. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    17 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THE WHITE ROPES SQUEEZED tighter around Evalene’s body in reaction to her struggles, until it became difficult to breath.  
 
    Just a little further…  
 
    She angled her body the best she could for the fall, knowing if she landed wrong she’d be of no help to anyone.  
 
    When she hit the ground, her shoulder landed first, wrenching painfully. She lay there trying to catch her breath, praying the guard hadn’t heard the soft thud of her body hitting the sand. No one appeared. Her heart pounded at the possibility of his coming around the corner any second, but the shouts from the wreckage continued without pause. After a few seconds, Evalene rolled to the side until she could see around her bike’s tire. The sand blocked her view of the wreck, but she found their guard with his back to her, staring down at the chaos below, engrossed.  
 
    Not knowing how long that would last, Evalene tried to hurry, but the rope seemed designed to somehow paralyze a person. She rolled herself painfully toward Jeremiah’s bike. Every quick movement caused the rope to squeeze harder. By the time she reached his bike, just a few feet away, she was gasping for breath.  
 
    Forced to slow to a snail’s pace, which didn’t antagonize the rope as much, Evalene used the tiny range of motion to shove herself up by her fingertips, twisting onto her knees. She finally reached the bike. Jeremiah’s legs hung down in front of her.   
 
    Wiggling her fingers out one at a time, she grasped the massive treads of the bike’s tire, inches deep and perfect for gripping. Using the tire for leverage, she fought to stand. Forced to creep along as if they had all the time in the world, her heart pounded harder each time someone hollered on the other side. She stood upright. The bike was so tall, it hid her from view completely.  
 
    “I have an idea,” she whispered to Jeremiah. 
 
    No response. She worried he hadn’t heard her over the chaos going on a few yards away.  
 
    Lifting herself up on her toes, she struggled to reach the button on Jeremiah’s ropes. It was nearly out of reach, but once in her grip, she pressed down, hard. When the white light of the cable dimmed, she nearly cried in relief. 
 
    Jeremiah must have immediately felt the difference, worming out of the rope within seconds. Pushing himself off the bike, he landed softly in the sand beside Evalene. Before she could blink, his arms were around her, squeezing the air out of her lungs even more than her ropes. “You’re okay.” He breathed. But he pulled back quickly, as startled by the hug as she was. In a calmer tone, he repeated, “You’re okay?” She nodded. He bent down and ripped the rest of the rope away from his legs, throwing it away like it was a poisonous snake.  
 
    “What do I do?” he whispered the moment it was off, studying her ropes. 
 
    “Look for a button,” Evalene whispered back, twisting even though it caused the ropes to pinch. Unable to point, she could only nod at her ankles and say, “There.” 
 
    Jeremiah was quick to figure it out. Once he turned off the power, the rope’s pressure released and Evalene drew a long, deep breath. She shimmied out of her cords and they peered around the bike. The guard still had his back turned. The sounds of celebration from the Riders below hadn’t faded in the slightest. But eventually they would run out of discoveries. What then? 
 
    “We have to hurry,” she whispered, pulling back out of sight. 
 
    “I was going to say the same thing,” he whispered back, waving over his shoulder for her to follow, running from one parked bike to the next on silent feet, careful to stay out of sight. Olive and Sol were swung over two bikes at the opposite end of the makeshift parking spot. 
 
     Jeremiah ran to set Olive free, while Evalene moved past him to help Sol. But when the strange cord released, Sol half jumped, half fell to the ground. The left side of his head was covered in blood, dripping down the side of his face and neck in a strange pattern from lying upside down on the bike. Some of it was already dark and drying, but most was a fresh, bright red, still bleeding heavily. 
 
    Evalene struggled to untangle Sol, and he shakily tried to help, as Olive and Jeremiah joined them. 
 
    “You’re hurt!” Olive cried out softly the moment she saw Sol’s face.  
 
    “I’ll be okay,” Sol told her, as he wiped away the blood near his eye. Somewhere along the way he’d lost his wrist brace. “Only knocked me out for a few seconds. We need to get our supplies.” 
 
    “No,” Jeremiah said grimly, as he eyed Sol’s injury. A shout in the background emphasized his point. “It’s too dangerous.”  
 
    “Well, then, at least let’s each take one of their bikes!” Olive hissed as she took in Sol’s face and the way he moved as if in shock.  
 
    Evalene glanced at the foreign machines looming over them on every side. She couldn’t spot keys anywhere, or a steering wheel, only handle bars on each side directly behind those detailed horse-heads on the front. “We don’t have time to figure them out,” she whispered. “Plus, the noise would have the Riders chasing us before we even got back on the road. We need to run.”  
 
    “I agree,” Jeremiah said, moving away from the bikes and the road as he spoke. “And right now.” 
 
    Evalene turned and smacked right into the guard as he came around the bike to check on them. In his shock, he paused. The moment was just enough time for Jeremiah to grab him from behind in a chokehold. He held on, even as the big man flailed and kicked, gasping for enough air to scream, until finally, the Rider lost consciousness.  
 
    “Here,” Olive snatched one of their abandoned ropes from the ground. “Use this!”  
 
    They tied him up, and Evalene felt along the coil until she found the button, turning on the tension once more. “Let’s go!”  
 
    They took off. Dazed, Sol stood still a moment longer, before he lurched forward to catch up to them. Running on the red sand made a short distance feel like a mile and the hills felt like losing battles as the sand slid away under Evalene’s feet. But Jeremiah urged them forward. He ran to the side to make sure they were all keeping up. Sol, normally in his comfort zone with running, wiped at the sweat mixed with blood that dripped in his eyes as they ran.  
 
    Topping a big hill, Evalene glanced back, certain the Riders would’ve noticed their absence by now. Instead, she found them in a massive pile of people, punching and fighting each other over some unknown item, still unaware of the escapees. She hurried to the bottom of the hill, anxious to get out of sight before that changed.  
 
    At the bottom of the hill, Olive ripped off a piece of her shirt at the bottom. “Give me three seconds,” she said, grabbing Sol’s arm and wound the long strip of fabric around his head as quickly as she could, once, twice, tying it tightly in a knot. 
 
    Sol grabbed her elbow the second she was done. “We need to keep going,” he said, breathing hard. “I’ll be okay.” He didn’t look it, but Olive nodded, and they ran on. 
 
    They altered between walking and running, never stopping, especially not on hills. A few times Jeremiah even directed them around a hill, if he thought it might be tall enough to bring them back into view. All four of them looked back frequently, watching for pursuit. 
 
    But none came. 
 
    After what felt like hours, but was probably only thirty minutes, Evalene looked back again. A gust of the wind, the beginning of one of the sand storms, wiped away all trace of their footprints as she watched. All they could see for miles in all directions were thousands of untouched sand dunes. The hills and valleys laid bare, and unlike Eden, they didn’t hold even a single desert plant as far as the eye could see.  
 
    Holding her bandana over her face in protection, thankful she’d worn it, Evalene walked closer to Olive until she could bump her friend’s arm and point behind them. The grains of sand bit into her skin and got in her eyes, but the dust storm ended as quickly as it had begun. 
 
    When Olive saw the evidence of their footprints disappearing as their feet lifted, she yelled to Sol and Jeremiah, “We’re saved! Look!” 
 
    “Shhh,” Jeremiah said, although he wasn’t looking behind them as much anymore. They’d come a good distance. He nodded at Olive. “They can’t track us anymore, but that doesn’t mean they won’t happen to head in our direction. We need to keep going.” Evalene lowered her bandana as the wind died down. That was a sobering thought. 
 
    Olive checked the blood-soaked bandage around Sol’s head. The bleeding seemed to have stopped, but he needed a healer. Besides retying the fabric in a new way to place a bit of clean fabric over the wound, they didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    Now that the immediate danger had passed, Evalene tried to comprehend their situation. “Keep going where?” she asked Jeremiah after a few minutes of walking. She forced herself to say it: “We don’t have a map, or food, or water, or shelter…” She wanted to lay down and sleep for days. 
 
    Jeremiah’s mouth was set in a grim line. “Now would be a good time to pray,” was all he said in response. He picked a direction for them, based on the sun, but even Evalene could tell they often drifted off track, forcing Jeremiah to constantly redirect. 
 
    An icy fear settled over the group, despite the heat of the morning sun, which only grew more intense as it rose higher in the sky. By mid-day they dripped with sweat. Smaller dust storms raged over them frequently as millions of tiny specks of dirt attacked, covering them in layers of red sand.  
 
    They pressed on, covering their mouths and eyes. Sol used the neck of his shirt, having lost his bandana in the scuffle. When the dust storms ended, they often found they’d drifted apart. Other times, they lost visibility completely, huddling together as close as possible to keep the sharpest bits of dust and debris out, forced to pull the cloth over their whole face to protect their eyes. It had been a long time since Evalene had been so grateful for a piece of fabric.  
 
    After a few hours passed, they felt confident the Riders wouldn’t pursue. Evalene found herself hoping for the sight of even one cactus or tiny mammal, something that would hint at water, but the desert landscape continued on, unbroken. By the time the sun began to set, everyone was sore and exhausted. The Riders hadn’t found them, but the truth was settling in. They wouldn’t have to. The desert didn’t need any help to kill them.  
 
    Evalene’s lips were chapped. Her throat burned with the taste of sand and dry air and her tongue was bone dry. The others were in similar shape. Olive whined about being thirsty every so often, which only made it worse. 
 
    Sol never once complained, but Olive walked close to him, keeping an eye on him, catching his arm when he stumbled, which he started doing more and more often.  
 
    The fourth-time Olive caught him, he mumbled, “Thanks Merissa.” 
 
    Evalene glanced at Jeremiah and then back at Sol and Olive, slowing a bit. 
 
    “Who’s Merissa?” Olive asked. 
 
    “Very funny,” Sol said, ruffling Olive’s hair out of nowhere, smiling at her in a strange haze. “I’ve missed you, you know.” 
 
    “Sol,” Olive stopped, shaking his shoulders, then catching herself and pulling back abruptly to wring her hands in worry. “Sol, listen, I’m Olive.”  
 
    He blinked at her. “Of course you are.” Evalene and Jeremiah drew closer.  
 
    “Who’s Merissa?” Evalene tried asking again when he didn’t say anything futher. 
 
    A dark cloud passed over Sol’s face. Was he still lucid? “She was my little sister,” he said finally, so soft she barely caught it.  
 
    Something in his voice broke and Evalene prepared to drop it, but Olive either didn’t catch the note of pain or thought to help. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “She died.” Sol didn’t elaborate, but Olive wasn’t done.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she murmured, taking his arm in sympathy, “Was she in an accident?” 
 
    Sol’s pain seemed to reduce slightly under her touch. He dropped to the ground as if too exhausted to stand. They joined him. Evalene’s whole body protested. Dusk fell rapidly as they sat in silence, and it began to grow cold as the sun bent down and touched the horizon. The wind mixed with the sudden drop in temperature made Evalene shiver. “Only in the paperwork,” Sol bit out finally. And to himself, in a somber tone, “She would have been 16 this year.” He smiled sadly at Olive. “She had long, blonde hair like you.” 
 
    Olive belatedly recognized his agony and held her tongue, with effort. But now that Sol had started, it seemed he needed to spill the whole story.  
 
    “She was six when she died,” he whispered. His voice sounded sharp, like the edge of cut glass, as if the words might draw blood. “She liked to play in the streets with the other kids. I was a brand-new Regulator in training, and I wanted to prove myself. Especially during the Bloom Rebellion. My mother wanted me at home, safe, but instead I moved into the barracks a whole year early. If I’d been home, even one more week, I could’ve pulled her inside. She got caught in the crossfire.”   
 
    Evalene’s hands flew to her mouth. She couldn’t even imagine his pain. His voice was numb, retelling in a flat tone. “I had no status. No way to even request her body be returned to my family. And I was too ashamed to ask to go home. I thought they might call me a traitor too.”  
 
    Tears tracked down Olive’s face as he spoke, making trails in the red dust and sweat. She reached out to take his hand and held it. “Sol… I’m so sorry…” 
 
    He shrugged, but even Sol couldn’t hide his pain as he finished. “They told me my mother died of a broken heart. My father took his life the following week. The government became my family, for better or worse. Until I met you.” 
 
    Evalene put a hand on his shoulder in silent understanding, and they stayed like that, for a long time. Everything about Sol made so much more sense. How had she never known he had a little sister? 
 
    After some time had passed, Olive let go of Sol’s hand to check his bandages, although what exactly she hoped to accomplish, Evalene didn’t know. “Does it hurt?” Evalene heard her whisper as she replaced the crusty, stained fabric.  
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Sol told her, and Evalene and Jeremiah too, as they looked on, concerned. “I’ve been through worse. No need to worry.” He pasted a smile on for Olive’s benefit, leaning forward so she could better tie the knot on the bandage.  
 
    Evalene studied the way his hands shook and didn’t believe him. Her whole body hurt. Her tender feet felt covered in blisters, and her skin burned hot to the touch even as she shivered.  
 
    As the sun disappeared and dusk took over, it had grown too dark to see, but she had no doubt her pale skin was now a fiery red to match the sand. Her stomach growled, and her thirst was so strong it felt like a hot fire burning in her throat. If she was in this much pain, how could Sol, with his head injury adding to his misery, possibly be fine? 
 
    But she said nothing. What would it do to point out the obvious? 
 
    “We’ll rest here tonight,” Jeremiah finally spoke in the darkness. “We’ll need to sleep close together to stay warm.” They laid down without a word, exhausted. At first it felt awkward to lay so close, especially to Jeremiah. His warm breath brushed the back of her neck.  
 
    But as the desert heat faded and the sand cooled, the air grew bone-cold. Soon everyone was shivering and inching closer. Sandwiched between Olive and Jeremiah, Evalene watched Olive’s shadow in the dark as she reached out an arm and tugged Sol closer. A minute later, his teeth stopped chattering. Jeremiah moved closer without needing to be asked. His body heat warmed Evalene much quicker than Olive had. They nestled together as close as possible as the night sky turned black and the stars came out. Evalene had never in her life seen them shine so brightly.  
 
    Everyone’s breathing slowed. She knew she should sleep too. Every bone in her body was exhausted. But Jeremiah’s presence, along with an unrelenting thirst, had her wide awake. The intimacy was comforting, and at the same time a reminder of all the things still left unsaid between them. She nearly rolled over to check if he was still awake. But she didn’t want to rouse the others.  
 
    Long minutes passed, but all Evalene could think about was how this was all her fault. Her body couldn’t spare a drop of water for even a single tear, but that only made her wish she could cry. They were going to die out in the middle of the desert. Because of her. What had happened to Grandma Mae’s dream? Had she actually seen them standing with her in a church back home, or had she seen them laying in a coffin? They should have asked her to be more specific. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” Evalene whispered finally, to all of them, even though they were asleep. She needed to say it. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Jeremiah shifted behind her, and rested an arm on her shoulder, squeezing once in silent comfort. Her face scrunched up, even though her eyes were still too dry for tears. She reached up and rested her hand on his in thanks, feeling some of the tension finally drain away. This small reassurance was enough to finally allow her exhaustion to rush in and claim her.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    18 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    THEY WOKE TO FIND themselves half buried in the red sand. It’d blown across them constantly during the night. But the weight of it held in their body heat, and at some point, Jeremiah had fallen into an exhausted sleep.  
 
    He blinked and rubbed away the sand on his lashes, feeling a layer of dust inside his nose, on his lips, in his ears, and over every inch of exposed skin. The sunrise slowly woke the others as well.  
 
    Without any supplies to gather, or breakfast to eat, they took just a moment to stretch before beginning their journey again.  
 
    “I studied the stars last night,” Jeremiah told them in a rough voice. His throat was so dry it hurt to speak. He’d spent enough time on his ship to have a general understanding of the stars, but what he left unsaid was how it all looked different on this side of the world, and he still felt uncertain.  
 
    Shading his eyes, he considered the horizon. The never-ending hills of red sand stretching out before them in every direction. He was so tired. His lips were cracked and burned when he spoke. “I’m going from memory of our map, but I think I know which direction we need to go.”  
 
    Without further ado, they started walking. Jeremiah kept an eye on the sun as the hours went by, trying to keep his bearings, but it was so easy to get confused and off track in the never-changing landscape.   
 
    None of them had needed to stop for a private moment since the day before, and Jeremiah quickly realized he was hardly sweating anymore either. His body didn’t have any moisture left to produce sweat. That was a bad sign. And the way Sol walked, almost as if drunk, revealed he was in worse shape than the rest of them. 
 
    It was sometime in the afternoon when Jeremiah startled. Squinting at the buildings rising in the distance, he cried out in excitement. “I see a city!” he yelled to the group. He whirled around to wave at them. Evalene and the others squinted in the direction he pointed. Why weren’t they as excited as he was? Less than a mile ahead of them was a small city with a shimmering lake visible on the far side. “Hurry! We’re almost there! I can see water!” And he lurched forward into a run.  
 
    Jeremiah couldn’t keep up the jog for very long, and when he looked behind him, he found the others struggling too. Evie stumbled after him, not even looking up, just watching her feet to keep from falling. Sol was the furthest back, leaning heavily on Olive, though she looked as if she might drop too.  
 
    But slowly, steadily, they pushed forward, eager to reach the city. One sand dune, and another, and another. Jeremiah grew frustrated that the city didn’t get any closer.  
 
    The sun was changing position as they chased the hope of the city, hinting at them getting off their original course, but Jeremiah ignored it and the sensation niggling at the back of his mind. The city was there. He could see it. They couldn’t make it much further, it had to be real. He was dizzy and his hands were starting to shake.  
 
    But no matter how far they walked, they never reached the city and as he stared at it, it began to disappear. He slowed until he walked next to Evie. His tired brain knew what was happening, but he didn’t want to admit the truth and dash everyone’s hopes.  
 
    They kept going until finally Jeremiah lurched to a halt, nearly falling over. He’d used up all his strength sprinting toward the mirage. “It was here,” his voice was rough from thirst and disappointment. “I swear I saw it. It was right here…” 
 
    All of them stopped where they stood, spinning to look at the red sand to the left and the right, ahead and behind. There was no city. Jeremiah dropped to the ground to rest, not sure if he could get back up.  
 
    “Come on,” Evie said after they’d stood silent for a few moments, taking two steps to where Jeremiah sat on the ground, hunched over. She held out a hand to him. “You said it yourself, we have to keep going.” 
 
    He took her hand. They both almost lost their balance as she pulled him up. He swayed for a moment, feeling lost.   
 
    The heat of the afternoon sun beat down on them. “God, please help us,” Evie whispered, as she faced the horizon. And Jeremiah silently sent up a prayer of his own begging for help. He was responsible for these people and he’d never felt more incapable in his entire life. How was he going to get them through this day? 
 
     “Let’s get back to our original course,” Evalene suggested to Jeremiah. He nodded, and they turned to face the direction the sun was starting to set once more. 
 
    But before they could take a single step, Sol keeled over. Olive dropped down beside him in an instant, and Jeremiah and Evie rushed over to kneel on his other side. Picking up Sol’s wrist, Jeremiah felt for the man’s pulse. It was as fast and erratic as his breathing, and his skin was hot to the touch. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Is he going to be okay?” Olive asked, distressed, looking as if she would cry if she could form tears.  
 
    “He’s dehydrated. His head wound probably sped up the process…” Jeremiah guessed. Sol was unresponsive.  
 
    Evie felt his forehead. “I think he has a fever.” 
 
    “Sol,” Olive shook him, her face crumpling into dry sobs. “Sol, you’ve got to wake up. We need to keep going…” her voice cracked, “We’re almost there…” 
 
    Sol didn’t respond, except to start shivering. But when Olive shook him again, almost violently this time, he blinked, staring up at her face. “Olive…” Sol whispered, “Is that you?” 
 
    “Of course, it’s me,” Olive said, with an effort to sound lighthearted. But it came out strained. Sol’s eyes fluttered closed again. Jeremiah thought he looked pale underneath his sunburn. “What should I do?” Olive whispered, looking between Jeremiah and Evie. 
 
    Sol twitched, not opening his eyes, and raised his voice, “Don’t leave me.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Olive promised. 
 
    “Don’t leave me,” he repeated. “You’re all I have left.” 
 
    “Sol!” Olive shook him a little, but his eyes didn’t open. “That’s not true! You have all of us. C’mon, you’ve gotta wake up.” 
 
    “No, it’s true,” Sol mumbled. Jeremiah couldn’t help but think of Sol’s revelation the day before. Was he talking to his little sister again? Or did he mean Olive?  
 
    He muttered something and they all leaned closer. “Can you say that again?” Olive asked, gently brushing his dark hair away from his eyes where it grew long. 
 
     “Don’t tell Olive,” Sol’s eyes were closed and he shook his head, “But I love her…”  
 
    Olive froze, staring down at him.   
 
    Sol mumbled something further, but it was incomprehensible. “What?” Olive leaned in to listen closer, but shook her head at his mutterings, unable to understand anything he was saying. He was delusional. 
 
    “Sol,” Jeremiah tried. “Sol, you need to wake up. We need to keep moving.” 
 
    The man blinked, eyes half open, staring at Jeremiah in confusion.  
 
    “Can you get up?” Jeremiah asked him, already moving to help Sol stand. He ignored the girls’ protests to let Sol rest. “We have to keep moving,” he said to them, pulling Sol to a standing position. “Lean on me.” 
 
    Sol’s confusion lessened slightly once he was standing. He shook his head as if to clear the bewilderment, wincing as he did. The razor focus normally in his eyes partially returned, and in a gravelly voice that was dry from the wind and sand, he said, “I’m okay. Lead on.” 
 
    Jeremiah let Olive duck under Sol’s other shoulder, and they helped him together. They set out at a slow pace, angling away from the non-existent city to return to their previous path.  
 
    Sol leaned heavily on him and Olive, seeming more lucid than before. But Jeremiah wasn’t sure how much longer that would last. He scanned the horizon for any sign of hope.  
 
    Evie kept pace with them, leading the way without faltering. Jeremiah was glad for her confidence. She never complained—although Olive did enough of that for all four of them—and she never gave up.  
 
    Sol stumbled, drawing Jeremiah’s attention away from Evie. Now was not the time, he needed to focus. He shifted to bear more of Sol’s weight, as the man muttered to himself incoherently. First, they needed to get through this desert. Then, he promised himself, he and Evie would talk.  
 
    An hour or so later, Jeremiah saw another mirage on the horizon. The shimmer of a vast lake stretched out ahead, even larger than the first he’d seen. Of course, because it was a vision, there was also greenery on both sides, as if the desert was ending, and plants had a chance to take root. But he kept his mouth shut. He knew better.  
 
    Everyone pressed on across the red sand in silence. 
 
    As they walked on, the mirage grew larger and didn’t fade. Evie sighed where she walked next to him. “I wish that lake was real.” 
 
    Olive piped up from the other side of Sol, who was shivering again, “I know, it’s making me so thirsty.” 
 
    Jeremiah jerked, surprising Sol enough that the man half opened his eyes, blinking. “You both see it too?” Jeremiah asked, louder than he’d intended. “I thought it was just me!” 
 
    Still wary of another trick, they picked up their pace to a fast walk. Jeremiah tried to lick his lips at the sight of all that water, but his tongue was too dry. Olive tripped once, caught herself, then tripped again. Evie came to link arms with her on the other side, and together the four of them held each other up and pressed on. 
 
    It wasn’t until the ground began to harden into dirt instead of sand, with bits of grass, that Jeremiah began to believe it might be real. It continued to grow firmer and greener. Despite the evidence, he felt afraid to trust it. But when they dipped their toes into the cool, refreshing water, he finally allowed himself to celebrate with a hoarse laugh of excitement.  
 
    It was real.  
 
    Evie let go and splashed into the water, crying out in pure joy. Olive and Sol waded in after her. Jeremiah swam past them, farther out into the enormous lake. 
 
    The cool liquid seemed to wake Sol out of his daze and his eyes opened fully again as he sank deeper into the water. He swayed a bit and Olive stayed close, keeping him from wading too far out, but as he stood half-submerged, his eyes brightened and he managed a grin.  
 
    Evie had barely dipped a toe in the water.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Jeremiah called, swimming back toward her. “Can’t swim?” 
 
    She shook her head, embarrassed.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he encouraged her, “There aren’t any drop offs. Come in, cool off!” He grinned as she carefully made her way closer to the group, stopping when the water was at her chest. The cool liquid refreshed his spirits, and even though Jeremiah could see layers of sand and sweat flowing away from him into the water, he was too desperate and thirsty to care. He leaned forward and drank deeply. Never had water tasted so fresh and so pure in his entire life.  
 
    When he finally lifted his head, he found the others gulping it down too. The water revived them. Olive helped Sol lean back and washed his wound. Cleaning the bandage in the water, they decided to let it air dry. When they finally waded back to shore and crawled out onto the soft grassy beach afterwards, Jeremiah fell onto his back in relief and just laid there.  
 
    Exhausted, the group rested, watching the sun slowly cross the sky, drying them off. Once the bit of stained bandage had dried, Olive pulled Sol up to a sitting position so she could wrap his wound again. The broken skin was clean now, but swollen, and a bright red with hints of sickly yellow-green that suggested the beginnings of infection. 
 
    The dizziness faded. Pushing himself to a sitting position, Jeremiah leaned back on his arms. The lake shimmered in front of them and on both sides. He now knew that the grassland stretching out on both sides was real, but which way led to a town? What territory were they in? Should they go left? Right? Wait for help? He had no idea. Some guide he was. His gut clenched at the reminder that they were looking to him for direction. At least now they had water. 
 
    He studied the area for a few minutes, thinking hard, trying to picture the map they’d been forced to leave behind in the rental car. The others sprawled out on the green grass, recovering. Jeremiah prayed for some divine miracle or insight, but nothing happened.  
 
    Closing his eyes, he imagined the map once more. Hadn’t there been a territory full of lakes? “I might know where we are,” Jeremiah told the group. He hesitated, as they perked up. “Not the exact location, but the territory reminds me of the one in the center, above the Riders.” 
 
    “The Lakelands?” Evie asked. 
 
    Jeremiah nodded. But as he looked to the left and to the right, studying the greenery and trees cropping up along the landscape, he shrugged, admitting, “I could be wrong.” Wherever they were, they weren’t in the desert anymore. That was for sure. 
 
    “As long as we’re near water, we’ll be okay,” Olive said. But she frowned as she glanced over at Sol.  
 
    With a sigh, Evie dragged herself up to sit like Jeremiah. He could tell she was still weak. They all were. None of them were excited about the idea of possibly setting off in the wrong direction. The sun sank closer to the horizon by the minute. Within an hour it would be dark, if not sooner.  
 
    Before Evie could stand, Jeremiah spoke up, “Maybe we should stay here for the night.” If he was being honest, Jeremiah didn’t think Sol could go any further. 
 
    The others agreed. Evie nodded at him gratefully before she laid back down. Jeremiah sat with his back to the water, staring out at the desert they’d somehow crossed. He was about to lie down and relax again, when he stopped, squinting. Was that a dust cloud in the distance? 
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    Evalene 
 
    “LOOK!” JEREMIAH JUMPED UP, pointing in the direction they’d come.  
 
    His urgency made Evalene whirl to face the desert they’d just left. The moment she saw the dust cloud, her anxiety skyrocketed. “More Riders!”  
 
    Olive watched the horizon too. Evalene caught her glancing down at Sol, who hadn’t even moved. If he was in such bad shape he didn’t bother to sit up, then there was no way they could run.  
 
    “What do we do?” Olive hissed, “Can we hide in the water?” 
 
    Jeremiah held out a calming hand as he squinted at the cloud. “I don’t think they’re Riders…” he said slowly, “Or at least, they aren’t on bikes this time if they are…” Evalene didn’t know what to make of the slow-moving cloud. Jeremiah might be right, but her heart beat wildly at the possibilities. 
 
    Olive turned back to the water. “Let’s jump in and hide, just to be safe.” Evalene nodded agreement, helping her lift Sol and wade back into the cool liquid. Jeremiah followed.  
 
    With only their heads above the water, they spoke in hushed tones. “What are they driving?” Olive asked. She kept one eye on Sol, letting him lean on her, even though the cool water seemed to sharpen his senses. 
 
     “Not sure,” Jeremiah answered, frowning. “But they don’t look like the Riders’ bikes.” 
 
    That was for sure. The vehicles were the size of a bus and round, like a bullet on wheels. But that didn’t make Evalene feel any better. She glanced over at Jeremiah anxiously. 
 
     “I think the Riders get their name from those strange bikes,” Jeremiah whispered, as if reading her mind. "These vehicles seem completely different…” He squinted at the train of buses in the distance like it might help him discern for sure. “Let’s wait until they’re closer…” 
 
    The strange vehicles crept toward them in the distance, driving at an extremely low speed. More bus-shaped crafts appeared behind it. They were traveling in an organized line.  
 
    This orderly, peaceful approach, along with everything else about them, persuaded Evalene they were nothing like the Riders. And if they weren’t coming to attack, then they were the group’s salvation. “Let’s wave them down.” 
 
    “One more minute,” Jeremiah cautioned. But finally, he nodded. “Okay... I guess we don’t really have a choice. We need help.” Though Evalene could tell he was worried, they stepped out of the water. Olive helped Sol lower himself to the ground to rest, while Evalene and Jeremiah waved their arms and yelled to get the stranger’s attention. 
 
    The buses were already headed in their general direction, but someone must have spotted them, because they turned directly toward the group. Too late to change their minds now.  
 
    They lowered their arms and waited, as the vessels crawled toward them agonizingly slow. Whoever these people were, Evalene and the others were too tired, beaten and starved to run more than a few feet anyway. 
 
    Each bus had a concave rooftop filled with a group of people lounging comfortably under canopies, enjoying the breeze. As their faces began to be distinguishable, Evalene grew even more certain they couldn’t possibly be Riders. They were unmasked and flashed wide grins at the group as they approached, waving wildly, cheering, and yelling, “Hello, friends! Hello!” They sounded nothing like the Riders or the York natives. There was a rolling lilt to their speech, blending all the words together, but not in an unpleasant way. 
 
    “Hello,” Jeremiah called back.  
 
    “Having a nice swim?” One of the women called out from where she sat in the shade of an awning. Every word flowed into the next like water lapping at the shore. She climbed down the ladder along the side while the bus was still moving, and hopped down to greet them. All her teeth showed pearly white against her brown skin as she grinned. Her smile was so perfect, Evalene found herself wondering if it was a BioGrade? Did they recreate teeth? Olive had said they did everything. 
 
    The smiling woman strode up to them energetically, towering over all of them. “Oh, you poor little babes. You got stranded, didn’t you?” She didn’t wait for an answer—not that she needed one, considering none of them had any gear and all four of them were sunburned a deep shade of red, standing on the shore as if one more drop of water might be enough weight to knock them over.  
 
    “Fern, Peach, come help,” the woman called out without turning around or taking her gaze off them once. She held out a friendly hand to shake theirs. “The name is Skye. I’m in charge of this group of rabble. Welcome to the Lakelands.” The handshake felt formal compared to the rest of their enthusiastic greeting. Evalene noticed a tattoo of three arrowheads on Skye’s wrist as it was her turn to shake. 
 
    Two women leapt down from a bus when Skye called. Evalene assumed they must be Fern and Peach. Strange names. Even stranger looking.  
 
    Skye turned and strode purposefully away from them toward the bus, shouting orders to the other Lakelanders that got lost on the wind, while the two women approached.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Peach,” said the first woman, reaching out to shake their hands like Skye had. She had the same tattoo of three arrows on her wrist. Evalene wondered if they indicated belonging to this crew, the way the Number tattoo on Evalene’s neck used to declare her place back home. Peach’s head was shaved almost completely, with just a bit of red fuzz showing her natural hair color. Just like peach fuzz. She had dozens of piercings on her face and ears. Evalene tried not to stare when she spotted one of the sparkly piercings in the woman’s belly-button. 
 
    “I’m Fern,” the shorter woman introduced herself, a brunette with hair all the way down to her lower back. She wore black, not a hint of fern green or any other color on her. Evalene couldn’t help but notice the multitude of tattoos snaking up and down her arms as they shook hands. Maybe one of designs was a fern?  If she had the three-arrow tattoo like the others, it blended in with the rest.  
 
    “Did you come from a fabulous adventure or a disastrous accident?” Fern asked them as she let go of Evalene’s hand. There was a detailed snake tattoo around her wrist that almost appeared to be moving whenever she twisted her arm. 
 
    “Psshh, clearly something hazardous,” Peach said before anyone in the group could respond. She plucked at Evalene’s clothes, ripped and filthy, dropping them in disgust. 
 
    “What are your names?” Fern skipped on to a new question, before Evalene had time to blink. 
 
    “Don’t be rude,” Peach spoke over her, shaking her head and wagging a finger at Fern. “Maybe they wish to remain anonymous.”  
 
    Fern ignored her and spoke to the group, “We mean you no harm, please don’t be anxious.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Jeremiah said, stepping forward to introduce himself and the group. Evalene noticed his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, which were tight around the corners. “It’s good to meet someone friendly.” 
 
    “Oh, how marvelous to meet you as well!” Peach exclaimed, grinning broadly. Her lip ring glinted in the sunlight and felt incongruous with the pleasant conversation. Evalene tilted her head, trying to figure out their choice of words…  
 
    “It’s not like they’re famous.” Fern rolled her eyes, but winked at them to take the edge off her words. A few dozen feet behind her, people began to pile out of the tubs from the roofs as well as from inside the strange vehicles. 
 
    “Maybe so, but it’s still a momentous occasion, being allowed the opportunity to rescue such fine people.” 
 
    “One might even say a mountainous occasion,” said Fern. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” Peach huffed. The sarcastic twist of her eyebrow emphasized two more piercings. They were focused on each other, forgetting the group. 
 
    “I prefer spontaneous.” Fern smirked. 
 
    “Preposterous.”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    Then Fern lifted a finger in victory. “I do believe you’re jealous.” 
 
    “An enormous assumption.” Peach’s mouth twisted in a fiendish grin as if she was winning something. “And frivolous.”  
 
    Evalene tilted her head as the two bickered, unsure if she should smile at their word play or be worried. Another short pause and then Fern lit up as she said to Evalene, “Either way, you’re courageous—it’s truly miraculous! Don’t mind Peach, she tends to be obnoxious.” And she grinned over at the four of them, as if celebrating. 
 
    “Enough games,” Skye called from where she’d been organizing the rest of her crew. Distracted by Fern and Peach, Evalene hadn’t noticed until now just how many people had tumbled out of the massive buses. There had to be at least three dozen of these strange Lakelanders standing there in front of them.  
 
    The two women stopped squabbling for a split second to yell back, “Yes, ma’am.” Fern lowered her voice so that only their small group would hear, “Skye’s the boss.” 
 
    “Our new friends must be hungry?” Skye called out to them. And though Evalene hadn’t thought there was any moisture left in her body, she felt a bit of drool form in her mouth. She nodded fervently as Skye met their gazes. The leader laughed. “Lucky for you, Crater is just finishing dinner. I’ll make sure he serves you first. Let Fern and Peach make you comfortable, you’re our honored guests and we count ourselves fortunate to have you.”  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Evalene saw Sol lean forward like he was about to keel over. Olive reacted before Evalene had a chance, ducking under his arm to keep him standing. Skye took notice and stepped closer to peer at him, immediately frowning in concern. “Come with me,” she told him, taking his arm. She pulled him away from Olive, who was reluctant to let go. “We’ll have someone take a look at that.” Sol leaned on her heavily as they entered one of the buses. 
 
    Weight fell off Evalene’s shoulders at the kind welcome. Her relief was so profound, she suddenly needed to sit. She was about to topple over just like Sol, when Peach reappeared with a fold-out chair. With a flick of her wrist it flew open, and Peach went as far as to take Evalene’s hands and guide her into the seat. “Oh honey, you look like you’re about to be unconscious. Just rest, we’ll take good care of you!” Between her and Fern, the rest of their little group was seated in just a few seconds. 
 
    Fern spoke as she worked. “Skye is very generous.”  
 
    “And magnanimous.” Peach agreed. 
 
    “If you’re nervous, just wait until Crater serves us.” 
 
    “That makes it sound like his food is hideous.” Peach cut Fern off again with a raised brow.  
 
    Evalene settled deeper into her chair, relaxing between Jeremiah and Olive, enthralled with the strange women. They continued to banter back and forth even as they flung out another two dozen chairs, creating a large circle. “Not at all,” Fern said, as she swept by with more chairs. “If you’re curious about our glamorous life, just wait until you see dinner.” The huge buses had driven up on all sides, surrounding them, creating a protective barrier.  
 
    “Now you’re making them cautious,” Peach said. “Negativity is contagious!” 
 
    “Quite the opposite,” Fern argued, as she pitched the last chair and moved to the center of the circle with some wood. “You’re being mischievous, trying to distract me. But it won’t work. Crater’s cooking is as tremendous as it is fabulous. 
 
    “Ah!” Peach dropped a load of wood in the firepit and pointed a finger at Fern. “You already said that last one. I win!” 
 
    “That’s a load of tech-bait,” Fern snapped. Evalene blinked, wondering what tech-bait meant. “Besides, it doesn’t matter. I had 16, and you only had 13.” 
 
    Overwhelmed, Evalene watched them walk away, still arguing. She glanced over at Jeremiah, feeling disoriented, to see if he’d followed any of that. He shrugged.  
 
    Olive whispered, “They seem nice.”  
 
    “Sure…” Evalene agreed tentatively. There was something off about them that she couldn’t put her finger on. Maybe she was imagining it. Likely she was just reacting to a new culture.  
 
    Just as Olive started to say, “I wonder if Sol–” Fern and Peach appeared with Sol in tow, as well as another smaller woman, who could only be four-feet-tall at the very most.  
 
    “This is Bubble,” Fern said, introducing the tiny woman with deep brown skin and big hair. Evalene almost laughed at the name, then realized they were serious. It must be a nickname. Bubble stood a foot below Fern and two feet below Peach, but despite the height difference, it was she who helped Sol walk over to them, while the other two just watched.  
 
    Bubble flashed the rest of the group a smile with so many teeth, Evalene thought she could almost see her molars. This whole group had perfect skin and teeth. Evalene felt certain they must have had BioGrades to all look so flawless. Which led her to wonder just how old these people really were? Everyone looked so young; the thought that they might be decades older blew her mind. Bubble’s tattoo of three arrows was faded, but Evalene found it there on her wrist because she was looking for it. Definitely something to do with being in this crew then.  
 
    Bubble guided Sol into the chair next to Olive and he sank into it with a sigh of relief. Evalene noted the fresh, clean bandage wrapped around his head. The alert spark in his eyes that she’d grown so used to seeing had returned. That alone helped her relax more than any welcome party could. 
 
    “I brought some medicine for you all too,” Bubble told them, producing a heavy jar with a thick, honey-colored liquid. She had them hold out their hands together, palms up, and poured. Evalene stared at the strange substance in her hands. It looked like a runny cream and smelled sweet like sugar. Bubble gestured for them to rub it into their skin, starting with their faces. The sting of Evalene’s sun-burn disappeared immediately. A soothing sensation spread across her skin wherever the cream touched. Once she felt the power of the medicine, she eagerly spread it across her face, neck, and arms until she ran out.  
 
    Bubble chuckled at their reactions. “It’s good, I know. That’s for your outsides, now for your insides.” She pulled out a small clear vial filled with blue liquid that sloshed around as she shook it. Unscrewing the lid and holding out the container toward Olive, Bubble held up one finger in warning, “Only one small sip. Understand?” Olive nodded, tilting her head back and swallowing without a second thought.  
 
    Evalene was less trusting. Nothing was free. What was the catch? She took it from Olive’s hand, hesitating. “What is it?” 
 
    “Just a few herbs and my secret recipe.” Bubble spread her hands wide and smiled at them, turning to screw the lid back on the cream. She waved a hand as if it was a foolish question. “It heals the dry ache in your insides. You didn’t have any water for a long time, am I right? This is a fast solution. If you don’t want it, that’s okay. You’ll just need to drink 8-10 glasses of water for the next five days instead. Works about the same.” She shrugged, pointing at the body of water near the camp. “We have an overabundance of lake water here. Fishy. But it’ll do the job well enough.” 
 
    Evalene’s nose wrinkled. She glanced over at Sol, who was as cautious as her. He nodded. “I took it. It’s safe.” If he’d chosen the unknown liquid instead of drinking buckets of lake water, then there was probably nothing to worry about. He definitely looked better for it. Evalene reluctantly accepted the little vial. It tasted empty, but with a hint of something bitter. The aftertaste soured on her tongue and her mouth puckered as she handed it to Jeremiah. He raised a brow at her expression, but chose to take the medicine as well. 
 
    “Good, good,” Bubble said, accepting the blue liquid container back from Jeremiah. “You should be feeling better very soon.” 
 
    And Evalene did feel somewhat better. Between the soothing lotion on her skin and the cooling sensation trickling down her throat toward her stomach, she felt lulled into a sleepy, relaxed state. But the smell of meat on the air roused her.  
 
    Two men carried an enormous tray of food out and set it over the fire pit, where the dry wood blazed so hot the flames turned blue.  
 
     Skye claimed the chair next to Jeremiah, looking like a sovereign ruler on her throne, despite the fact it was made out of the same material as the other chairs.  
 
    “Crater prepared a delicacy for you tonight,” Skye told them. “He and his twin Canyon will make each of you your own plate and you can guess what it is!” The food was bright pink, blue, and green, and Evalene didn’t recognize any of it. Skye grinned as if they would think unusual food from strangers was an adventure. Maybe to her it was.  
 
    Evalene’s mind raced to find an excuse to politely decline, but her stomach betrayed her, growling loudly at the smells wafting toward them on the air. They hadn’t eaten in two full days. She was starving. 
 
    The two men who’d brought out the large food tray scooped two plates each, bringing it over to their four guests, bowing low.  
 
    When the men stood straight again, Evalene saw the twins were identical. The tan men smiled at her at the same time, making her feel like she was seeing double. They seemed as excited to have guests as the rest of the Lakelanders. Evalene accepted her plate, staring at the colorful meal. She might not recognize it, but it smelled incredible. Despite her better judgment, Evalene found herself picking up her fork to take a bite. Whatever it was melted in her mouth. A sigh of happiness escaped her. 
 
    Skye noticed and smiled broadly, “You like it?” she asked. Mouth full, Evalene just nodded. “They like it.” Skye called to the rest of the Lakelanders. Everyone cheered. Those nearby reached out to tap their shoulders or arms, saying how happy they were to have new friends. Those three-arrowed tattoos abounded. Evalene wanted to ask about them, but she didn’t want to offend their hosts.  
 
    “Careful,” Fern said as they gulped their food whole, “You’re going to make yourself sick.” Evalene ignored her, too hungry to listen. But Olive ran off into the bushes a minute later, and soon Evalene felt her stomach rebel too. When the first meal didn’t stick, the Lakelanders offered her a second plate. She didn’t turn it down.  
 
    Eating more slowly this time, Evalene let her stomach adjust. During the distraction of Olive running to vomit a second time, Evalene caught Sol slipping one of the sharp meat knives into his boot. No one else seemed to notice. Evalene appreciated knowing he was still on guard. 
 
    As they ate, the sun dipped below the horizon and disappeared. Dusk fell and stars began to light up the sky above them. The Lakelanders raised the bonfire in the middle to a roaring flame that lit up the entire circle easily. They stretched simple roofs out from the buses, unrolling carpets underneath, creating little individual shelters outside each tub. They even lit small lamps in each one, casting a warm glow around the circle.  
 
    Evalene sat there in front of the toasty fire with a full belly, feeling the medicine taking effect. It made her feel almost drunk. She had never been so welcomed in her whole life. Everything in her wanted to soak up the longed-for camaraderie. The others certainly were, smiling at everyone as they held their plates up to their chins and devoured their food so fast the fork barely touched the plate. Evalene shook her head. Just because she’d grown up surrounded by more enemies than friends, didn’t mean everyone was an enemy. She discarded the nagging feeling. 
 
    Skye was describing a creature to Olive that the Lakelanders had come across just the day before. “It was roughly the size of a car, with four eyes—two in the front and two in the back of its head,” she was saying.  
 
    Olive’s eyes were round in awe. “I’ve never heard of an animal like that,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Skye nodded calmly as if this was to be expected. “It had large ears and sharp tusks like the ancient elephants,” she continued, drawing her hands out from her face to shape ears and tusks as she spoke. Her hands waved dramatically, getting more and more expressive as she told her story. “And a tail like a scorpion that hovered over and struck out a lethal blow to anyone who approached.” 
 
    As the beast grew more strange-sounding by the second, Olive began to squint in confusion, not knowing what to say.  
 
    “That sounds unreal,” Evalene murmured.  
 
    “Are you saying you don’t believe me?” Skye asked her in a soft voice, and her eyes narrowed in on Evalene’s face. 
 
    Caught in an uncomfortable position, Evalene wracked her brain for everything she’d learned in the political offices, trying to find the most diplomatic answer. Slowly, choosing her words carefully, she said, “I’m sure everyone would have a hard time believing it, until they saw it.” 
 
    Something flickered in Skye’s eyes before her serious expression melted into an enormous smile and she laughed heartily. “I confess, the games are so much more fun when the other party doesn’t know they’re playing!” 
 
    Now all four of them frowned in confusion, glancing at each other as they tried to figure out what was going on.  
 
    Skye leaned forward and held out a hand as if to pat Evalene’s knee if she hadn’t been too far away. “You were right to call my bluff,” she told Evalene with a laugh. “No such animal has ever existed to my knowledge.” She pointed to Evalene as she told everyone else in the circle, “We have a winner!” And back to just Evalene and her little group again, Skye held her hand up to her mouth, as if to let them in on a secret, “We love our games in my crew. Keeps our minds sharp.” Skye tapped the side of her head and grinned again. “BioGrades only go so far, you know.” 
 
    Evalene thought of Peach and Fern’s strange wordplay earlier and nodded to herself. It made sense. But it left her feeling slightly off balance, not knowing what was true and what wasn’t…  
 
    Skye was asking them how they’d ended up stranded in the desert. As soon as Olive said the word “Riders” the woman nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Ah yes, it’s a miracle you escaped with your lives,” she said. Leaning back into her chair, she added, “Where are you heading, may I ask?” 
 
    Evalene was still trying to decide if she could trust them when Olive answered. “Seguro Falls.” 
 
    “What a coincidence,” Skye said, throwing her hands up in surprise, “That’s where we’re heading as well.” She smiled graciously. “You are more than welcome to join us. After all, we could never in good conscience leave you behind.” Evalene expected her to ask for reimbursement in some form, maybe in working for them, but Skye only turned away to speak to the woman on her right, dropping the conversation.  
 
    One of the twins came to take their plates. Fern popped up between Olive and Evalene, “Are you ready to dig your beds?” she chirped, holding a small shovel.  
 
    “Dig?” Olive squeaked and Evalene huffed a laugh in disbelief.  
 
    “Wait,” Evalene guessed, “Is this another game?”  
 
    Fern burst out laughing, slapping Evalene’s shoulder and bumping Peach when her friend came up next to her. “This girl’s a natural,” she said loudly, making a few others nearby look, including Skye. Their smiles seemed almost predatory. This medicine had made Evalene delirious. She was starting to see things. Maybe it was all that talk of the imaginary animal earlier. She wasn’t used to such friendly people and her instincts were looking for something that wasn’t there. 
 
    Fern and Peach led them away from the fire toward one of the buses where the night air was colder. “We sleep inside the circle,” Peach said. She pointed to the ground where a thick carpet had been laid down across the dirt, wide enough to fit half a dozen people. “We like to be outside whenever possible. It’s nice to always see what’s coming, you know?” 
 
    Evalene nodded, glancing at Olive, who nodded too. But when they weren’t looking, Olive spread her hands wide and shrugged, as if to say, they’re strange, but at least they’re nice. Fern and Peach handed them each a blanket, saying, “You get your own covers, but you’ll share the mat. Sound good?”  
 
    When they nodded sleepily, Fern held out the small shovel she’d been carrying and added, “If you need to go do your business, make sure you go a good way outside the circle, dig a hole, and then fill it back in when you’re done, understand? Nobody wants to trip over that.” This time she wasn’t joking. Evalene accepted the shovel, nodding for everyone.  
 
    They lay down the same way they had the night before, but this time the blankets added an extra layer of warmth on top of their body heat. Drowsily Evalene stared up at the stars thinking she’d never been so tired in her entire life. Now that the aches and pains were gone, there was nothing to keep her conscious. She didn’t pay attention to what the others were doing. The moment her head touched the ground and her eyes closed, she was gone.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    20 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    JEREMIAH SLEPT UNTIL SOMEONE shook him awake. He blinked to find the Lakelander buses completely loaded up. The chairs were all put away and the remnants of the fire snuffed out, as their new friends ate breakfast to go.  
 
    Peach grinned down at them. The sun behind her illuminated the red fuzz on her scalp. “Wake up, sleep bums. We’ve got at least three days driving to get you back on track.” Jeremiah still couldn’t believe how slow the Lakelander’s vehicles traveled—or how far he’d led his group off-course. 
 
    The buses began pulling out of the circle one at a time. As their little group stood up, blinking awake, someone slipped the mat out from under them, packing it away. Another took their blankets, storing them in the bus next to them. Its engine turned over and it rolled into the caravan line as well. 
 
    “Better get moving,” Peach told them, jogging a couple steps to catch the nearest bus, hopping up on the ladder, beginning to climb to the roof, calling over her shoulder. “Unless you’re in the mood to walk?” 
 
    Jeremiah glanced at Evie and the others. They all pitched forward after the bus, hurrying to board before the whole train of vehicles rolled off without them. 
 
    The sides of the ladder rose above the top, making it easy to step onto the roof, which was flat and sunken in, scooped out in a hollow shape like a shallow bowl. Jeremiah was startled to find it filled with people who’d been invisible from the ground.  
 
    A few low chairs designed as part of the roof were nailed down in the center. They were full, and other crew members lounged along the walls, sitting on pillows and leaning against the sides which sloped gently.  
 
    A glare came off the bus’ metal nose. Enough heat to fry an egg sizzled against Jeremiah’s arm even from a foot away. But as he moved to sit along the side with the others, he noticed the heat faded. The canopy overhead seemed to soak up the rays and disperse the heat instead of intensifying.  
 
    He sank onto a soft pillow next to Evie. The metal sides of the bus made a firm, but comfortable back rest. He leaned back with a sigh of relief, already worn out. But still a vast improvement from how he’d felt the day before.  
 
    They munched on the offered breakfast rolls and a strange tasting cheese as the buses crawled forward in a long line. Jeremiah noticed Olive shyly avoiding Sol’s gaze and company, putting Evie between them, and the poor man blinking in confusion. He clearly didn’t remember what he’d said in the desert, but Olive certainly did, and it looked like she’d decided to avoid it—and him—altogether. 
 
    From this height, Jeremiah could see the end of the desert not too far in the distance. Small trees and shrubs started popping up as they went, growing larger, until less than a half-hour later, they reached a road.  
 
    The trees grew thicker and closer together, forcing the buses onto the pavement, which was worn and cracked as if it hadn’t been repaired in decades. Weeds grew up in the fissures as if to emphasize how little the road was used. It wound back and forth, twisting out of sight, making it difficult to tell if a single other soul was on it. 
 
    While the Lakelanders kept up quiet conversations amongst themselves, Jeremiah found the slow rolling speed of the bus and the comfortable backrest too much to resist. He nodded off, blinking awake what felt like only moments later when the bus came to a stop, only to find the sun high overhead.  
 
    “Lunch stop,” Peach called over to their quiet little group, and they hopped off the rooftop without ceremony. Jeremiah’s stomach growled as he followed everyone down the ladder. 
 
    In the lunch line, Jeremiah waved Sol and the girls to go ahead of him. As he grabbed a metal plate and scooped a spoonful of strange meat, Peach stepped in front of him in line, holding him back. She bumped his elbow, hard, almost knocking the food off his plate. “Got a thing for her, dontcha?” she said, matter-of-factly, chewing on a vegetable Jeremiah didn’t recognize.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to the chairs where Evie stood at the end of the lunch line, chatting with their new friends. He looked back at Peach, and she raised her eyebrows expressively. “Yeah, that one,” she said. 
 
    He moved forward in line, but Peach followed.  
 
    “Oh yeah. It’s like, the hair on your head obvious,” she said, as if he’d answered her. “Does she know?”  
 
    Jeremiah stepped around her to finish filling his plate. He didn’t want to offend their new hosts, so he searched for an answer that would pacify her. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    “That’s a no,” Peach said, following closely, ignoring the food entirely. “Want me to feel it out for you?” She leaned forward on the balls of her toes like she might run straight to Evie if he said yes. 
 
    “No! No,” Jeremiah tried to say it more casually. He did not need to make this more complicated than it already was. And he was going to talk to her. There just hadn’t been a good time. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re no fun,” Peach complained, settling back on her heels and crossing her arms. “I should have asked her first.” 
 
    Asked Evie first? Jeremiah had started walking away, but his curiosity got the better of him, and he stopped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Peach rolled her eyes. “I mean she’s making eyes at you, too. If I were her, I would’ve just went for it by now.” Her green eyes narrowed in on him like a lion watching its prey. “Maybe she wants to keep it exciting.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jeremiah shook his head firmly. Doubt niggled in his mind. But he shook it off. Peach was trying to create drama; if he’d learned anything about the Lakelanders it was that they were the ones who loved games. 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” Peach rolled her eyes again, tapping her fingers on her crossed arms. “You never know how much time you’ll have together. Better not to wait.” She shrugged and turned as if to set him free, but as she left, she called over her shoulder, “Leave it to me. Matchmaking is my speciality.” She disappeared in the Lakelander lunch crowd before he had a chance to argue, leaving him to wonder what she had planned. 
 
    Sitting in an empty chair across from Evie, he caught himself ‘making eyes’ as Peach called it, and forced himself to turn and chat with one of the Lakelanders next to him instead.  
 
    But now that the idea was planted in his mind, he couldn’t shake it. He frowned, worrying over Peach’s ‘plan.’ He wanted to talk to Evie on his own terms, not be thrust into the spotlight in one of their strange games. And Peach was annoying, but right… this talk was long overdue. 
 
    As the crew packed up lunch and the buses kicked into slow gear once more, Jeremiah gathered his courage. He stepped up behind Evie, gently touching her elbow to get her attention, and asked, “Do you want to walk for a bit?” 
 
    In the background, he saw Peach wiggle her fingers at him, grinning, before boarding one of the buses. He ignored her.  
 
    “Sure.” Evie smiled up at him. Her blue eyes shone in stark contrast against her skin which had turned a deep tan from the sun. It took him a moment to remember to blink and start walking. 
 
    They set out next to the buses, which traveled at the pace of a fast walk. They could’ve easily kept up, but Jeremiah slowed, until they’d drifted behind enough to talk without being overheard. 
 
    He found himself tongue-tied. This was his chance to let her know how he felt. It might even be his only chance. But his throat was dry and he found himself staring out at the trees on the sides instead of looking at her.  
 
    Frustrated, he berated himself. He’d formed a Council, spoken in front of huge crowds, and convinced thousands of terrified people to fight in a revolution where they faced death head on. Words were not usually a problem for him. But today, they stuck in his throat. He hadn’t told anyone he loved them since his mother died when he was 13.  
 
    Evie surprised him by speaking up first, blurting into the silence, “I’ve been wanting to tell you since the plane… the man at the Council ball—the one you saw me with—he was nobody.” 
 
    Jeremiah remembered her that night in her purple dress, hair down, lighting up the room as she talked to a blond man, laughing at something he’d said. “It’s okay,” he said. “You deserve to be happy. You don’t have to explain anything to me.”  
 
    But Evie laughed. “Jeremiah,” she said as if to catch his attention, even though she had it, completely. “Imagine you’re a young, former high-Number with money, and you see an eighteen-year-old girl somehow put on a Council among older, wiser, more experienced leaders. What would you do to get what you want? To try to sway the Council’s decisions in your favor?” 
 
    “What?” Jeremiah laughed in disbelief. “You’re saying they were chasing your votes?” He grew serious, digesting the idea as they walked, but shook his head after a moment. “No. You’re beautiful and smart. There’s no way that was just for votes.” 
 
    Evie blushed at his compliment and Jeremiah found himself grinning like an idiot, enjoying her reaction immensely.  
 
    “Well, either way, it doesn’t really matter in the end, since I wasn’t open to seeing anyone.” 
 
    At all? Or because of him? Jeremiah’s heart beat faster. He cleared his throat and looked at the road where it curved ahead and the buses slowly wove along out of sight. They were officially alone.  
 
    This would be the right time to say something if she was indeed hinting at feelings for him. Or the worst timing, if she wasn’t. He was still debating what she meant when she continued. 
 
    “Ever since Hofyn,” she pulled a paper out of her pocket, beginning to unfold it, “I’ve wanted to say thank you for your note…” she trailed off at the sight of the wrinkled paper and smeared, illegible words. “I swear this is the note you left behind with Luc! The lake water must’ve ruined it, but–”  
 
    Jeremiah stopped where he stood in the middle of the road. Evie went a little further before she noticed and halted as well.  
 
    Daring to hope, he took one step forward, closing the distance between them. “You kept it?” he repeated. He came to stand toe to toe with her, close enough to breathe the same air. “I meant every word, you know.” He was aware he was standing too close, but she didn’t back up, and neither did he.  
 
     “You are valuable,” he repeated what he’d told her in that note six months ago. But that wasn’t quite what he wanted to say. “Especially to me.” Not quite right either. Words were failing him. He stopped trying, following his instincts and reaching out instead, pulling her closer to him, lowering his lips to hers.  
 
    He barely touched her lips before pulling back, worried he’d gone too far. But when she half-opened her eyes, she smiled at him, biting her lip. “You should try that again,” she whispered. 
 
    Jeremiah grinned, gently tugging her closer to him, wrapping his arms around her as he kissed her again, this time savoring the moment, taking his time, enjoying the way she leaned into him and kissed him back.   
 
    Time slowed and when he finally pulled away, Evie sighed, eyes still closed a moment longer.  
 
    Jeremiah barely registered the cheering in the background. Whooping and hollering reached them from a bus that had turned around and come back for them, probably wondering why they’d disappeared, just in time to catch their last kiss.  
 
    The rest of the caravan rounded the bend after the first bus, all coming to a stop in the line up, waiting on Jeremiah and Evie, but Jeremiah didn’t pay them any attention. He watched Evie’s cheeks flush to match her lips, which made him want to kiss her all over again.  
 
    So, he did.  
 
    The Lakelanders broke out in enthusiastic cheers and cries for ‘More! More!’ as he pulled back. Sol and Olive cheered alongside them, clapping and laughing. 
 
    Jeremiah just grinned and waved, while Evie’s blush grew even deeper. He held out his hand and she accepted. Even when they caught up to the buses, she let him keep it. He wove his fingers through hers, enjoying the feeling.  
 
    Instead of climbing aboard, they walked right past the noisy Lakelanders, pretending not to notice, and the enormous vehicles turned around one by one, until they were once again a slow-moving procession. Jeremiah pulled Evie over to walk in the shadow of the last bus, right up next to it, out of sight from the roof and prying eyes. Their conversation wasn’t as private now, but at least they didn’t have a dozen eyes staring at them. He glanced up to double check and found both Peach and Olive leaning over the edge. They ducked back out of sight and he shook his head a little, laughing.  
 
    “I guess I misread the Council ball a little bit,” he said finally, the first thing that came to mind. He could kick himself for not talking to her that day.  
 
    “Just a little,” Evie teased. 
 
    “I wish I’d said hi,” he added, watching her face, wanting to kiss her again. 
 
    “Me too,” she whispered, growing serious for a moment.  
 
    He squeezed her fingers and they walked in sweet silence for a few minutes, before he noticed she was limping slightly. Halting, he gestured to her feet, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing.” She blushed again. He liked that he had that effect on her. She lifted her shoe and pointed to a hole forming in the toe. “I guess I should’ve gotten better shoes.” 
 
    “Ah.” Jeremiah frowned. “Let’s take a break from walking.” He led her back to the ladder, letting go of her hand so she could climb. At the top, he immediately reached out again, unable to help himself, smiling as she wove her fingers through his.  
 
    The Lakelanders whooped and hollered, as if they’d enjoyed a good show and wanted an encore. Weaving between them, Jeremiah led Evie to the back where Olive and Sol sat, grinning at them as they sat down. 
 
    Olive stared at their hands, looking like she might explode in excitement, while Sol gave Jeremiah a slight nod and subtle smile. Olive only lasted a few more seconds before she blurted, “I told you so!”  Evie laughed, ducking her head in embarassment. 
 
    Glancing over at Evie, Jeremiah waited until she met his gaze before he wiggled his brows and deadpanned, “You didn’t listen to advice from Olive? Don’t you know she’s as ‘wisdomous’ as they come?”  
 
    They laughed and settled in for the next few hours of driving, while the Lakelanders hastled them, bringing it up again every so often, just when they seemed to have forgotten, pointing out Jeremiah and Evie’s hands still clasped together, the stars in their eyes, even once asking them to kiss again, right then and there. Evie blushed every time. Jeremiah just grinned.  
 
    *** 
 
    At the campfire that night, as it grew late and everyone else went to bed, Jeremiah and Evie remained in their chairs, scooching so close together that the armrests of their chairs overlapped. They watched the fire flicker, and Jeremiah played with Evie’s fingers, enjoying the moment.  
 
    “Remember the last time we stayed up late at a bonfire?” he asked her. 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” she smiled at the memory.  
 
    “You helped me figure out an important decision.” He’d been at a crossroads—a small part of him had considered abandoning the revolution—when she’d reminded him who was really in control. Evie let her hair fall forward, hiding her face, but he caught a shy smile as she did, which encouraged him to add, “All I really wanted to do was stay behind and get to know this amazing girl I’d met…” 
 
    “Really?” she bit her lip. 
 
    He leaned closer, but paused before his lips touched hers, just long enough to whisper, “Really.”  
 
    By the time the fire began to die down in the early hours of the morning, they could hardly keep their eyes open. They curled up on the sleeping mat next to Sol and Olive. Jeremiah didn’t want to let her go. He reached out and tentatively rested his arm on her shoulder. Evie immediately covered it with her palm.  
 
    It was the exact same way they’d fallen asleep in the desert just two nights before, yet in a hundred ways completely different.  
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    The Radicals 
 
    SWEAT DRIPPED INTO HER eyes, but she blinked it away as she nodded to her comrade. “I’ll get the prisoners.”  
 
    His chin jutted up in agreement, and he turned back to train his weapon on the Slavers. This Slaver contingent was headed to Archland, but her little group of radicals had attacked at dawn. They had only a dozen on their team, counting her, against three times as many in the Slaver convoy. But the element of surprise was their friend.  
 
    Crossing quickly to the vehicle, she jumped inside, taking a moment to let her eyes adjust to the dark interior. The windows were muted, but there was enough light to make out three people in the cage inside: a man and two women.  
 
    Fists clenching in anger, she fought the fury that always came when she saw a captive, focusing her gaze on the cage. As she stepped closer, the people cooped up inside flinched back, huddling together against the far wall. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she told them as she worked, pulling out her tools, “I’m here to rescue you.” They wouldn’t believe her right away, but her group would get them to safety, and that’s what mattered. Understanding was for another time.  
 
    Ignoring the key hole, she didn’t bother to try and pick the lock. She set to work on the hinges instead. The simplest solution. All it took was a little grease from her tool kit and a wrench, and the bolts came free. Without the bolts holding the hinges together, the cage door swung wide open, from the opposite side.  
 
    The prisoners within gaped at her. “C’mon,” she said, waving a hand, as she turned to leave. She didn’t have time to coddle them. They were in a hostile situation. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    Fortunately, the prisoners recognized a rescue when they saw one. They followed on her tail as she led them out of the large vehicle, away from the Slaver convoy, to her little group’s own vehicle a dozen feet away. “Get in,” she told the helpless former-captives. They climbed one by one into the massive jeep, into the already crowded seats. Half her team had already packed into this jeep, filling all but the back row, and one stood in the open trunk prepared to help.  
 
    “Some of you will need to stand,” the driver said to the freed-captives as they paused on the jeep’s ledge, uncertain, staring at the full seats. They startled as if they hadn’t seen him until that moment. His beard and long hair gave him a reckless, wild look, and the newcomers obeyed, scurrying around to the open trunk and climbing up into the back to stand and hold onto the frame. 
 
    As the prisoners settled in, their rescuer jumped up on the jeep’s ledge next to the driver’s door, leaning in through the window to give the man a quick kiss on the lips, before hopping back down. “I’ll see you at the rendezvous,” she said to him, smiling at their victory.  
 
    “You got it, babe,” he said back with a grin, as the engine roared to life and he put the jeep into gear. She didn’t wait to watch him pull away. It was time for her half of the crew to get into the second jeep and make a quick exit.  
 
    “Let’s go!” she shouted to the men and women riding with her. They knew what to do. Back away slowly, guns up, trained on the Slavers, and on the count of three, everyone would jump in and she would take off at top speed. They’d gotten it down to a science. 
 
    She hurried to the driver’s door, pulling it open, and plopping down in the front seat of the open jeep to wait. The engine was still running. Slowly her group backed away, and she watched through the open window with her hands on the wheel.  
 
    One of the Slavers coughed and it drew her attention. His smirk made her frown. Before she could call out to hurry up, she saw it. From behind one of the Slaver vehicles, half a dozen of them. Creeping toward her guys. They wouldn’t see it coming. 
 
    She screamed at them, “RUN—” 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Shots rang out, blindsiding every one of them. Their blood splattered the ground as they fell. She cried out in horror, drawing the Slaver’s attention. The bullets peppered across the sand all around her. She ducked as they hit the jeep. The noise was so deafening, she didn’t realize she was screaming until they paused.  
 
    Without looking up, she threw the jeep into drive and stomped on the gas. It roared to life and took off across the desert. She didn’t dare look up as the bullets continued flying overhead, thunking heavily into the back of the jeep. She prayed they wouldn’t hit anything major. 
 
    The Slavers kept firing, but the bullets stopped hitting the vehicle, and she risked peeking up over the dashboard, just enough to make sure she didn’t hit anything. But of course, there were only sand dunes for miles in every direction. She sat a little taller and slowed.  
 
    Behind her the Slavers grew smaller, shaking their fists at her. And past them, so far in the distance they looked like ants, was the living remainder of her group in the other jeep. They’d no doubt stopped driving at the sound of shooting, but were moving again now that they saw her getaway. 
 
    Braking, she stopped the jeep altogether, to give her crew a head start. The Slavers needed to chase her, not the innocent victims they’d just rescued. She would wait until they pursued, and then lead them on a wild-goose-chase.  
 
    As the Slavers piled into their own vehicles and launched themselves in her direction, she threw the jeep into gear and took off toward a nearby town she’d passed earlier that morning. She knew exactly what to do. 
 
    The rules if they ever ran into trouble were simple. Scatter. Meet up at the rendezvous when it was safe. That’s exactly what she would do. Just as soon as she got these bio-freaks off her tail.  
 
    She swerved into the small town, dust streaking behind her, leaving a trail in her wake. A couple side-roads in and she slowed in an effort to not kick up as much dust. She parked the jeep behind a larger home, where some palm trees provided partial cover. Ditching the vehicle altogether, she ran just a block farther and ducked behind a gas station, where no one could see her. There were multiple coolers lining the back wall. All it took was one tool from her belt: her hammer.  
 
    Once the lock broke off, she reached around behind the cooler to unplug it. She took another precious minute to pound the lock on the cooler next to hers until it broke as well, allowing her to transfer the ice bags from the first container to the second. She planned to be here a few hours; might as well not suffer lying in melting ice cubes while she hid.  
 
    Tossing the broken locks into the bushes, she surveyed her work until satisfied she’d hidden all evidence, before climbing into the unplugged cooler and pulling the lid down over her. She had a flashlight on her tool belt as well, but she didn’t bother to pull it out. She didn’t need it. Leaning back, she took a deep breath and blew it out in relief. The container was tall enough that the lid just brushed her head, and long enough to stretch out her legs halfway before her feet hit the other side.  
 
    The empty ice box felt blessedly cool on her hot skin. Even though she’d turned it off, the still-icy sides chilled her until her sweat evaporated and she shivered slightly. But it would warm up soon enough. 
 
     She settled in for a nap. No telling how long the Slavers might search for her; she would stay right here until dark.  
 
    At least, that was the plan. 
 
    When the lid popped open and bright sunlight shone in suddenly, blinding her, she desperately hoped her group had decided to come back for her. 
 
    But no such luck. 
 
    As her eyes adjusted and she blinked a few more times, she found one of the Slavers sneering down at her. Her stomach dropped.  
 
    Before she had time to react, they zapped her. Muscles spasming in pain, she lost all control of her body and could only watch helplessly as they dragged her out of the cooler into sunlight holding her up in front of the whole Slaver crew. Their leader stepped forward, lifting the butt of his gun to smack against her skull. The sharp pain lasted only a moment before everything went dark. 
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    Evalene 
 
    SOMETIME IN THE MIDDLE of the night, an urgent need to pee woke Evalene. Remembering the instructions, she scurried between two of the buses out into the darkness. Thankfully, the moon and stars shone brightly. There was just enough light to avoid tripping over tree roots. Sighing in relief when she was done, she meandered back to camp.  
 
    Now that she was awake, she took her time, reveling in the flood of feelings coming back to her. Jeremiah’s lips on hers. Holding his hand. The way his thumb stroked her wrist idly when he was happy. She leaned against the sloping side of a bus, staying in the darkness outside the circle, and sighed. She was too happy to go back to sleep.  
 
    Something moved in the bus behind her and startled her out of her daydreams. A rattling like metal on metal followed by a shuffling of… footsteps? Was there an animal inside? Or one of the Lakelanders? Evalene stepped back to stare up at it in the moonlight. None of the buses had windows until the top, a good four or five feet above her head, and she wasn’t tall enough to see into it. 
 
    The hairs on the back of her neck prickled as she stood there staring up at it in the dark. Uneasy, she stepped back around the bus into the circle of the camp. In the light of the dying fire, shadows played across Jeremiah’s sleeping face as she laid back down on the mat between him and Olive. Part of her went back to replay their earlier conversation for the millionth time. But another part of her still felt oddly unsettled. 
 
    Pulling the blankets up to her chin, she cocooned herself in their warmth, trying not to worry about it. Her eyes fell mostly shut, but traced their way lazily around the circle of sleeping people, trying to pinpoint what was causing her anxiety. As far as she could tell, everyone was sound asleep on their mats, cozy and quiet.  
 
    Frowning, she brought the blanket up to her mouth to quiet her breathing, closing her eyes to mere slits, studying the darkness past Jeremiah’s sleeping form. Something began to take shape.  The hair on her neck stood straight up. All at once she saw the silhouette emerge with a movement. The person’s form stood out against the dark night sky now that her eyes had found him. He wore dark clothes to blend into the night, and the gloom made it impossible to distinguish his face in the shadows, but the pale skin of his wrist was lit up by the campfire just enough for Evalene to glimpse the tattoo of three arrows. He was a Lakelander. She was about to relax, when the fire hissed and grew brighter for a brief moment, lighting up his face just enough for her to see him blink, and realize he was staring directly at her. She flinched, pulling the blanket closer to her chest.  
 
    When the watching eyes saw her reaction, they blinked again and turned away, slowly touching on the other sleeping forms and stepping back deeper into the shadows out of sight, as if simply standing watch over the camp. But Evalene knew better. Until she’d given herself away, those eyes had never strayed from her little group. Not once. This was no smiling face like those worn earlier. And it definitely didn’t feel like one of their games. 
 
    The adrenaline racing through Evalene’s body made her heart pound twice as fast as it should. There was no way she could sleep now. She had to warn the others. But if she nudged them awake, they might make noise or move, and alert the watching eyes that something was wrong. She couldn’t risk it, which meant she’d have to wait until morning.  
 
    Evalene knew logically that if the Lakelanders hadn’t made any moves yet, her little group should be safe, at least until the morning. She should sleep while she could. She needed her rest. But she was wide awake.  
 
    The night dragged on, and the stars danced across the sky, until finally, with dawn less than an hour away, Evalene drifted off into an exhausted sleep.  
 
    Waking to the sounds of the camp stirring, soft voices speaking to each other nearby, and the smell of something cooking in the air, everything from the night before came back to Evalene in a rush, making her sit bolt upright. Her sleeping mat was empty on both sides. The others had risen before her and left her to sleep. She scanned the camp until she found them, seated around the fire once more, scarfing down plates of what looked like eggs and a strange meat. The Lakelanders sat on both sides of them, all smiles. Evalene groaned. How could she tell them what she’d seen if she couldn’t speak to them alone? 
 
    In the light of day, her mistrust felt a bit silly. But as she sat down at the fire with the others, and one of the twins handed her a breakfast plate, she could swear she felt eyes on her, watching her every move. As they swiftly packed up the camp, climbing into the buses within an hour of sunrise, and set off, she couldn’t shake the feeling.  
 
    They rode on top of a different bus than the day before, getting to know others in the group of Lakelanders, although Fern and Peach both stayed with them as hosts.  
 
    The morning passed without any opportunity to talk to Jeremiah or the others. But she forced herself to smile whenever the Lakelanders spoke to her, acting as if nothing was wrong. The caravan plodded down the winding, empty road at a snail’s pace. But everything else the Lakelanders did, they did in a hurry. Lunch was cooked while they were on the move, so that once the temporary circle was flung into place for the afternoon meal, food was served immediately.  
 
    Wolfing her food down once again, Evalene felt like she was permanently hungry. Despite watching for an opportunity, they were surrounded by Lakelanders and were back on the road again within a half hour. Jeremiah seemed to pick up on Evalene’s anxiety, giving her a concerned look as they threw away their plates. Olive teased Sol about racing to the top of the bus, since they had ladders on both sides, and Sol was competitive enough to take off running before she finished talking.  
 
    Evalene frowned as they disappeared. For all her talk of not being interested in Sol, Olive sure paid him a lot of attention. How was she going to talk to them when they were so distracted? When Jeremiah took hold of the ladder to climb up after them, Evalene grabbed his arm impulsively and asked, “Do you want to walk for a bit?”  
 
     “I’d love to,” he said, letting go of the ladder to take her hand.  
 
    Evalene gave him an infatuated smile for the sake of anyone watching. She wasn’t really acting when Jeremiah smiled back at her.  
 
    Evalene kept her face smooth, not allowing her worries to show. By unspoken consent, she and Jeremiah aimed for a bit more distance from the line of buses, like they had the day before. When he squeezed her hand gently, she looked up to find his brows raised in concern. She squeezed back, but didn’t say anything. Not yet.  
 
    Even when she felt certain they were far enough that the Lakelanders couldn’t overhear, she waited a bit longer. Jeremiah followed her lead and stayed silent as well.  
 
    When she did speak, Evalene pitched her voice to a low whisper and struggled to keep a false smile on her face. “I’ve got a bad feeling about these people. Something’s not right.” 
 
    Copying her, Jeremiah kept up a façade of calm as he whispered back, “How do you know? Did something happen?” 
 
    Evalene described her watcher in the night. “And I heard something in one of the buses… I don’t have any proof, but I have this gut feeling that we’re not as safe with them as we thought…” 
 
    Jeremiah shielded his eyes as he spoke, effectively blocking his mouth as well. “It makes sense to post a guard in case Riders ever ventured this far…” He lowered his hand with a sigh. “But it does sound strange that they were focused on our group. It couldn’t hurt to check it out.”  
 
    A weight fell off Evalene’s shoulders that he trusted her. But he was right, they couldn’t be sure something was wrong until they found some evidence to back up her feelings. “Thank you,” she whispered back. He squeezed her fingers again in reply. 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Jeremiah added, “Without their help, we’d still be stranded, so let’s be 100% sure something is really wrong, before we part ways with them.” Evalene heard the underlying worry. They didn’t have any money or supplies. Leaving would mean they were once again stranded. Separating from these people had to be a last resort. 
 
    They devised a plan. Evalene wished they didn’t have to wait until nightfall, but she continued to walk with him, ignoring her sore feet, determined to enjoy every minute with Jeremiah in the meantime. She shyly asked him about his life before Beryl, drawing out the story of his parents, how they’d led the Bloom Rebellion but the government had caught on. The parts he’d told her before—how one day they just never came home—and what came after. “I never thought I’d live long enough to get out of that orphanage,” he said in a quiet voice.  
 
    Evalene’s heart squeezed painfully. She leaned into him, wrapping her arm around him in comfort. “I’m sorry about your parents, they sound like they were wonderful.” 
 
    “They were,” he said. “You don’t always realize what you have until you lose it.” She nodded in silent agreement. He understood her desire to find her mother more than she’d realized.  
 
    He asked about her childhood then, and she described to him the carefree life before her Numbering Day, when everything fell apart. “My father… I think he wants to mend things between us. But neither of us know how,” she slowly formed her thoughts, realizing she’d never really let herself dwell on it before. “It’s like we can’t find our way back to what we had, because there’s nothing left. They forced us to cut our ties so severely. I know he cares… but we don’t even know each other anymore.” 
 
     She described living as a servant in her own home, how alone she’d felt after Lola had died, but how she’d found a friend in Kevra. Or at least, she’d thought so, right up until the moment Kevra had betrayed her. “That was the day you and I met,” she finished, glancing up to see if he remembered how he’d found her, tied up and bleeding from her head from where Kevra had knocked her unconscious. The grim look that crossed his face as he nodded told her he remembered it well. 
 
    The vehicles rolled on, but they were slow enough that when Evalene grew tired, it was easy enough to grab the handle, swing herself onto the ladder, and climb up. Jeremiah kissed her hand before letting go, which left her blushing as she stepped onto the rooftop. That combined with Jeremiah climbing onto the roof behind her had the Lakelanders Ooh-ing and Ah-ing over them again until her cheeks burned hot. 
 
    After a good twenty minutes of this, Fern chuckled at her embarrassment and offered to teach them all a new game. Olive jumped at the chance.  
 
    “This one is called “I have never, ever,” Fern began. “You must say three things you either have or have not done. It doesn’t matter. But when you finish, we have to decide which are true and which are false.” 
 
    “Oh how fun!” Olive clapped her hands in excitement. “Can I go first?” 
 
    There was that wide grin again. “Of course,” Fern bowed her head to Olive, “Lead us off.” 
 
    Olive thought for a moment, then sounded out hesitantly, “I have never, ever…” she looked to Fern to make sure she was doing it correctly. At Fern’s nod, she spoke her three in a rush: “yelled at someone, been outside of Eden before now, or been on a date!”  
 
    Her eyes flashed to Sol and away again in a heartbeat, but his focus was glued to her face and no one missed the shade of red that bloomed on her cheeks as she finished out of breath. Of course, Sol, Evalene, and Jeremiah all knew she’d been outside of Eden, since she was from Hofyn. When this occurred to Olive, she whirled back to face Fern. “Wait, who guesses the answers? Is it just you or does everyone guess? Can I redo mine?” 
 
    And Fern laughed, but shook her head, and her gaze turned sharp as she leaned into the game. “Everyone guesses. No do-overs, and no repeating.” They took their games seriously. “I’ll start.” 
 
    The Lakelanders leaned in, growing thoughtful and quiet for the first time all day. “The first one is false, since you’re not in Eden,” Fern enunciated the words with a smirk. Olive opened her mouth to reply, and Fern said, “Ah, ah! No answers until everyone’s guessed.”  
 
    Flicking her long brown hair over her shoulder, she flashed another smile with perfect teeth that never failed to remind Evalene of the BioGrades. “I’m sure you’ve yelled at someone, another false.” Evalene glanced between the two of them as Olive barely held herself back from responding. “And I’m also sure someone your age has been on a date: which makes the last one false as well.”  
 
    Olive shook her head before she caught herself and froze.  
 
    “You ruined the game!” a Lakelander man said sharply. It was the first time Evalene had seen one of the Lakerlanders without a smile on their face. “Everyone is supposed to have a chance to guess!” Olive shrank back and Sol shifted to sit closer to her, managing to somehow make himself seem protective and slightly threatening without saying a word. 
 
    A dark-skinned woman placed a calming hand on the man’s arm as she chimed in, “Let’s start over—I’ll go next.” She didn’t bother to introduce herself to the group. “Why don’t you four just sit out this round and watch.” Back to all smiles, as if her words weren’t offensive, but Evalene didn’t trust the pleasant appearance for a second.  
 
     “Get closer to them,” a couple people on nearby bus-roofs called to their drivers, pointing to where the game was going on. As the calm woman pondered her three ‘nevers,’ two buses drew up next to them. Lakelanders jumped on from both sides, leaping over the space from one roof to the next, making Evalene pull in her feet quickly for fear they would land on top of her. “We want to play!” they said, all smiles. Men and women, most of whom Evalene still didn’t know their names, settled into the leftover pillows or stood and leaned against the railing.  
 
    “Here are my ‘nevers,’ are you ready?” the dark-skinned Lakelander woman spoke, composed and serene despite everyone cheering their excitement. “I’ve never broken a bone… in someone else’s body.” Evalene blinked. Had she heard that wrong? “Never cooked a day in my life. And never spoken a false word in my life.” 
 
    One of the men immediately threw out his guess, “False, True, and False!”  
 
    His optimism made his smiling friend elbow him in the side, “It’s clearly a True, True, True! She’s going the old-fashioned route of skipping the lies and throwing us all off track!” They all laughed and spoke over each other, and everyone’s smiles returned as the guesses continued, until it was time for the woman to reveal her truths. 
 
    Everyone groaned at the ones they’d gotten wrong and spoke over each other saying how they “just knew” they’d been right about others. As they ramped up to begin another game, this time with a man who’s white-blond hair stood out in stark contrast against his tan skin, Evalene leaned forward to catch Olive’s attention. “You want to walk for a bit?” she murmured. She didn’t care if it was rude, or that her feet hurt, she needed to get away from this feeling of false cheer. Olive nodded immediately. They awkwardly made their way across the rooftop to the ladder and the Lakelanders mostly ignored them.  
 
    When they were alone, Olive perked up a little, excited to talk even if the game had put a bit of a damper on her mood.  
 
    “I bet you’re having the best day ever, after yesterday!” Olive grinned, able to shake off the discouragement quickly. Evalene hesitated. Should she tell Olive what she’d seen? As much as she wanted to talk about Jeremiah, her fears surrounding the Lakelanders felt more urgent. But her instincts kept her silent. Olive hadn’t been able to keep a secret for more than a minute during the game. What if she accidentally revealed their worries to the Lakelanders? Maybe better not to tell her… at least not yet. 
 
    “Evie?” Olive peered over at her, frowning. “What’s wrong? I would’ve thought you’d be over the moon about Jeremiah?” 
 
    “Oh, I am,” Evalene gave Olive a belated smile, searching for something to explain her pause. “It’s just… we have a lot to figure out still.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Well,” Evalene shrugged. “What if we find my mom and she wants to stay here? Then I would probably stay too, but Jeremiah might want to go back to Eden.” Even though it wasn’t the true source of her concern, Evalene sighed. It definitely still made the top ten list.  
 
    “What about you and Sol?” she changed the subject, teasing Olive gently. “You ever gonna tell him about his confession? Or are you going to make him say it again?”  
 
    “What? He won’t, I’m not—” Olive sputtered. “He’s not going to say it again. He was injured and dehydrated. We all were. People say crazy things when they’re sick.” 
 
    “And also when they’re in love,” Evalene agreed, smiling. 
 
    “But you know I have feelings for Luc…” Olive’s tone wasn’t nearly as convincing as it used to be. “I can’t just change my mind, that wouldn’t be right…” 
 
    “Let’s just say,” Evalene chose her words carefully, “that Luc wasn’t in the picture though.” She glanced over at Olive, watching her face. “What would you think of Sol then?” 
 
    Olive seemed unaware that she lit up, smiling as she shrugged. “I’ve always liked Sol. He’s kind, thoughtful, a good listener…” Evalene grinned, but wiped it off her face when Olive turned to look at her and continued, “He’s also really smart. Like have you noticed how fast he picks up things with computers? And he’s definitely cute…” She trailed off, blushing. 
 
    Evalene nodded solemnly. “He’s all those things.” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a great guy…” Olive agreed, sounding confused. After a pause, she shook her head. “But you’re trying to distract me! What we really should be talking about is that kiss!” Evalene let her change the subject back to Jeremiah, half-listening to the Lakelander’s voices drifting down to them as they continued to play the game for the next couple hours, taking turns.  
 
    Now, with her eyes opened to it, the wrongness seemed to stick out to Evalene like a sore thumb. Her gut screamed at her that these people were keeping secrets. But what exactly were they hiding? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    23 
 
    Evalene 
 
    BETWEEN THE TWO OF them, Evalene and Jeremiah decided to wait until after dinner, when everyone was asleep. Though she tried to enjoy the evening, if only for the sake of the ruse, she struggled to pay attention.  
 
    At one point, Skye asked her a question, and Evalene didn’t realize until Jeremiah bumped her arm. She feigned a yawn, “I’m so sorry. I think I walked too much today, I’m exhausted.” She yawned a second time for good measure. 
 
    “Yes, of course, what a poor host I’ve been,” Skye said, standing. “We’ll chat more tomorrow. You can ride with me in the morning.” She flashed a wide smile as always, graciously bidding them goodnight.  
 
    Huddled on their sleeping mat once more, Evalene and Jeremiah closed their eyes, but kept awake per their earlier agreement. It took forever for the camp to settle down.  
 
    Evalene lifted her lashes slightly to peek out every so often. Finding Jeremiah’s face only inches from her own had her thinking about entirely different things than their mission. It was very effective in keeping her awake. But each time Jeremiah met her gaze, he gave an imperceptible shake of his head. Not yet.  
 
    An hour dragged by. Then two, maybe more. Finally, Evalene figured it was safe. When she peeked at him again, Jeremiah nodded. Heart beating a wild rhythm as her adrenaline kicked in, Evalene sat up and stretched dramatically, rubbing her eyes as if half-asleep.  
 
    They’d decided if there was a watcher again tonight—and Evalene felt certain there would be—they wouldn’t suspect a bathroom break. She scooped up the shovel for good measure, stumbling out between the buses into the darkness. A backward glance at Jeremiah showed him holding back a laugh at her performance.  
 
    She wasted no time in dropping the shovel by the first bus and hauling herself up the ladder to peer into the darkness inside, knowing Jeremiah would be right behind her in a few minutes with his own prop-shovel, and they couldn’t take too long without risking getting caught. Although if they were, they could always pretend a lover’s tryst… Evalene bit her lip. It wouldn’t be the worst thing. 
 
    The bus had tiny windows near the top, but it was too dark to make anything out. Could she get inside? She felt around the exterior on one side of the ladder and then the other. Her fingers brushed a door handle, and she pulled, praying it wouldn’t squeak.  
 
    It was silent.  
 
    With a sigh of relief, she stepped from the ladder into the doorway. A quick scan of the interior revealed a large, dim room with food storage, counters, even an oven. This was their kitchen. She highly doubted they kept any secrets here.  
 
    Stepping back onto the ladder, she softly closed the door, and hopped down, moving to the next bus. Jeremiah appeared, waving to her in the moonlight. She waved back, and they both turned away to search in opposite directions. They had six vehicles to search, each. She needed to hurry. Picking up her pace, she jogged over to the next bus.  
 
    Repeating the process two more times, Evalene found only a regular vehicle interior with seats and supplies. But when she stepped into the fourth bus, she couldn’t get her bearings. It was so dark in this one that she couldn’t see past the stretch of moonlight in the doorway. The windows must have been tinted or shaded somehow because it was much darker than the last bus. But an inexplicable feeling came across her that she was not alone. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    24 
 
    The Lone Radical 
 
    THE FEELING RETURNED TO the woman’s limbs in painful tingling, like a foot that fell asleep and began to wake up, except the sharp prickles spread throughout her entire body.  
 
    She was alone in a dark cell. A Slaver cell.  
 
    It was too late.  
 
    The truth of her situation began to set in. Half her friends had been shot. More than that, she admitted to herself. If they didn’t die from the initial bullets, they’re certainly dead now. She’d lost a lot of friends in the pursuit of justice. It wasn’t a new feeling. But it didn’t hurt any less.  
 
    The remainder of her crew no doubt assumed she was enroute to their rendezvous point. When she didn’t show up right away, they’d guess she was in hiding, waiting for the slavers to stop searching for her. Which was exactly what she would’ve done.  
 
    They wouldn’t even begin to wonder if something had happened to her until tomorrow morning. At the earliest. 
 
    She peered up at the darkened cell windows. How long had she slept anyway? Was it still the same day or was she looking at said morning?  
 
    Frustrated, she shook her head, but that only caused shooting pains and the ache in her head intensified.  
 
    A few hours later the vehicle stopped for what was likely the midday meal, but none was brought to her. By nightfall, she was thirsty and starving. Still no one came. 
 
    The following morning, the same man who’d found her in the cooler entered the vehicle, turning on the overhead light, which left her once more blinking and at a disadvantage.  
 
    His familiar sneer was all she needed to know she wasn’t getting a feast anytime soon. When he handed her a cup of water through the bars of the cage she guzzled it down greedily. But when he handed through stale back ends of a loaf of bread, she wasted no time knocking his arm against the metal bars. The bread fell to the floor as she struggled against him, using the bars as leverage.  
 
    A fist came at her face, and she didn’t see it in time to duck. The punch hit her squarely in the jaw. Pain exploded across her face and without meaning to, she let go of the man’s arm, losing her opportunity. Holding a hand to her cheek, tears of pain streamed out of her eyes, out of her control, as she glared at him. He scowled right back; the sneer wiped off his face now. 
 
    “Turns out you’re on a diet, slave,” he growled. “Of nothing.”  
 
    “My name is Pearl!” she screamed at his back. “You don’t own me!”  
 
    But he was already gone.  
 
    She sagged, dropping to the floor. Picking up the stale bread, she wondered if she should ration it. Wondered if she’d be rescued soon or if she’d just designed an extremely hungry couple of weeks—because two weeks was the longest she figured she would have. Maybe only one. Slaver caravans traveled slowly, always searching for more prey, but they couldn’t be more than two weeks’ drive from the Archland border. 
 
    And if no one rescued her in the next week or two, she’d have bigger things to worry about than hunger pains. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    25 
 
    Evalene 
 
    A SCRAPING LIKE METAL against metal sounded in the darkness. Evalene almost ducked back outside, thinking it was one of the Lakelanders. But no one spoke and something made her stay. She tiptoed closer.  
 
    As she reached the middle of the bus, her eyes gradually adjusted and the images she couldn’t quite make out came together with the realization that she was staring at the bars of a cage. The metal rods near the back of the room crossed from ceiling to floor with a slight change in the middle that Evalene took to be a door.  
 
    Movement behind the bars made her flinch back on instinct. But it didn’t speak. Didn’t yell for the watchman or anyone else. Maybe it was an animal? She inched closer, curiosity winning out. The form unfolded from the floor, moving to stand up and face her. 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    It wasn’t an animal.  
 
    It was a man! 
 
    “Who’s there?” the man said after a moment from the gloomy depths of the cage. Mouth hanging open, Evalene gaped at him. In the dim lighting, all she could make out was that he had a full beard and his clothes looked like rags. When she didn’t respond, he spoke again, softly, a statement. “You’re not one of them.” 
 
    Mutely, Evalene shook her head, then realized he probably couldn’t see it. “No. Are you?” she whispered. Maybe he’d done something wrong to deserve a cell? Was he a criminal? But he sounded different than the Lakelanders. His words didn’t roll together like she’d grown used to hearing, and he enunciated in a way she hadn’t heard yet in the Divided States. 
 
    He stepped closer into a patch of moonlight, revealing a faded scar across one eye and down his cheek. That and his long, tangled hair made him look dangerous. But he had kind eyes. He looked older than her, closer to her father’s age. Then again, maybe that was because of his thick beard. 
 
    “No,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I was trying to find someone when the slavers caught me.” Yes, his accent was definitely different. Sharper. But that didn’t mean much. Maybe he was from a territory like the Riders.  
 
     Evalene studied him, not sure what to think. “Did you say… slavers?” The word tasted sour on her tongue. When he nodded, a shiver raced down her spine. “Why do you call them that?” 
 
    “Because they’re taking us to tech territory to be sold as slaves.”  
 
    Could it be true?  She’d sensed something was off with these people, but this was a hundred times worse than what she’d expected to find. “Tech territory?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Archland,” he clarified. “They’re taking us to Archland, where the techs live. Where they first created BioGrading.” He gripped the bars with those big hands. It occurred to Evalene that she’d been standing close enough he could have grabbed her at any time, but he hadn’t. Did that make him trustworthy? She’d made so many bad decisions she no longer knew. 
 
    “How do you know?” she asked finally, easing back a step. She needed proof. 
 
    “Easy,” the man said. He pulled up his ragged sleeve. “You can recognize a slaver by the tattoo of three arrows on their left wrist.” He pointed to the bare skin on his arm where the tattoo would be.  
 
    Evalene’s own skin pebbled with goosebumps as she pictured the design he described. Three arrows. On the wrist. She’d noticed it the moment they’d met the crew. She’d assumed it meant something simple, benign. A sign of membership or belonging. In a way, she supposed, that’s exactly what it was. 
 
    “Listen,” the prisoner interrupted her thoughts. His voice was urgent, and his forehead and scar wrinkled in concern. “You need to run. Do you understand?”  
 
    If he was telling the truth, then they were in a far more desperate situation than she’d realized. And if he was lying, if he just wanted out of the cage… then why did his description of the Lakelanders ring true? Everything that had happened since being rescued flashed through Evalene’s mind. Skye asking where they were going, declaring they were going the same way. Not asking for any form of payment. Those eyes in the night. Watching them. Watching their investment.  
 
    Evalene swallowed, hard. He was telling the truth.  
 
     “It’s not just me,” she whispered to the stranger. “I have three friends with me.” 
 
     “They need to run too. Once we’re sold, there’s no escape.”  
 
    Fear closed Evalene’s throat so she couldn’t swallow. She stared at his wrist where he held the bars. Tattoo free. “What about you?” 
 
    His hands dropped from the bars as if too tired to keep them there. “Do you see that hook on the far wall?” he asked. Evalene peered over her shoulder and nodded. “If you can give me the key ring off that hook, I’ll try each key until I get this door open.”  
 
    Evalene stole over to the wall and found them where he’d said. There were twenty different keys on the circle. “I’ll help,” she told him. Jeremiah would be circling back soon. She couldn’t leave this man here. 
 
    He didn’t protest. He didn’t say anything at all for a moment, but then he choked out, “Thank you.”  
 
    Evalene only nodded, bending down to find the keyhole. She’d been in his shoes once before, less than a year ago, trapped and alone. Now she had a chance to do what Jeremiah had done for her.  
 
    “I can help you,” the man offered after a moment. “Wherever you’re going, I’ll help you get there.” 
 
    They could use a guide—if they could trust him. Evalene shook off that last thought. That was a problem for the future. For now, all she said in response was, “Thank you. My name’s Evie, what’s yours?” 
 
    “Noble.” He stood waiting as she tested the second key, and then the third. The sixth key turned further in the lock and they heard the padlock spring free. Noble reached out to swing the door open and Evalene stepped out of the way.  
 
    Without the bars between them, Evalene tensed. Was she wrong to have trusted him? It wouldn’t be the first time. But he stopped in the middle of the room and whispered, “We need food and water.”  
 
    Evalene agreed immediately. “The kitchen is this way,” she whispered back, leading him toward the exit. Noble followed her down the ladder. They made quick work of it, slipping into the kitchen bus, grabbing a sack, stuffing bread and water bottles into it hurriedly. The man scarfed down a small loaf of bread as they did, as if they hadn’t fed him in days. Maybe they hadn’t. By now, Jeremiah was likely done searching his half of the circle and wondering where Evalene was.  
 
    They popped out of the kitchen bus, climbing back down to the ground. Jeremiah crept toward them in the dark. He froze when he saw the man with Evalene. But she waved him forward. 
 
    “This is our proof,” Evalene whispered as he drew close, gesturing to the poor man who looked to be in even worse condition under the moonlight, as if he’d been beaten and starved. “Noble, meet Jeremiah. My… friend.” She stumbled over what to call Jeremiah. This definitely wasn’t the time to ask.  
 
    As she explained what Noble had told her, Jeremiah’s eyes flickered in recognition at the tattoos. “He can help us get away,” Evalene finished. “If you’re still offering?” she added, glancing over at the big man, who nodded.  
 
    “I owe you for helping me,” Noble said simply. “I’ll make sure you get wherever you need to go.” 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Jeremiah asked her right there in front of Noble. She paused. She’d been hoping he would be the one to tell her. 
 
    But her gut said yes, so she nodded slowly and said, “I do.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jeremiah nodded once in acceptance. “Then we need to wake Sol and Olive immediately.” 
 
     “But what if someone’s watching?” Evalene asked. All of them stiffened at the thought. Of course there was someone watching. 
 
    It was Noble who spoke first. “We’ll have to risk it. Get them and run, as fast as we can. There’s no other option.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Jeremiah said, mouth set in a firm line. “I’ll make it as quick as I can.” He rounded the bus and disappeared.  
 
    The wait was agonizing. Neither Evalene or Noble spoke. But Evalene wrung her hands in anxiety as the seconds ticked by. Was Sol arguing? Was Olive asking a million questions? Was the watchman looking? Were they about to sound the alarm?  
 
    Noble whispered, “I don’t know a lot about this crew, but I know the area pretty well. If we can get to the lake, I think we can make it.” 
 
    Evalene nodded, only half-listening. She thought she might be about to lose her mind. Three figures appeared around the corner in the darkness. Relief flooded her and she sagged against the nearby bus.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Olive whispered the moment she saw Noble.  
 
    “We’ll explain as we go. We need to hurry,” Evalene told her. The watcher could already be alerting someone to the fact that all four of them had disappeared outside the circle. She turned to Noble, “Which way?” 
 
    “Follow me.” He fell into a jog, leading them away from camp, toward a nearby lake, where the light of the moon shone a path across the large body of water. As they ran, Jeremiah and Evalene took turns filling Sol and Olive in on the situation between breaths. A grim look came over their faces as understanding dawned. 
 
    They’d made it only a short distance before the worst happened. 
 
    Floodlights flashed on, lighting up the darkness all around them. Evalene gasped. She tripped over an unseen branch or tree root as she looked back, barely catching herself.  
 
    Every single one of the buses’ headlights had turned on and the machines were beginning to roll forward, heading in their direction. “No!” she cried out. 
 
    “Come on! We’ve got to get in the water!” Noble yelled. The panic on his face was evident even under the dirt and the wild beard. “The trees will slow them down, there’s still a chance!” He took off ahead of them, and the others sprinted to follow. The lake wasn’t far.  
 
    Noble slowed enough to run alongside them. “When we get to the lake, we’re going to swim across! Got it?” 
 
    Olive, Sol, and Jeremiah agreed. 
 
    Gasping, Evalene yelled back to him between breaths, “I don’t know how!” Despairing, she slowed to a jog. “Go without me! It’s my fault you’re here. I’ll run a different direction and distract them.”  
 
    But both Jeremiah and Noble grabbed her arms to stop her, pulling her forward to keep running.  
 
    “Not happening,” Jeremiah said. “No one gets left behind.”  
 
    “I owe you a rescue,” Noble agreed from the other side, surprising her. “Don’t worry. There’s always driftwood by the lakes. We’ll find a piece big enough for you to float on. Keep going!” 
 
    The buses were in hot pursuit. During the day, they’d moved barely faster than a human would walk, a slow jog at best, but now their engines roared and the machines picked up their pace dramatically, revealing their true speed. Even dodging trees and slowed by underbrush, they gained on the group quickly.  
 
    When they reached the water, Sol and Olive threw themselves into it, running awkwardly until they were wading deeper, and then swimming.  
 
    Jeremiah, Noble and Evalene searched the shore frantically in the dark for something large enough to keep her afloat. Heaving up a thick branch, a little longer than Evalene’s arm, and about a foot around, Noble called to them, “This will work. Let’s go!” 
 
    They ran together into the water, and when it got too deep, Noble held out the wood for Evalene to lean on. It didn’t quite bear her weight. “Don’t lean on it fully,” Noble said, encouraging her to keep going. “Just put your arms and upper body on it. Kick with your legs.” Evalene tried as he directed her and found this was just enough to keep her above water. Her kicks felt like they weren’t making any headway, but Jeremiah and Noble each grabbed one side of the wood and began to pull as they swam, dragging her along with them.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Evalene wanted to cheer when she saw how far they’d already pulled away from the shore. “We made it,” she gasped as she kicked. “We’re safe!” Everyone looked back, expecting to see the buses stop at the edge of the waterline.  
 
    But they didn’t. 
 
    The vehicles pushed right into the water and instead of slowing down or submersing, they almost seemed to pick up speed! 
 
    Understanding struck Evalene in that moment. The strangeness of the buses—how they were shaped like bullets, so round and smooth, like a boat on wheels… 
 
    Because that’s exactly what they were. 
 
    “No…” Noble muttered to himself, “I thought that was just a rumor!”  
 
    As he slowed, Evalene felt herself sink slightly and she kicked harder. “We can still make it,” she choked out over the water slapping her face, “Maybe they won’t see us in the dark!” Everyone threw themselves into swimming faster, harder. 
 
    But the Lakelanders—or rather—slavers, picked up speed until they were almost on top of the swimmers. Their bright spotlights shone down on the water, picking them out in the dark in mere seconds. “Go under,” Sol called to them, “We can hold our breath and lose them.” Evalene struggled to keep her head above water as she whipped her head around to look at Noble. Could they still make it? She doubted she could last long, but she sucked in a deep breath in preparation.  
 
    But Noble shook his head no.  
 
    She turned to Jeremiah, feeling herself start to sink as they stopped moving forward, slipping under. He shook his head at Sol, gripping Evalene’s arm tight and dragging her back up onto the driftwood.  
 
    Skye’s voice called out over the engines and the waves, “Surrender now or we’ll drag you in.” When Evalene lifted her gaze to the top of the bus where Skye’s voice came from, she spied a dozen people standing on the edge, ready to swim at their leader’s command. Others held guns, trained on the group in the water. She understood then.  
 
    Though the others tread water easily, even Jeremiah’s arm wasn’t enough to keep her head above water. She flailed, trying harder to stay afloat without success, swallowing a mouthful of the murky lake water. The driftwood dipped under the full weight of her panic, dunking her under again, and this time the water consumed her. Before Jeremiah and Noble both dragged her back to the surface, she accidentally inhaled some water. They struggled to hold her above the surface as she coughed, choking, struggling to catch her breath.  
 
    There was no way they could escape. They had to admit defeat.  
 
    With Jeremiah’s help, Evalene flung a hand out and grasped the slippery ladder built into the side of the bus-boat for dear life. Pulling herself out of the water with effort, she climbed toward the roof—another design that suddenly made so much more sense. 
 
    At the top, she shakily climbed over the edge, still coughing up lake water. The Lakelanders aimed their weapons at her. She hadn’t even stepped down fully when Skye’s hand cracked across her face. The blow knocked her to her knees. “We treat you like guests of honor, and this is how you repay us?” Skye demanded.  
 
    Evalene pulled herself up, thankful Jeremiah hadn’t seen her humiliation. It reminded her of her years as a low-Number back home. She struggled not to give in to old habits of submission, lifting her chin in defiance instead, staring Skye in the face as Olive appeared on the ladder, grudgingly stepping onto the roof. Jeremiah and Noble followed.  
 
    Noble was clearly reluctant to surrender, though he raised his hands for the guns when he boarded like the rest of them. He was a strong swimmer. If not for them, he might have made it.  
 
    But he seemed to recognize that was no longer an option. Silently, he let Skye berate him, not reacting. 
 
    Where was Sol? The Lakelanders didn’t seem to notice one of them was missing yet. Sol’s quiet demeanor and the way he intentionally stuck to the background worked in his favor in this moment—unless he was drowning? Before Evalene could decide, she spotted him. On the opposite side of the boat, climbing up the ladder behind the Lakelanders. 
 
     As the buses swung around in the water, Sol attacked. One swift kick to the back of the knees, followed by a second kick in the back, and the first Lakelander man hit the ground. Sol immediately moved to the woman beside him. One punch and she went down. Everything happened so quickly, the Lakelanders didn’t even react until Sol struck the third man. They lifted their weapons, but couldn’t risk shooting without hitting one of their own.  
 
    Noble took advantage of this distraction and leapt on the back of the man closest to him. He managed to bring him down, but as he rolled off to fight another, he froze. A slaver woman had set her gun directly against his skull in open threat. Slowly, he lifted his hands in surrender. 
 
    On the other side of the roof, Sol continued to fight, moving faster than Evalene had ever seen him move before. He ducked as two slavers ran at him at once. He used their momentum to push one of them right off the side of the boat behind him. But the other man tackled him to the ground. Sol rolled, pinning the Lakelander underneath him, but there were too many. Swarming around Sol, they pulled him off, catching his wrists before he could take a swing at them. Peach stepped up and punched him in the gut. He groaned.  
 
    “Don’t damage the merchandise,” Skye snapped. But she looked ready to hit Sol herself. Those with guns re-trained them on the group, most pointed at Sol now. “You’re worth more in one piece,” Skye barked at the group, “But they’ll still buy parts. Don’t tempt me.” Evalene’s eyes grew wide and she lifted her hands higher in surrounder as Skye commanded her crew, “Back to shore!” 
 
    The slavers forced the group onto their knees in the middle of the roof, surrounded. With the weapons just inches from their faces, they didn’t dare move. There was no way they could run more than a foot without getting shot. Evalene rubbed her cheek where Skye had hit her, which stung. 
 
    Once the buses reformed their circle around the camp, Skye and her crew members dragged each of them roughly down the ladder. The campfire was still lit. The chairs and sleeping mats still surrounded it. Many of the Lakelanders hadn’t even bothered to join the chase, lazily watching the buses return to them. Their true colors showed now.  
 
    They hauled the group toward a specific bus that Evalene recognized as soon as they were inside. It was the one that held the cage. She felt numb. How had this happened? 
 
    The crew members shoved all five of them into the open cell. As Peach hauled Sol in last, she took advantage of the iron bars, smashing Sol’s head into them, hard, before shoving him in. Evalene winced at the sharp metallic sound. Not expecting it, Sol didn’t have a chance to fight back. He tripped into the cage and fell to the ground, not moving. Olive cried out. Rolling him over with effort, she shook him, but he didn’t respond. “Why would you do that?” she cried, shrieking at the crew who watched them. “You just healed him!”  
 
    Blood trickled down Sol’s forehead from the fresh wound, right next to the scar from his last head injury. Peach just shrugged. 
 
    Skye sauntered into the bus as the lock clicked shut. One of the twins, Canyon or Crater, took the keys and hung them back on the wall. The crew members who’d dragged them into the cell, including Fern and Peach, no longer hid the cruel glint in their eyes and the wicked tilt to their grins.  
 
    “They were left for dead in the desert,” Skye’s harsh voice spoke into the silence. She was the only one who wasn’t smiling. She spoke to her crew and ignored the group in the cell. “If not for our generosity, they would not even be alive today.” She turned to the cage then. “Which means your lives are forfeit. You belong to us and have since the moment we found you.” There was fury in her eyes as she pointed a finger at them, “How dare you steal from us what is rightfully ours.” Evalene’s jaw dropped at the accusation.  
 
     But Skye didn’t expect or wait for an answer. “Out of the kindness of our hearts, we allowed you some freedoms.” She shrugged, smirking at the others. “It’s always easier when the tech-bait comes willingly.” They snickered at her joke.  
 
    “But now you will suffer for your disrespect.” With her judgment pronounced, she whirled and left without another word.  
 
    As the last man exited through the door, he flipped the light switch off, and slammed the door shut, leaving them to huddle together in the cage, soaking wet and shivering, alone in the dark. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    26 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    THE SPACE WAS CRAMPED, but there was enough room to sit, and Jeremiah did so without ceremony. The others joined him on the hard cell floor.  
 
    “Is Sol going to be okay?” Olive’s voice broke. Jeremiah didn’t think he’d ever heard that note of despair in her voice before.  
 
    “I… don’t know,” Jeremiah replied finally. He couldn’t see Sol’s injury in the darkness, only his shadow lying prone on the floor, but he couldn’t lie to Olive. It wasn’t good.  
 
    They sat in shocked silence for a few minutes until Evie whispered, “I never should have dragged you all on this trip with me.”  
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” Jeremiah said. It wasn’t her fault. All of them had chosen to be here. He instilled confidence into his voice that he didn’t feel, “We’re going to get out of here, don’t worry. We’ve been through worse.” 
 
    No one else spoke. Not even Olive.  
 
    Jeremiah stared at the metal floor, where he could just make out a shallow pool forming in the middle as the water dripped off them. Evie’s shadow pulled her foot out of it, pressing up against the wall. She kept up her brave exterior, always hiding her true feelings, but even in the dark Jeremiah could see her start to shake from cold.  
 
    “It was a valiant escape effort,” Noble’s deep voice added, trying to encourage her as well, though he barely knew them. In the darkness, the bearded man sighed and shifted to get comfortable. “We’re only a day or so away from being sold now anyway. It was a long shot.” 
 
    “A day is a long time,” Jeremiah said, trying to infuse optimism in his voice. But it felt like pouring out of an empty cup: there wasn’t anything left. 
 
    No one wanted to lose the last tenuous bit of hope, so they didn’t argue. But they also didn’t say anything further. Sol still didn’t move as Olive cradled his head in her lap. 
 
    A cloud passed over the moon, darkening the cell to the point Jeremiah couldn’t see his own hand in front of his face. He felt the cold seep into his skin through his wet clothes. Shivering, he tried to wring out the fabric where he could, but it had little effect. 
 
    It felt like hours, although he wasn’t really sure how much time had passed, when Olive spoke up again. “Did she really believe what she said? That they own us now?” 
 
    “Yes.” The stranger’s deep voice answered simply. He sounded like he had some experience with these people. 
 
    “What kind of place is this?” Now Olive’s words were filled with disgust. “To think you could own a human being?”  
 
    Jeremiah thought of Eden and the Number system, and didn’t think it was quite as far-fetched an idea as Olive believed. The moonlight slowly returned, revealing an offended scowl on Noble’s face. “We’re not all as barbaric as these people,” he told Olive, “In Seguro Falls, we would never consider slavery. We have nothing to do with this territory—no trade or even conversation—for this very reason.”  
 
    On the other side of the cell, Evie sat up straight at the mention of the territory. “Did you say Seguro Falls?” She cut off, her head turning to Jeremiah in the dark.  
 
    He caught the movement. She was worried because of the last time she’d been overly eager to share information with Vector. But Jeremiah shrugged. What did they have to lose at this point? “You can tell him.”  
 
    “We’re traveling to Seguro Falls as well, looking for my mother. Would you happen to know any refugees who arrived there ten years ago?”  
 
    “My wife is from Eden,” Noble told her. Everyone stiffened. “But she came here five years ago, not ten.” Even in the dark, Evie visibly deflated. “I’m truly sorry…” Noble added, sensing their disappointment.    
 
    Sol stirred. “He’s waking up!” Olive said, a tiny note of hope returning to her voice. 
 
    “What happened?” Sol groaned. His shadowy shape struggled to sit up, touching his head. As Olive helped him, he hissed in pain. 
 
    “We’re prisoners,” Jeremiah answered simply.  
 
    “Ah,” Sol said as his memories returned. Without warning, he shifted to stand. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” Olive said, “Where are you going? You shouldn’t be moving right now!” 
 
    “Trust me,” he answered, tipping a bit too far to the side as he got to his feet. Olive hopped up and Noble stood too, catching him just in time.  
 
    At first Jeremiah thought Sol wanted to pace. But Sol steadied himself and when Noble let go, he moved to the cell door. In the darkness, Jeremiah heard a scraping of metal.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Olive asked. 
 
    “I hid a knife in my boot,” Sol whispered. “They never searched us…” Jeremiah leapt to his feet to join him and Noble, as Sol continued to toy with the lock from the awkward position on the other side of the door. “It just barely fits…”  
 
    Jeremiah pressed against the bars to see Sol working in the moonlight. “Do you know what you’re doing?” 
 
    “I had some training,” Sol told him, twisting the knife this way, then that. “This one’s a bit more complicated than the locks I learned on…” Not to mention the lock was on the outside of the cell, and they could barely see their hands in front of them.  
 
    They held their breath while Sol worked. Thirty seconds passed in silence, with only the scraping of the knife against the metal, before everyone heard the lock spring open.  
 
    Jeremiah immediately shoved the cell door open, and everyone eagerly squeezed out of the cage into the other side of the dark room. On this side of the bus, moonlight poured in through the front windowpane in the driver’s cab. Two seats up front, a steering wheel, and not much else besides ropes and chains on the wall for prisoners. 
 
     They were forced to stop in the middle of the bus, still essentially trapped. Climbing out and making a run for it again would likely just result in repeating the entire scenario from a couple hours ago.  
 
     “I have an idea,” Evie whispered. Everyone’s shadows turned to her in the dark, listening. She described her plan.  
 
    “That could actually work,” Noble’s deep voice rose in excitement.  
 
    The older man’s approval alone encouraged Jeremiah more than he cared to admit. “Let’s do it,” he agreed. The scheme hinged on one important detail. Jeremiah moved to check. Stepping up to the front of the bus, where the driver and passenger seats stood bolted to the floor, he felt for the ignition.  
 
    Keys jingled softly as his fingers brushed against them. Pulling them out, Jeremiah let them clink together, signaling their victory for the others to hear. “Good news!” 
 
    “We’ll need to stay in the dark, outside the circle, so the watchman doesn’t see,” Sol cautioned everyone. 
 
    Jeremiah agreed, adding, “Once we make our move, it needs to be fast.”  
 
    They stood there shivering and planning in the dark. There were five of them and a dozen bus-boats. With the keys already removed from this one, that left eleven. Each of them agreed to steal the keys from two.   
 
    Only one bus would be left alone; the bus-boat with the kitchen, and all the food and water. That’s where they would meet.  
 
    “Move as quickly as possible,” Jeremiah hammered the reminder in one final time before they opened the bus door. “Don’t let anyone see you.” He paused as the door clicked open, whispering a final word of warning: “But if they do, fight back. Got it?” 
 
    They snuck outside, racing around the circle in the darkness. Jeremiah and Noble had agreed to go to the opposite side of the circle, meaning they had to run the fastest. They took off, leaving everyone else behind, running in the darkness together. Jeremiah prayed no one would get caught. He and Noble split up when they reached the furthest buses, breaking away from each other without a word. 
 
    Jeremiah climbed inside the first bus. He stole the keys, pocketed them, and jumped back out. Then he repeated the process with the next bus. Questions plagued him as he worked. Was there only one watchman? Or did they post more in the darkness outside the circle? The slavers had pursued them fairly quickly the last time. But was that because they’d noticed the empty sleeping mat? Or seen him waking up Olive and Sol, leading them out? He hoped so. Because that meant the cage worked in their advantage now.  
 
    The next few minutes were tense. 
 
    Jeremiah circled back, finding Evie and Olive waiting by the kitchen bus. Noble came running up from the opposite side, breathing hard. Only Sol was left. Jeremiah swiveled to glance around behind him, wondering if he should go help, when Sol’s form emerged in the darkness.  
 
    Keys clinked together as they slipped from Sol’s hand, hitting the ground. In the nighttime hush, it felt like even the crickets fell silent at the noise.  
 
    Waving wildly for them to hurry, Jeremiah mouthed, “Let’s go!” Yanking the kitchen bus door open, he leapt inside, climbing into the driver’s seat as the others hurdled in after him. His heart stopped for a moment when he didn’t find the keys in the ignition.  
 
    But his foot kicked something that jingled, and he found they’d fallen on the floor. Plugging them into place, he waited for everyone to get inside. The moment Noble shut the door, Jeremiah started the engine.  
 
    The bus roared to life. The noise felt deafening in Jeremiah’s ears after all their efforts to be silent. He threw the bus into gear and slammed his foot on the gas pedal. The big vehicle lurched forward with a groan. Suddenly Jeremiah worried that the kitchen bus wasn’t built to go as fast as the others. Their getaway would be short lived if the Lakelanders caught up to them. Even now he could see some of them in the headlights, waking up startled as the kitchen bus pulled away, leaping to their feet to give chase. 
 
    He floored it. The big vehicle steadily began to pick up speed, taking off across the uneven ground, darkness all around them except for up ahead in the headlights. He breathed a prayer of thanks. 
 
    But as they rolled out of the camp, something slammed into the sides, like a fist pounding against the bus. Whoever it was got hold of the door latch. Sol reacted quickly, even with his injury, thanks to his years of training, shoving the door hard, so that it swung open wildly, flinging the person off the bus. Olive caught his arm before he could fall out the door himself. But another sprang up in their place. This time Noble’s foot kicked out, connecting with the woman’s jaw, and she fell off into the darkness as well.  
 
    The bus finally reached a speed that was difficult to keep up with, but Jeremiah aimed for the water anyway. Now that he’d seen what these buses could do, that felt like the best route. Sol pulled the door back in and locked it, sealing it shut.  
 
    Closing in on the lake, they hit the water with a crash. Jeremiah hit the brakes, trying to slow the impact, and it occurred to him as the bus shuddered and dipped forward, that he didn’t know if he needed to do anything—hit any buttons, or close any holes—before they took to the water? He prayed they would float.  
 
    For a moment, it felt like they were sinking into the shallow waters nose first, but then the bus righted itself as they hit deeper water and began to float. It swerved to the side, but when Jeremiah pulled on the wheel, it responded to the movement, turning back on course without a problem, gliding smoothly out onto the lake.  
 
    The floodlights lay just above the water, lighting up the waves ahead, but the side and back windows were above eye level, making it hard to see what the Lakelanders were doing behind them. Olive and Noble both climbed on top of the kitchen countertops to peer out at the black sky behind them, searching for the Lakelander’s shadows.  
 
    “They’re stopping at the water!” Noble said to the group. “We made it!” Everyone cheered. “I wasn’t sure that would actually work,” he added. “Until tonight, I thought the slaver’s driving on water was a myth!” They all chuckled nervously at that. 
 
    Jeremiah raised a brow. He hadn’t been sure either, but Noble’s confidence had been half the reason he’d decided to go for it. Evie moved to sit next to him in the passenger seat, while the others turned on the cabin lights inside the big bus and raided the large kitchen for food.  
 
    In the light, Jeremiah glanced back and caught a good look at Noble for the first time. The big man was gaunt from not getting enough food, but his corded muscles rippled as he moved, and that scar stood out even more poignantly in the light. What was his story? Despite his appearance, the older man’s attitude was jovial and pleasant. Noble told them through mouthfuls that he hadn’t been fed in days, ever since he’d put up a fight. They passed a large water bottle around and drained it dry. 
 
    Jeremiah kept a straight course through the middle of the large lake until, bumping along the rough ground along the shore, the bus dragged itself out of the water and onto dry land. He searched for signs of a road. It took all his focus to navigate around trees and undergrowth that popped up in the headlights, slowing them down, until finally he found a highway, pulling onto it. He breathed easier as they picked up speed, knowing there was an entire lake between them and the slavers. But there was still that muscled stranger with the scar in the back of their bus. He would need to keep an eye on the man.  
 
    Sparing a glance at the back, Jeremiah found Noble resting against the long wall of cupboards and countertops with Sol and Olive, across from the two refridgerators, the massive stove, and more cupboards. If those were all full of food, they’d be set for weeks. Evie still sat in the passenger seat next to Jeremiah, and she leaned back in relief as they left the lake behind, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.   
 
    “Noble,” Jeremiah called back to the stranger, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. “You said you knew which way we should go?” 
 
    Noble stepped up from the back to stand between the two front seats. “Yes, I can navigate,” he replied, peering out at the bit of ground visible through the windshield. “I know the area. If we could stop for a moment, I can try and get my bearings.”  
 
    “Sure.” Jeremiah slowed the bus to a stop and put it in park. As he did, his eyes touched on the dashboard and the gas light caught his attention. The tank said it was only half full. How far would that get them? He kept quiet, not wanting to worry anyone just yet.  
 
    While Noble stepped outside, Jeremiah climbed out of the driver’s seat and into the kitchen area, scrounging around for food. Olive opened one of the refrigerators and showed Jeremiah where a dozen sandwiches were stored. He scarfed one down, picking up a second.  
 
    As he ate, he quietly explored the nooks and crannies of the bus, searching for a gas can, hoping he might find the solution without having to worry anyone. But no luck.  
 
    Noble’s head popped up at the ladder and he climbed back inside the bus. “We’re farther east than I’d imagined,” he said grimly. “We need to take a hard right at the next crossroads and head for mountain country fast or we risk running into more slaver convoys.” 
 
    Jeremiah climbed back into the driver’s seat, putting the bus into drive. Evie offered her chair to Noble, so he could guide them. They set off, turning right at the first intersection they ran into, on the new course Noble set for them.  
 
    “Are the Lakelanders going to be okay?” Olive asked from the back, where she sat on one of the kitchen countertops by Sol and Evie, leaning back against the bus wall. “I mean, we took their keys, and all their food and water.” Jeremiah didn’t have much empathy for the slavers, but Olive was right, they’d left them stranded, without anything to eat or drink. If they died, it would be on them.  
 
    Noble turned in the passenger seat to face them. “It won’t take them long to hot-wire the vehicles. They’ll go hungry for a bit until they reach a nearby town. But then they can rent or purchase another kitchen.” He paused for a second, clearing his throat, “The real question is will they decide to come after us.” 
 
     “Would they do that?” Jeremiah asked, glancing over at the man, concerned. 
 
    “They might,” Noble admitted. Everyone was quiet as that possibility sunk in. “But,” Noble added after a moment, “now that we’ve changed course, it’s less likely. I’d say if they don’t find us within the next hour, we should be in the clear.” 
 
    Jeremiah glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was almost three in the morning. It felt good to have a deadline. His eyes were burning from exhaustion. He and Evie had been up all night. But he wouldn’t be able to sleep for the next hour now anyway, so he might as well keep driving.  
 
    Sol dug around in the back and Jeremiah heard the sound of metal on metal. “We have some weapons, at least,” Sol told them. Glancing over his shoulder briefly, Jeremiah saw Sol had found the kitchen knives. 
 
     “You should sit and rest,” Olive murmured to him, fretting. Sol did, but took a knife with him as he sat down next to her. He seemed to be recovering quickly, but Olive would no doubt worry nonetheless. 
 
    Noble left the front seat briefly to flip the light switch off, throwing the insides of the bus back into darkness. “That should help,” he told them. The front headlights were still a beacon in the darkness, but they’d be less noticeable now that the entire bus wasn’t lit up.   
 
    Jeremiah’s eyes adjusted to the moonlight. The others rested quietly on the counter tops, leaning against the wall, closing their eyes and trying to sleep.  
 
    Still, the next hour was tense. They drove through a small town not long after that, with just a few dozen log cabins, all dark as their owners slept. Jeremiah silently searched for a gas station along the single road through town, but there wasn’t one. They didn’t stop. When the clock finally passed three a.m., Jeremiah breathed an audible sigh of relief. The others dozed in the back, unaware. Jeremiah let them sleep and drove on. 
 
    Over the next hour, they passed through two more small towns, neither of which had a gas station. The sun began to rise as they passed a sign announcing the next town, that said ‘population size 104.’ That didn’t sound promising either. Jeremiah rubbed his eyes, which burned from exhaustion.  
 
    “I can take a turn driving, if you’d like a break?” Noble offered for the third time when Jeremiah yawned. As much as Jeremiah wanted to accept the offer, he couldn’t rely on the man yet. After everything they’d been through, it would take a lot to trust a stranger again. Thankfully, Evie spoke up quietly from the back and said, “I can take over. I can’t sleep anymore anyway.”  
 
    Jeremiah accepted Evie’s offer, pulling over just outside of town to switch seats, giving her a small nod of thanks as they did. She tilted her head just slightly in response, before settling into the driver’s seat. She would keep an eye on Noble.  
 
    Knowing Evie was alert and guarded, Jeremiah thought he might actually be able to get some sleep. He hunkered down on the floor in a corner where he could lean against the wall, and immediately dozed off.  
 
    Some time later, the rocking motion of the bus slowed, causing him to blink sleepily, half waking up. The sun was bright overhead now. “Oh crap,” he heard Olive say, which woke him fully. He stood, stretching as he walked up to the front. Olive stood behind the driver’s seat, her attention on the dashboard, where Jeremiah had stared all night. He stepped up front to look with everyone else, even though he knew what he’d find: the little gas can symbol, lit up bright red with the arrow teetering dangerously now over the word “Empty.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    27 
 
    Evalene 
 
    NEXT TOWN WE PASS we’ll need to stop and pull a hiffy,” Noble told them. When he received blank looks from everyone, he said, “What?” 
 
    “A hiffy?” Olive’s wrinkled brow in the rearview mirror spoke volumes. Noble stood to dig through the refrigerator, pulling out yet another half-sandwich, even though he’d eaten enough for two meals already. When Evalene glanced up from driving, Jeremiah threw her a skeptical glance, and she held back a laugh. 
 
    “Yep,” Noble said, talking around a mouthful, coming back to stand near the driver’s seat with everyone else as they planned. “It’s just a hissy fit in a jiffy. Somebody makes a scene to distract the store while we pump and drive.” Evalene’s eyes widened at the idea.  
 
    When no one spoke, Noble chuckled. “No one’s done a hiffy before? That’s alright. I can take this one. But once I’ve got you on the right path and paid my debt to you for saving my life, I’m afraid we’ll need to part ways.” His mouth drew into a thin line as he swallowed and lowered the remains of his sandwich. “I need to find my wife.” He chucked his sandwich in the trash as if too upset to finish it, pacing away from them down the length of the bus, then back, agitated.  
 
    Evalene blinked at the sudden shift in his mood. As Noble continued to pace the length of the bus, restless, her stomach growled. “I can drive for a bit,” Sol offered. The sun was directly overhead as she agreed to switch. She was starving.  
 
    As Sol pulled back out onto the road, Evalene passed out sandwiches for lunch. Belatedly, she wondered if Sol was okay to drive, but Olive plopped into the passenger seat, already prepared to keep a close eye on him.  
 
    As Evalene skirted around Noble to stand by Jeremiah, taking a bite of her sandwich, she risked asking, “Is your wife lost?”  
 
    “Another slaver convoy took her, about two weeks back,” Noble said. He stopped pacing. “Right before that big news release from Eden.” 
 
    “That’s where we’re from!” Olive told him from the front seat. Evalene remembered the broadcast she’d used for her resignation. It felt like months ago, not weeks. 
 
    “I recognized your accent,” Noble replied. It was weird to hear they had an accent when it was his inflection that felt foreign. “I remember the announcement because I left to find her the very next day. I was on her trail when that last caravan snuck up on me and got lucky.”  
 
    He was silent so long Evalene thought he was done. But he cleared his throat and spoke again, with a thickness to his voice, “My wife and I met five years ago when she joined our group.” He coughed to clear the emotion, eyes fixed on the road. Jeremiah moved to pull out a few water bottles from the refrigerator, handing them to everyone, giving Noble a moment to pull himself together. Olive offered to help Sol open his as he drove.  
 
    “We wanted to end the human experiments,” Noble told them, staring at the floor, holding his unopened water bottle. “We had a lot of ideas back then. Got some good people killed.” 
 
    “Human experiments?” Sol asked, glancing back at Noble in the rearview mirror as he drove. “We were told that was in the past.” 
 
    “Only if the past means happening right now,” Noble said, fists clenching at his sides as he glared at the road ahead. “Why do you think the slavers have such a thriving business?” He pointed to the scar they’d all noticed but hadn’t dared ask about, where it crossed his left eye and cheek. “This was from a close call near tech territory just last year. We were trying to find a way into Archland where the newest BioGrades happen. The worst experiments. We made it inside, but then we were forced to watch as half our group got captured. Two of them were killed on the spot.”  
 
    Olive choked on the water she’d just drank. Sol kept one hand on the wheel, but reached out with the other to hold her water bottle for her while she coughed, eyes watering. “I’m sorry,” she said between coughs. “I just can’t believe people are really doing this.” 
 
    Noble just nodded, moving to pace again. “Every time we took down a slaving ring, two more popped up. We decided to go to the source of the problem. They have thousands of techs working on BioGrades experiments in Archland. And just as many, if not more, being experimented on. We decided to infiltrate tech territory and find a weakness. Something that would bring the whole thing down.” 
 
    He stopped in the middle of the bus once more. “A lot of good men died for the information we gained on that mission. But we found something… just a hint of something really… that might be significant.” He talked with his hands, gesturing excitedly. “We could tell the techs were guarding it, but we didn’t get enough intel to know exactly what it is. All we know for sure is that it shuts down the BioGrades in some way.” Evalene glanced at the others. She’d always assumed the Number-free lands were thriving and peaceful. But everything she’d just heard easily rivaled the Number One’s own schemes. 
 
    Shaking his head a little at a memory, Noble half turned away from them and said in a quiet voice, “We were coming back from our latest reconnaissance mission when Pearl was taken.” 
 
    Evalene’s heart stopped. “Did you say Pearl?” she asked. Her voice cracked. 
 
    “That’s my wife’s name,” Noble turned back to face her. “Why?” 
 
    Evalene suddenly needed to sit. She sank to the floor. The sound of her heartbeat thundered in her ears, blocking out Jeremiah’s voice as he bent down, bringing his face close to hers. His mouth moved, concern knitting his brows together, but she didn’t hear what he was saying. 
 
    “What’s wrong? What happened?” Noble was yelling as the world came back into focus. Sol swerved to the side of the road, throwing the bus into park to turn and look down on Evalene where she sat on the floor. She gradually became aware of hands on her back and looked up to see Jeremiah and Olive kneeling next to her on both sides, while Noble peered down at her, not sure what was happening. 
 
    Glancing at Sol, and then Jeremiah, Olive whispered to Evalene, “Could it be her?”   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    28 
 
    Pearl 
 
    THE VEHICLE STOPPED AFTER only an hour or so of driving in the morning. It was too early for lunch. But Pearl barely noticed. 
 
    She lay on the floor in her own filth, too weak to care anymore, too exhausted to get up and try to look out the window. That was a move that two weeks ago Pearl would have made. This Pearl was older. Wiser. Starving.  
 
    They’d given her water once a day, but no food except another stale piece of bread every other day. She’d been labeled a violent prisoner, which was fitting. If there had been anyone else to talk to over the last two weeks, she would’ve admitted to them that she regretted her choices. Especially that last one.  
 
    Better to enter Archland strong and prepared, then weak and vulnerable like she was now. But hindsight never helped anyone change the past.  
 
    The vehicle shuddered into motion again after a few minutes, and Pearl vaguely noticed a shadow pass over the window, blocking the sun for a moment. She slept. The next time she woke was from the sound of keys jangling.  
 
    When she blinked, she found the door to her cell opening. The same sneering man hauled her to her feet, this time without any protest or fight on her part.  
 
    “Welcome to Archland,” he said sarcastically, and then pulled back with a snort of disgust. “Oh… you reek!”  
 
    If Pearl had had any energy, she would’ve shrugged in agreement. That was his fault. Instead, she just focused on not keeling over or losing consciousness as he hauled her outside. She hadn’t seen the sun in weeks and the light hit her face with a painful slap. Squinting, she urged herself to get a grip. She needed to pay attention to her surroundings for escape later. 
 
    But between blinks for relief, all she glimpsed was the side of an enormous gray concrete building before they hustled her through a small loading dock door.  
 
    Inside the lighting dimmed to a more manageable level. Pearl allowed herself to be led, trying to get a good look at her surroundings: an enormous warehouse with high ceilings, cement floors and walls, and zero windows.  
 
    This would be incredible intel when she got back. Because this was without a doubt the infamous BioLabs building. Where the worst evils happened. 
 
    She swallowed hard. The sneering man shoved a small sandwich into her hands when he saw her shaking. “Oh yeah, eat this. They’re barely gonna pay us anything for you now that you’re a sack of bones.” He said this as if it was her fault. Pearl managed to scowl at him for a half-second before she turned her attention to the sandwich, stuffing half of it into her mouth. She was ravenous.  
 
    “Slow down, stupid, or you’ll just throw it up in five minutes.” His gravelly voice and opinionated tone raked along her nerves. Pearl wished she could slug him. But as much as it irked her to admit it, he was right. She could already feel her stomach beginning to revolt. She chewed slower, forcing herself to take her time, nibbling at the remaining half of the sandwich.  
 
    Still, it was gone too soon. She returned her eyes to the cold, gray room shaped like a gigantic, empty rectangle. The only other objects in the room besides the people were a dozen dollys for moving heavy objects lined up against the wall. Pearl wondered briefly what these carts were for, before focusing her attention on the small group of people within.  
 
    The other slavers stood with a short man who was muttering nervously to one of the slaver women. Was he one of the slavers? He didn’t quite look like it. The woman smiled at him, patting his arm in comfort. He nodded acceptance, still ill at ease, but trying to hide it.  
 
    A person who Pearl had previously only seen as a white lab coat with legs came closer, and now that her eyes had adjusted, she noticed his face. It was too sharp, all angles, as if he’d tried one too many times to BioGrade himself to perfection, and failed. More white lab coats entered behind him, both men and women, all oddly transfigured to the point that they looked almost inhuman.  
 
    “How much for the first one?” the lab coat with the sharp face asked in a bored tone. When the slavers named a price, he walked up to the short, anxious man to get a closer look. The nervous man sidled closer to the slaver woman.  
 
    “That’s too much for him,” the lab coat shook his head, looking the man up and down. “I’ll give you half that.” 
 
    “Done,” the slaver woman replied, causing the nervous man to whip his head around, staring at her, mouth agape.  
 
    “Done?” he squealed, backing up. He clearly hadn’t known who he was traveling with or what he’d signed up for when he entered this building. The slavers grabbed him on both sides to hold him in place, and he began to struggle in earnest. “What’s happening? I thought we were—” 
 
    He cut off with a choking sound and lurched forward. Pearl leaned around her own slaver bodyguard to get a better look. They’d zapped him with a particularly nasty-looking weapon. It was like some of the Tasers she’d seen, but nearly five-times larger and apparently that much stronger too, because a burning smell rose up from the red, swollen lump on the nervous man’s neck. He lay crumpled on the floor, not moving.  
 
    The first trickle of fear formed in the back of Pearl’s mind. She would need to choose her moment wisely. These people wouldn’t give second chances. She played along when the lab coats moved to her and began bargaining anew. Even when they made her open her mouth to check her teeth, she obeyed—humiliated, seething on the inside—but outwardly docile.  
 
    Bargains were struck, money exchanged hands, and the slavers left through the same door they’d come in.  
 
    As it swung shut, Pearl felt uneasily as if she was seeing her last glimpse of sunlight… 
 
    She shook the thought off. 
 
    They lifted the still unconscious man, and the lab coat with the Taser herded Pearl toward one of the dollys, barking “Up!” as he shoved her onto it. The little platform at the base was just large enough for her to stand on.  
 
    She complied when they tugged her around to face outwards, pressing her spine against the tall back on command. With one press of the button from the lab coat, the dolly sprung manacles for her hands and feet and a collar wrapped around her throat, effectively pinning her to the cart.  
 
    Pearl struggled to draw a deep breath and prevent hyperventilating. How was she going to escape from this?  
 
    The worry that she’d waited too long and missed her moment crossed her mind, and not for the first time.  
 
    When the lab coats turned away, she subtly tested her restraints. She was able to turn her head 45 degrees in both directions, but no more.  
 
    One of the women in the white coats caught her trying to squeeze her wrists through the manacles without success. She casually pointed her Taser in Pearl’s direction in silent warning. Pearl ceased immediately.  
 
    Picturing the painful burn on the unconscious man had her using her limited range of motion to try to find him. He slouched against the back of his cart, where they stood strapping him into the tight restraints with a bit of extra effort since he was still out cold, wheeling the poor man up next to Pearl in the line. He sagged against the restraints. They tipped him back and parked him at a reclining angle to keep the manacle around his neck from strangling him.  
 
    They left Pearl and the man there as the door opened once again and a new group of slavers entered with four prisoners. They repeated the process three more times, wheeling new victims into line every half hour or so. Her legs grew weak from standing, but she didn’t have a choice. Eventually she let herself sag into the restraints, just a little, taking as much pressure as her limbs could endure to get some relief.  
 
    The morning passed into afternoon. Pearl studied the room for weaknesses, trying to keep her mind active. But there was little to learn from the cement box of a room. The lab coats and slavers interactions told her little she didn’t already know: these people deserved to be punished for their crimes. 
 
    By the time they’d wheeled almost two dozen new prisoners up next to her, Pearl was beginning to worry about the unconscious man, who hadn’t once made a noise or woken up. 
 
    Without warning, they tipped Pearl back and wheeled her at the front of the group out of the room. From this angle, all she could see was the top few feet of the hall’s white walls and the ceiling. The collar bit into her chin and held her head back when she tried to see ahead.  
 
    Rolling the humans into a room on the left, they parked Pearl along the side, dropping her into place so suddenly she gagged as her throat hit the collar. She felt bruises forming on her neck.  
 
    They parked the other prisoners just as roughly along the same wall. The room had a tile floor, and when Pearl twisted as much as she could to view the other prisoners, she found they were all situated under showerheads, with drains in the floor beneath them.  
 
    “Sanitize,” the lead doctor in the lab coat intoned. One of the women stepped up to the wall and pressed a switch. Liquid gushed out of the faucet above Pearl without warning, and she sputtered underneath the waterfall, shifting in her restraints as a strong smell similar to bleach filled her nose. It filled her mouth when she gasped for air. She spit the foul taste out, struggling to breathe, when the showerhead shut off. Gasping, she blinked to clear the stuff from her eyes, which burned. Her skin burned too. Even her hair felt singed. 
 
    “Again,” the doctor said. This time, Pearl managed to suck in a breath before the faucets turned on, holding it until her lungs were bursting, eyes squeezed shut against the flood of liquid pouring over her, soaking her to the bone. The fluid seeped under her clothes and into her shoes, covering her from head to toe. They were given a brief break to catch their breath and then doused three more times.  
 
    “Rinse,” the doctor said, without looking up from his chart. This time Pearl recognized the fluid that washed over her. The cold water soothed her irritated skin, rinsing off whatever they’d used to ‘sanitize’ them. As it ended, she sighed in relief.  
 
    The reprieve was short-lived. As the lab coats all left the room, Pearl and the others remained where they were, shackled to their carts, dripping identical puddles that flowed into the drains on the floor in this featureless, gray room until Pearl shook with cold. They stayed there, abandoned, for almost an hour, except for one guard.  
 
    Pearl wanted to talk to the other captives—to find out their names, where they were from, how they’d been captured—but whenever anyone opened their mouth to speak, the guard held up that menacing Taser in silent warning. So, they remained mute.  
 
    When the unconscious man finally woke up, he flinched at the weapon, shivering harder than the rest of them, and began to quietly weep. Pearl wished she could reach over and squeeze his hand in comfort. Tell him they’d get out of this place. But it was all she could do to convince herself right now. 
 
    When the lead doctor re-entered the room, Pearl spoke for the first time. “You can’t leave us like this. We’re going to get sick.” 
 
    His cold eyes passed over her. Without meaning to, Pearl flinched. Instead of anger or irritation, his gaze on her was apathetic, like looking at a bug that might need to be squashed and debating if it was worth the energy.  
 
    “Sanitize this one again,” he said to one of the lab coats who’d returned with him. “You know how the surgeon’s hate lice.” Pearl only barely sucked in a breath before they doused her with the foul liquid once more. The spray seemed to go on twice as long, before they finally shut it off, leaving her freshly soaked.  
 
    Lesson learned. Pearl stood with fists clenched, glaring at the sharp-faced man. She wanted to rip that freshly sewed-on hair from his head and stomp on it. Or use those clipboards he continued to review as he went down the line to smash him upside the head.  
 
    “This one’s incomplete,” he said, stopping in front of the nervous man next to Pearl. “Did anyone do bloodwork?” He swiveled to the other lab workers, all of whom shook their heads. “Well, do it now,” he snapped, moving on to Pearl.  
 
    Each of the prisoners were categorized and filed by the time a lab coat returned holding a piece of paper in one hand and a syringe in the other. Deep worry lines creased her forehead. “The bloodwork results are in.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Incompatible...” 
 
    “What a waste of money,” the lead doctor mumbled, holding out a hand and accepting the syringe she placed in it. Stepping up to the nervous man, the doctor ignored his questions and the rising tone of the man’s voice, stabbing the sharp needle directly into the man’s chest. The poor man gasped in pain, even as the doctor squeezed the syringe, injecting a foreign substance directly into the man’s heart. Within seconds, he slumped over, words dying on his tongue. What had they done to him? Was he dead? Unconscious? Pearl swallowed hard, finding herself suddenly thankful for the contraption that held her up, as her limbs went weak.  
 
    “Use the parts for testing,” said the doctor, handing the empty syringe back to the woman. Parts. Pearl struggled to be still when everything in her screamed to escape now while she still could. He was dead. Like an animal, put down. Less than an animal. “You’d better hope some of it is useful, or I’ll be noting this inconvenience in your employee evaluations.”  
 
    For the first time, Pearl felt fear push past her carefully maintained control, threatening to take over. Breathe, she told herself, you’re not dead yet. She had to get out of here. No more waiting for the perfect opportunity. These people were trained. Prepared. She needed to grasp the first break that came her way, no matter how slight.  
 
    “I think we’re done here,” the lead doctor was saying, as he opened the door to exit the room. “You know what to do.” No hints? No clue where they might be taking her next?  
 
    The rest of the lab techs stayed behind, presumably to wheel each of the prisoner’s out of the room, but they remained by the wall as the disgraced tech moved back to the shower buttons once more.  
 
    Pearl instinctively drew a deep breath and held it, thinking they were to be doused yet again. But instead, a blast of hot air shot out of the large showerhead, transforming it into a dryer. The heat felt amazing as Pearl’s clothes billowed around her, drying out in less than a minute. That would’ve been nice an hour ago.  
 
    Finally warm, Pearl fought to stay standing in the restraints, when her body felt weak from exhaustion and lack of food and water. But if she gave in and slumped into the restraints, she felt fairly certain she’d start choking. Locking her knees, she bit the inside of her lip to wake herself up, and focused on the techs.  
 
    The techs had their backs turned, but Pearl caught sight of a strange tool with a bundle of needles on the end. Her knees threatened to give out and she swallowed hard. She’d always hated needles.  
 
    As the techs turned toward them, Pearl’s fears were confirmed: those needles were for them. She clenched her fists to keep from shaking, averting her eyes. But that didn’t help. No matter where she looked, her eyes fell on other prisoners, and a tech holding that strange machine up to their necks.  
 
    Unable to help herself, Pearl struggled against the restraints now, pulling in all directions, slamming herself into them, tugging at them, trying to get her wrists and ankles out, but with no luck.  
 
    Her tech was a red-headed, freckled man who shoved her head to the side without remorse. She felt the bundle of needles on her neck. At this angle, she was forced to either close her eyes or watch the tech next to her use his needles. She didn’t close her eyes in time.  
 
    The prisoner next to her yelped as the needles shoved into his neck all at once, making a harsh thunking noise as they clicked forward and the same noise as they clicked back in, leaving a bloody, dark stain on his neck. They wiped away the blood with a cloth, and Pearl startled to see a glow coming from the man’s neck, where a circular barcode rested, full of numbers and lines that didn’t mean anything to her. 
 
    Her tech’s machine touched Pearl’s neck and without any further warning, the needles ripped into her skin. She bit down on her lip hard, struggling not to yelp. The needles pulled out, leaving a stinging sensation in her neck that made her ache to press her hand to it, but of course, her arms remained forcibly held at her sides.  
 
    Blinking away tears, Pearl hissed in pain as they swiped a cloth along her neck as well with some form of antiseptic that burned. Eyes still watering, Pearl lifted her eyes to the other prisoners again, and blinked in shock. Everyone’s neck glowed with a new round barcode.   
 
    She struggled yet again to pull her hand out and touch the side of her own neck, to no avail. But the pain, the sting of the needles, was right where her old Number tattoo had been. The one she’d gone to such great lengths to have removed, enduring the agony of extracting all the ink from the old tattoo. Because she’d never again wanted to be labeled.  
 
    And now. Here in this room… she’d been given just that.  
 
    A new Number. 
 
    And if the numbers on the other prisoners’ barcodes were any indication, they were far, far lower than anything you would ever find in Eden. A hundred times lower. None of these prisoners were valuable, or even considered human anymore. They were just a commodity. To be bought and sold.  
 
    Pearl wished she could tear the skin off where they’d injected this Number. But all she could do was stand there, neck throbbing, until finally the techs tilted them back and wheeled them out of the room into a massive service elevator. The elevator rose for what felt like a full minute before stopping on a dark, mysterious floor.  
 
    Pearl tensed.  
 
    They had to let her off this cart eventually, and when they did, she’d be ready.  
 
    From this awkward, tilted angle, she still couldn’t see what was in front of her, only to the left and right. The hallway was full of doors with small, rectangular windows and a room number by each door, but nothing else to give away what might be inside.  
 
    She heard a beep and the sound of a door opening in front of her. They wheeled her inside, setting her upright abruptly in a way that was now familiar.  
 
    This was her moment.  
 
    She twitched in her restraints, tensing in preparation, but the cuffs held her to the dolly so tightly that she doubted the techs even noticed her fidgeting.  
 
    They set her free like she expected, but instead of unlocking the manacles one at a time, they fell off her limbs and neck all at once at the press of a button. Before she had time to react, they shoved her forward with the back of the cart, hard.  
 
    The momentum from the forward free-fall and extra shove for good measure threw her off-balance, and she stumbled off the platform, barely catching herself before she hit the ground. Pearl swung around to attack, only to find the dolly already retracted from the room and the door swinging shut.  
 
    She sprang toward it, grasping for the handle as the last two inches closed the gap. But where a handle should be, there was only a flat surface. With nothing for her to grab onto, the door fell shut with a crash.  
 
    “No!” she screamed, banging on it with her fist, scouring the edges of the door for something—anything—that she could grip. “Let me out!” 
 
    “You gonna do that all day?” a low female voice grumbled from behind her. “Because I’ve got a headache.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    29 
 
    Evalene 
 
    COULD IT BE HER? The words echoed in Evalene’s head. Noble frowned between the four of them. The bus idled on the side of the road, and since they were low on gas, Sol turned off the engine. “What’s going on?” Noble repeated himself, searching their faces for clues. 
 
    “Is Pearl a common name here?” Olive asked him. 
 
    But Evalene shook her head before Noble could answer. She rested her elbows on her knees and cradled her head in her hands, closing her eyes. “It’s her,” she whispered to Olive. “Remember, when we met, he told us she was from Eden.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he said she came here five years ago,” Olive whispered back, “Not ten.” 
 
    Despite the whispering, Noble heard them clearly. “Ah, that’s a misunderstanding on my part... I thought you were asking when she came to Seguro Falls, which was five years ago. But she came to the Divided States with the other refugees during that rebellion ten years back.”  
 
    Evalene couldn’t breathe.  
 
    “This is good news, Evie… right?” Olive knelt next to her, forehead wrinkled in anxiety.  
 
    Jeremiah took over, turning to Noble. “Could you describe your wife for us?” Evalene immediately looked up at the man’s scarred face. 
 
    Brows raised, Noble glanced at Evalene. “Do you know her?” he asked. 
 
    Evalene just whispered, “Please…” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Gesturing to Evalene, he said, “You remind me of her, actually. She’s a little darker, but I guess that’s from spending so much time in the sun. Brown hair and blue eyes, like you actually… Um, she’s about your height. She told me when we got married that she used to have a fam—oh…” He studied Evalene closer, frowning. “It can’t be.” But recognition sparked in his eyes and he spoke more to himself than to them, “It can’t be…”  
 
    “I think it could,” Evalene answered. “Your wife is my mom.” Saying the words out loud made them far more real and overwhelming.  
 
    Now it was Noble’s turn to test her, frowning. “What was your mother’s last name?” 
 
    “Vandereth.” Evalene said immediately.  
 
    Noble paled slightly, making his scar stand out more.  “Okay, yeah,” he murmured. “That’s my Pearl.” 
 
    It made sense. Evalene’s mother had been helping people ever since she could remember, fighting for those who couldn’t stand up for themselves. In fact, that was the entire reason she’d fled Eden, for her involvement with the rebel group. Of course she would have found a group of people with a cause that she could fight for, here in this new land. 
 
    But Noble had called her his wife. That stung. How could her mother have remarried? Had she forgotten Evalene’s father completely? Had she forgotten her own daughter? 
 
    Evalene shook off the thought, unable to dwell on the possibilities. Jeremiah wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him, as Noble spoke haltingly. “The last time I saw Pearl—your mother—we were scoping out tech territory for the first time since the failed mission.” He knelt to sit on the floor with them as if suddenly exhausted. “On the way home, we came across a slaver convoy. We managed to save a few victims, but the exit was rough and some of ours were injured or killed.”  
 
    Evalene tried to imagine her mother fighting a group of Lakelanders like Skye and the others. Did she use a weapon? Or did she fight with her fists? All Evalene could picture was the sophisticated high-Numbered lady she’d known as a child who’d fought her battles with words alone. The memory didn’t line up with what Noble described.  
 
    Sol leaned intently toward them where they all sat on the floor, taking in the description of the mission and those involved, as Noble threw his hands up in frustration. “Everyone knows if we ever get separated, we always meet up back at home base. Pearl is one of our best. She’s been with us for years. I never worried about her for a second. But she never made it back to the rendezvous point.”  
 
    Evalene felt Jeremiah tense beside her. She glanced up to find him and Sol both frowning. “That’s a bad sign,” Olive stated the obvious. “Why didn’t you go after her?” 
 
    Noble’s mouth tightened as he said, “I did. The policy is to give them a full 24 hours. But I couldn’t wait,” he blew out a breath of air, and Evalene held her breath in anticipation. “I went out on my own to find her. There’d been some shooting, and I thought maybe she was injured. Took me a few days to get answers, but I found an eyewitness who saw a slaving convoy take her.”  
 
    Evalene’s hands flew to her mouth. Was her mother trapped in a cell somewhere at that very moment, just like they had been? Olive rubbed Evalene’s arm in silent comfort, and Jeremiah squeezed her from the other side. She couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat and was grateful when Sol asked, “What did you do?” 
 
    “I started hunting convoys down, trying to find her,” Noble’s brow was furrowed deeply. “They’re all different, but there’s not that many in the grand scheme of things.” Fury rippled off him, muscles standing out in sharp contrast as he tightened his grip until his knuckles were white. “I was scoping out this last one. The vehicle description didn’t even match. I was leaving when they got wise and managed to catch me off guard.” He shrugged, though the topic was anything but light. “As you know, I spent this last week in a cell.”  
 
    Out of nowhere, he punched the cabinet next to him, roaring in anguish. Evalene winced, startled by his outburst. Jeremiah tightened his grip, leaning in front of her, worried. But Noble wasn’t looking to fight. He sank into himself where he sat, dropping his head into his hands. “I should’ve rounded up some help. We could’ve taken them,” he groaned. “But I was so worried, I couldn’t wait.”  
 
    He lifted his hands helplessly, unashamed of the tears streaking down his face, creating tracks in the dirt and disappearing into his beard. “At this point, it doesn’t matter which convoy had her, she’s no doubt been sold by now. But I still have to try… she’s my wife.”  
 
    Evalene studied the man they’d met less than 24 hours ago. Her mother had trusted him. Enough to marry him. Evalene realized she didn’t truly know her mother anymore, but that vote of confidence would have to be enough. Maybe he was a Godsend. Or maybe she was about to place her trust in the worst possible person.  
 
    All she knew was that if he was telling the truth, there was no time to waste. She placed her hands on her knees and stood, looking up at Sol. “Let’s get going, we’re in a hurry.” He nodded and restarted the engine, pulling back onto the road. Evalene turned to Noble where he still sat on the floor. In a tone that brooked no argument, she told him, “We’re coming with you.”  
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     Jeremiah 
 
    THEY PASSED A SIGN that said: Lilyvale, 1 mile, and turned their focus toward solving their immediate problem. Getting gas.  
 
    As Sol drove, they gathered around the front cab where Noble described the details of his plan. Jeremiah was skeptical. But Noble promised he’d done it successfully before. 
 
    They’d play it casual. Pull into the station at the furthest pump, fill up the tank, and then once the bus was ready to go, Noble would cause a scene, pulling the store owner’s attention away from the filling station long enough for the others to drive away unnoticed. They would then pull over a few blocks down the road and wait for him to catch up. Simple.  
 
    “I’ll say something like, ‘The pricing here is like stealing from my grandmother’ and that’ll be your cue,” Noble told them. To Evie, he added, “That’s a real insult actually. My grannie’s pretty savvy. Maybe you’ll get to meet her someday.” She laughed at his joke. Jeremiah pulled away from their little circle to pace. Just imagining Evie staying behind, after all this was said and done, upset him. Could he even remotely see himself living here? His whole life’s focus had been helping those in Eden. But what was the alternative? Evie returning to Eden because Pearl was dead. He didn’t want that either. It was a no-win situation.  
 
    “It’d be best if you didn’t even start the engine up again,” Noble was saying, not noticing Jeremiah’s distress. “The four of you should be able to get it moving without a problem. Just push this beast down the road until it’s out of sight. That works 99% of the time.” 
 
    “What about the other 1%?” Olive asked.  
 
    “Well, then you all pile in and step on it,” Noble said, shrugging. Jeremiah pursed his lips, bringing his attention back to the present. He hadn’t stolen anything since he was kid, since Beryl had taken him in. But they had no other options. No money, nothing to trade besides the food. If they didn’t fill up soon, they’d be stranded.  
 
    The bus sputtered, slowing down as the town appeared up ahead around the corner. Everyone groaned as the bus came to a stop. 
 
    Jeremiah opened his mouth, but Noble spoke first, “Let’s get out and push.”  
 
    He stood, exiting through the side door, and the girls followed. Sol stayed in the driver’s seat to steer, throwing the bus into neutral. “You alright?” Sol asked when Jeremiah paused longer than he’d meant to.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah… You trust Noble?” 
 
    Sol didn’t answer right away. “He’s… emotional…” That was an understatement. “But maybe that’s a good thing, because he can’t really hide anything from us.” 
 
    “Good point.” Jeremiah nodded to himself. 
 
    Evie poked her head back inside the door of the bus, “You coming?” 
 
    “Yeah, be right there,” he said, and as he followed her out, he nodded to Sol, “Thanks.” 
 
    They circled to the back of the big vehicle and began to push. 
 
    It was slow going.  
 
    Fortunately, they were traveling downhill. Gravity picked up the pace until they found themselves jogging behind the bus to keep up. By the time Sol pulled into the gas station, they were out of breath.  
 
    Per Noble’s instructions, their aim was to go unnoticed. But the massive bus pulling into the station with four people running behind it unfortunately drew a lot of eyes. Jeremiah realized the slavers probably had a reputation around the area, including their strange vehicles. Still, the group tried to act according to plan.  
 
    Evie was closest to the pump, so she calmly walked up to it and began filling the bus. Olive and Noble casually sauntered after her, climbing back inside the bus to wait. Jeremiah stood on the far side, pausing to gaze at the woods around them, and the tiny houses all clustered along this one main street in the tiny town.  
 
    A big blue pickup truck pulled up directly behind them while he still stood there staring. The truck door swung open, and Jeremiah read the sign painted on the side: “Moo’s Milk.” Jeremiah stiffened when the driver met his gaze, but the man just slammed his door, wandering toward the restrooms on the side of the gas station, grabbing a newspaper on his way, like he planned to be awhile. 
 
    Jeremiah had taken two steps around the back of the bus, when the gas station door slammed open, crashing into the wall. He froze. The store owner stomped out, headed directly toward him, where he stood between the bus and the blue truck.  
 
    “Are you here with my dairy order?” the store owner shouted at Jeremiah, even though he was only a half dozen feet away. The fat little man ignored the bus and Evie filling it up altogether, zeroing in on Jeremiah. 
 
    The store owner continued to advance. Glancing at the truck behind him, Jeremiah thought quickly. Walking up to the truck, he leaned against the front bumper and crossed his arms. This put the little man’s back to their bus where Evie was still filling up, when the store owner arrived in front of Jeremiah.  
 
    “That depends,” Jeremiah replied slowly, unsure how to make the conversation last. Glancing up, he found Noble’s head sticking out of the bus door, staring at him. Jeremiah turned back to the store owner and frowned, raising his voice so Noble would hear him. 
 
     “The pricing here is ridiculous,” he snapped at the red-faced man, forcing himself to get into character. “I wouldn’t bring my own grandmother here!” The phrasing felt awkward; if the store owner had known him at all, he would’ve seen right through him. 
 
    But out of the corner of his eye, Jeremiah saw Noble nod and wave at the cue. A moment later, he saw the group climb out of the bus silently, shuffling around to the rear, right behind the store owner’s back, and begin to push.  
 
    Evie bit her lip, worrying for him but going along with it, while Sol just gave him a nod of confidence. Olive poked her head out from the driver’s side to glance back at him once before she started to steer them out of the parking lot.  
 
    Meanwhile, the store owner’s face was turning a bright shade of red. “I don’t appreciate your insinuation!” he barked at Jeremiah. “If I didn’t have such a high demand for dairy products, I would end our business right this second!” 
 
    The bus had barely gained any momentum. It silently began to roll forward one foot, then another.  
 
    “You think I want to work with you?” Jeremiah protested to buy time. His mind searched for something that would hold the store owner’s attention. “I heard you’re involved in the human BioGrade experiments,” he said the first thing that came to mind. “I refuse to do business with someone who believes in that industry.” 
 
    The store owner sputtered and protested loudly, drawing attention from onlookers. “I would never! Who gave you that information?!” He yelled louder as he saw others listening, “I demand to know who would tarnish my good name!”  
 
    The enormous bus began picking up speed, nearing the end of the tiny gas station parking lot, about to pull out onto the street. No one paid it any attention. All eyes were on Jeremiah and the store owner.  
 
    Put on the spot once more, Jeremiah leaned into the truck, hoping its true owner wouldn’t choose that moment to come out of the restroom. He struggled to look indifferent, shrugging. “You don’t know?” he asked, thinking hard for something he could say. 
 
    The store owner pressed him. “Tell me!” 
 
    “It’s not just one person,” Jeremiah stalled, searching his mind desperately for a name that would stump the man. The bus was on the street now. Thanks to the hill, gravity was helping once more, but they still had at least a dozen more feet to the corner.  
 
    “I swear, if you don’t tell me who pulled the fox-fleece over your eyes,” the store owner swung around to pace, turning toward where the bus was disappearing. “I’m gonna–” 
 
    “Luc,” Jeremiah said abruptly, to bring the small man’s attention back to him and away from the bus. It pulled slowly out of sight around the corner. “It was Luc.” The name of his childhood friend back home. And also a common name back in Eden.  
 
    “That son of a bio-freak,” the store owner growled, shaking with rage. Apparently the name was common here too. “He would say something like that!” 
 
    Jeremiah shrugged once, not knowing what else to say. His acting skills had reached their limit. The bus slipped out of sight around the corner, and Jeremiah just barely held back a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry,” he said to the red-faced little man, “but that’s what I heard.” 
 
    “I’m gonna call that goat-loving piece of garbage right now and straighten this out.” The store owner stomped away toward his store, turning back only once to point a finger at Jeremiah and say, “You stay right there.” He enunciated every word. “You hear me?” Jeremiah nodded his agreement. 
 
    But the moment the angry man flung the door of the gas station open and picked up his phone, Jeremiah shoved off the pickup truck and ran. He reached the road and kept going, running at full speed, wanting to be out of sight before the store owner hung up.  
 
    Breathing hard, he raced down the first block and kept going, glancing back just once to confirm that the gas station was out of sight, before slowing to a jog. Another block and a half down the road, he found their bus parked on the curb, mostly hidden by a large tree.  
 
    Out of breath, he leapt up the ladder, yanking open the door to four tense faces. Jeremiah grinned. “So,” he said. “That’s how you do a hiffy.” They burst out laughing and cheered as he climbed inside. 
 
    Sol revved the engine and took off down the road, while Jeremiah hopped up onto the counter next to Evie, leaning back against the wall and taking a deep breath of relief.  
 
    “That was impressive,” Evie said to him, when the others were distracted and they had a moment to themselves. 
 
     “You think so?” he said, grinning. “It went better than I expected. But maybe let’s never do that again.” Evalene laughed with him.  
 
    She scooted slightly closer, and he responded by sliding closer to her until their legs were touching. He hesitated, thinking of all the unknowns in their future, before reaching out to where her hand rested on her knee and gently picking it up to hold in his own. He turned it over and played idly with her fingers. 
 
    Though the others were only a few feet away, he spoke in a low voice, meant for just the two of them. “How do you feel, now that we’ve finally found your mother?” 
 
    “It’s strange…” Evalene said softly. She shook her head. “Honestly, it doesn’t feel real.” She hesitated. “Technically, we still haven’t found her.” 
 
    Jeremiah tightened his grip on her hand, squeezing in comfort. “We will.” 
 
    But Noble cleared his throat loudly. They’d grown silent up front, overhearing their conversation. “I actually wanted to talk to you about that,” Noble said, pausing to look at his hands. “Pearl’s been gone nearly two weeks. The first week she would’ve been with a slaver convoy, and it would’ve taken just a little planning to rescue her. But now…” he drifted off, clearing his throat once, then again, trying to speak without emotion. “By now, she’s in Archland. That’s a whole different world up there. There’s no telling what we’ll find.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Evalene asked. Jeremiah rubbed her hand slightly, wanting to reassure her, but not knowing how. He had no clue what they were up against. 
 
    “It’s not looking good,” Noble said. The grim look on his face stretched his scar thin and long. “We don’t have much intel on what happens once they’re taken into Archland…” he paused for a moment, as if there was something he wasn’t telling them. “Let’s just say they usually only have a week once they’re inside the territory—two at most.” 
 
    As Olive opened her mouth to ask what he meant, Noble shook his head. “We don’t know the details. We don’t know much of anything besides what I’ve already told you. But whatever they do, we know that sooner or later, it always kills them.” 
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    Pearl 
 
    AT THE SOUND OF the strange woman’s voice behind her, Pearl swung around. She was far from alone in her cell. Four other women lounged on rickety bunk beds lining the walls of the tiny room. Three of them watched her, but the speaker lay on her back, staring at the bunk above her, playing idly with a piece of thread. “How long do you think it’ll take you to adjust, on a scale of one to ten?” Her voice was nasal and brisk.  “One being right away and ten being never? I just need a ballpark so I can prepare myself mentally.”  
 
    Frowning, Pearl didn’t answer. Instead, she studied the women around her, absently touching her neck where it stung. She could feel the lump of the barcode where they’d inserted her new Number. It doesn’t mean anything, she told herself, trying hard to believe it. 
 
    The women facing her all wore threadbare clothing. Clearly comfort wasn’t a priority here at the BioLabs. Something struck Pearl as odd about the women, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.  
 
    When the woman who’d spoken rolled over to sit up and face her, it hit her. All the women in this room were pale, middle-aged, blue-eyed brunettes. Just like her.  
 
    When the speaker stood to face her though, some differences stood out in sharp contrast. She stood four or five inches shorter than Pearl and had a massive number of freckles dotting her nose and cheeks. “I’m Moira,” she said in that nasal tone and waited. 
 
    “Pearl.” 
 
    “I take it you’re quick to adapt. Seeing as how you’re already done screeching.” 
 
    Pearl didn’t know what to say to that.  
 
    “You can have that bunk,” Moira absently pointed to the little bed on her left. “It recently opened up.” 
 
    Pearl didn’t miss the insinuation. Panic flared. It was a new feeling that she wasn’t used to. Usually she was in control. Knew what to do. But she was terrified to realize she’d lost sight of her way out of here. The shorter woman must’ve caught a glimpse of these emotions in Pearl’s expression because she waved an arm as if to brush away a pesky thought. “Oh, relax. You’ve got time.” She paused, “Probably.”  
 
    “Really?” Pearl breathed. 
 
    “Maybe.” Moira shrugged. So much for being encouraging. The woman side-stepped around Pearl toward the door, peering out the tiny window into the hall with a sigh. “I’ve been here for years now, and I still can’t find any rhyme or reason to what they do half the time. But usually, usually–” Moira emphasized the word, dragging it out, “they let new ones settle for a few days before they begin any sort of treatment.” 
 
    Treatment. 
 
    The word held a wealth of meaning, and at the same time, meant nothing at all. Pearl had no clue what they might do to her outside of this room. Despite everything her little group had done to gather intel, that had always been a closely guarded secret.  
 
    “Wait, did you say you’ve been here for years?” Pearl asked, still standing in the middle of the room, too stunned to move. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    No explanation followed. 
 
    “Do you work for them?” Pearl hissed, backing up away from the shorter woman until her legs bumped into the bunk bed. She ducked before her head hit the top bunk, tense and wary of the woman across from her. The other three women in the room watched with vacant eyes, not caring what happened.  
 
    But Moira’s face twisted bitterly. “Work for them? Never. No, I have the worst fate of all. You think you have it bad? Trust me, sister. I have it worse. You see, they won’t kill me, won’t release me from this torture, because I’m part of an ‘original test group’.” She crossed her arms, glaring at a spot on the wall as she spoke. “They need me.”  
 
    She scoffed at the idea, stomping over to sit on the thin bed, dropping onto it heavily enough that Pearl bounced. “Trust me, I’ve tried to get out of here that way. A body bag would be a relief.” 
 
    Pearl’s brows rose. She opened her mouth to ask more, when they heard the distinctive beep of a key card unlocking their door. Instinctively, Pearl moved to stand. This was her break. She’d knock out the guard—it would have to be a good hit since all she had was her bare hands. If there was more than one, she wouldn’t go down without a fight.  
 
    But Moira gripped her arm in a painful hold, twisting harshly when Pearl tried to stand. “Don’t try it,” Moira hissed in her ear. The woman was strong for her size.  
 
    “Let me go,” Pearl growled, standing anyway, dragging Moira up with her, since the woman still wouldn’t let go. The door opened to reveal not one, but four heavily armed guards, weapons at the ready. Pearl hesitated. This would take some maneuvering to avoid getting shot.  
 
    “They’ll kill you in a heartbeat,” Moira said in her ear, so quiet Pearl barely heard her. “Why do you think we had an open bed? Hmm?” But then she unexpectedly let go, flinging Pearl’s arm away from her as if disgusted. Her voice rose to a normal level as she muttered, “You know what, do what you want, it’s better you die before I know you enough to care anyway.” 
 
    Two guards stayed stationed outside the door, guns trained on the room, blocking the exit completely. The other two guards didn’t spare Pearl or Moira a single glance. Their attention was on a woman in the corner, who hadn’t moved once since Pearl came in. But when the guards grabbed her by the arms, it was as if she’d been on pause and someone had suddenly pressed play, coming to life all at once, shrieking and bucking in their grip. Though she fought, she was too weak. Between the two guards, they easily strapped her into the metal cart waiting outside the door to transport her, scanning her barcode as they did. 
 
    Subdued by the restraints, the woman continued to beg and plead, weeping uncontrollably, to the point that Pearl couldn’t understand most of what she was saying, except for one word that rang out clear as day: “Please… please… please…”  
 
    The door shut and Pearl rushed up to it as it closed, putting her nose right up to the glass in an effort to see the hall outside. But the guards and the girl disappeared from her view.  
 
    She whirled round to face Moira and the other women left behind. “Where are they taking her?” 
 
    “Surgery.” Moira shrugged as she laid back down, returning to her original task of staring at the bunk above. “It’s the whole reason we’re here. Why thousands of people are here.” 
 
    “How exactly does the surgery help?” Pearl asked, forehead wrinkling, thinking of the woman who’d been taken. She’d been a little thin, but otherwise she’d looked perfectly healthy. 
 
    “Help? Ha!”  Moira scoffed at the word. “Saving people is for their own. For Archland natives. We go to surgery so they can cause problems. Heart attacks. Brain damage. Simple amputations.” The sarcasm over the word ‘simple’ dripped from Moira’s voice. “I heard they’re even working on inflicting various forms of cancer. Because who better to experiment on with wildly risky techniques than on patients who no one cares if they live or die?” 
 
    “Do they succeed at least?” Pearl’s voice sounded like she was begging Moira for even a sliver of hope. “Do they save some?” 
 
    “Hmmph.” Moira shook her head. “That’s a loaded question. Maybe they’ll prevent a heart attack, or even cure a form of cancer, but that doesn’t mean squat for us. Someone else will be saved with the knowledge in the future, sure. But if you survive one experiment, you get placed in another. Simple as that. No one is saved here. Everyone dies eventually. The only real question is how much will they prolong our agony.”   
 
    Cold fear pressed down on Pearl like a physical weight, enveloping her until she shivered. Before this, the BioLabs were a far-off place where evil things happened to unfortunates. Pearl had joined up with the radicals because she believed in their cause—in stopping the BioGrading and all the experiments. Especially stopping the slave trade.  
 
    But even with all the intel they’d gathered over the years, it had never felt real to Pearl the way it did now. Why hadn’t they tried harder? They should’ve dropped everything, done whatever was necessary! 
 
    If she got out of here, Pearl vowed she wouldn’t rest until she ended these people. In the back of her mind, a little voice whispered, if, if, if… 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    32 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THEY LEFT THE BUS parked discreetly off the road, where the foliage would hide it from anyone driving by. Like Old York, the Archland territory also had a wall. But unlike the simple stone of Old York’s structure, this fortress stretched nearly twice as tall and the metal surface gleamed wickedly in the sunlight, intimidating even in the distance. 
 
    The road toward the wall was paved but vacant. Noble kept them on the sides, ears pricked for the sound of an engine, ready to leap into the bushes and hide if a slaving convoy came along. But none did.  
 
    They walked the last stretch at a brisk pace. There was an urgency to their mission now, knowing that at any moment, Pearl might be killed and they would lose their last chance at finding her. Evalene couldn’t allow herself to dwell on the possibility. Not after everything they’d been through to get here. She wanted to storm the gates and run inside, but her newfound knowledge of the territory held her back. 
 
     Even from a quarter mile away, the wall around the tech territory rose above the tree line. The wall was one of the world’s most powerful artificial intelligences, according to Noble. Archland hadn’t posted any human sentries on it in decades. There was simply no need. Millions of tiny cameras constantly monitored the surrounding woods for any human activity, sending an alert at the sign of anything suspicious. That was their first hurdle.  
 
    Noble had driven them off track into mountain country, wasting a precious hour of their journey, for this very reason. Emptying the entire kitchen bus of food and cooking items from top to bottom, Noble dragged the only valuables they had to offer up to a rough-looking mountain man. He’d returned to the bus with a variety of smelly animal skins and some foreign coins. 
 
    As they slunk up to the wall wearing the skins, the gray metal shimmered in the light. “Stay low to the ground,” Noble had cautioned them for the millionth time when they were still a half mile out. “Don’t say anything from now on, until we shut off the alarms.” As they’d left the bus, he’d described the various ways the wall would attack at the first sign of an intruder. Hence the animal skins and silence.  
 
    Feeling stiff with worry, Evalene had asked, “How are we supposed to get past the wall, if it’s that dangerous?” 
 
    Noble reached dirty fingers into the back of his mouth, pulling out what at first looked like one of his back molars. “This is a flash drive,” he told them. “It was designed specifically for hacking into the wall’s mainframe.” Everyone peered closer at the tooth-shaped computer chip, as Noble pressed on the top of it and the tiniest bit of tech popped out. “Without this, it would take days to hack the wall, the technology is so advanced. It took my friend Justice weeks to put it together, after a full month of analysis.” Justice, Noble… Seguro Falls had a thing for epic names. 
 
    “You know how to use it?” Olive asked, examining the flash drive. Her face scrunched up in a mix between fascinated and grossed out. 
 
    When Noble didn’t say anything right away, Evalene’s anxiety kicked in. “Not exactly,” he admitted. “I don’t have a lot of training in tech. It’s not one of my strengths… But Justice said he set it up to be fairly automatic…” 
 
    “Well, fortunately, hacking is one of my strengths,” Olive told him, stretching her mouth in a forced smile. “Let me take care of that part. I can get us in.”  
 
    Noble hesitated, fingers curling around the tiny computer chip in his palm. But when the others nodded their faith in Olive, he held it out to her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Evalene had whispered once they’d moved out, walking next to Olive through the underbrush.  
 
    “Nope.” Olive grimaced. “This tech is way more advanced than what I’m used to, even on Hofyn.” 
 
    “Great…” Evalene muttered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Olive answered. She didn’t say anything further. No cheerful remarks, or hopeful comments. Evalene found herself missing the usual annoying optimism. 
 
     Now they were crawling up to the wall in their animal skins. The metallic exterior stretched out ahead of them, smooth from top to bottom, without any windows, or even the hint of a crack or chip in the façade, much less a computer for Olive to hack.  
 
    They tilted their heads to look up at the sheer magnitude of it. In the shadows, the warmth of the sun didn’t reach them and Evalene shivered even beneath the animal skins.  
 
    Olive’s face was distraught as her eyes searched the wall unsuccessfully for some sign of tech. Evalene noticed Sol’s hand rest briefly on her arm in comfort. But Noble continued to crawl toward the wall, not slowing.  
 
    Despite what he’d told them about not worrying about any human guards, Evalene found herself peering up at the top, just in case. They came within a few feet of the wall and Noble turned, leading them along the exterior. Distracted, Evalene didn’t watch where she placed her hands and knees. A twig snapped underneath her palm.  
 
    A tiny device popped out of the wall instantly, just a few feet ahead. They froze. The tiny surveillance camera swung from side to side, scanning the surrounding forest, searching for movement, specifically the human variety. Evalene sunk low to the ground, hiding her face. 
 
    Seconds ticked by. The sound of the camera whirred above their heads, still searching, but she repressed the urge to look up, praying no one would move.  
 
    It felt like an hour had passed in what was likely only a minute, before Evalene realized she didn’t hear the machine anymore. She risked a peek. The wall stretched out before them, smooth and unbroken, as if the camera had never existed.  
 
    Staying low and silent, they moved forward. Noble poked at the wall with a stick. Evalene’s forehead wrinkled at the strange sight before she remembered: heat sensors. He couldn’t touch it without setting off alarms. As he crawled along on his hands and knees, dragging the stick along the shimmery metal surface, he looked ridiculous.  
 
    They slunk carefully after him. Evalene glanced at Jeremiah in unspoken question. What was Noble doing? Jeremiah shrugged. 
 
    Turning back to watch Noble, Evalene began to think they’d put their faith in the wrong person, when the stick hit a piece of metal that sunk inwards on impact, like a soft pillow instead of firm metal. Noble swung around and waved them forward. He pressed a finger to his lips in reminder. The wall wasn’t deactivated yet. 
 
    They circled around Noble on their knees. He dug into the soft portion of the wall with the stick. Evalene held back a gasp as a whole sheet of metal slid away, revealing a good-sized screen and keyboard nestled inside. The computer blinked on, awaiting a command.  
 
    Noble turned to Olive, brows raised in question. Holding the tiny flash drive, she flapped her hands for him to get out of the way, scuttling forward to take his place. Evalene could tell from Olive’s clenched jaw that she was nervous, but she didn’t hesitate. She reached out from where she knelt on the ground, struggling to reach the keyboard without standing and setting off the alarms at that height. Feeling along the keyboard, she inserted the flash drive. 
 
    The computer whirred to life. Multiple screens flashed open, and a cursor blinked in question, ready for Olive’s commands. She read quickly, and tapped enter.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Olive frowned, scanning it, mouthing incoherent words to herself. She typed another command, and another, no luck. Evalene found herself unable to swallow. What if Olive couldn’t get them in?  
 
    They could do nothing but wait.  
 
    Olive tapped one more button. Her face lit up. A flurry of the keys and she grinned in triumph, pulling back from the keyboard to face them. 
 
    The glare coming off the wall lessened. It was almost imperceptible.  
 
    “You did it,” Noble said into the tense silence. His whisper felt like a yell in Evalene’s ears. But he must have been right, because the wall didn’t react. Noble stood, tossing his animal skin covering into the brush. Still the wall didn’t respond.  
 
    “Wow,” Olive breathed, standing as well. The others followed suit and everyone pulled the smelly animal pelts off, tossing them into the woods. Olive turned back to the keyboard. “The system is so complicated… And I never would’ve even guessed it was here…” she slowly typed a command, testing it. Then another. 
 
    “It took us weeks of surveillance to figure it out,” Noble replied. “Our best tech worked on it. Hopefully you’ll be able to find the commands that’ll open the front gate.”  
 
    But Olive wasn’t really listening anymore. “Mmmhmm,” she mumbled to herself, typing faster, growing familiar with the tech. “Ahh. That makes sense…” She was lost in her own little world. “Okay, good news,” she murmured after a few moments, as her fingers continued to fly across the keyboard. “It’s advanced, but the basics are the same. I should be able to get us in.” 
 
    Sol braced himself where he stood next to her, as if expecting the wall to open at any moment. 
 
    “Not yet,” Olive said, waving an arm distractedly in his direction, never breaking eye contact from the screen. “I’m going to see if I can get some info first.” 
 
    While they stood watching her type, Jeremiah shuffled a little closer and bumped Evalene’s shoulder gently, nodding to her hands and raising his brows in silent question. She realized she was chewing on her fingernails and pulled her hand away from her mouth, crossing her arms to hold them firmly in place. She pressed her lips together in an anxious smile.  
 
    “We’ll need some tech once we’re inside, if we’re going to find Pearl quickly,” Olive said, her fingers moving even faster before she jabbed one at the screen. “This is perfect!” The screen held a variety of objects that looked almost like jewelry, and when Olive touched the ring on one side, it zoomed in on that object. Evalene glanced at the others again, but their faces were as blank as hers. They let Olive work, trusting her to do what she knew best.  
 
    “Looks like we’ll need to pick them up at a place called BiComp Incorporated…” Olive finished whatever she was doing with the ring and pulled up a map of what Evalene assumed must be Archland. Her jaw dropped at the image.  
 
    Beyond the wall, the city was designed like a complicated 3-D puzzle, with thousands upon thousands of buildings overlapping each other in a way she’d never seen before. The streets seemed to run over and through some buildings just as often as they ran around them. The enormous city was never-ending, stretching for miles and miles across the screen without change.  
 
    Olive touched the map near the wall where they stood, drawing a brief line across it. “It looks like it’s not that far. Only a couple blocks… I think…”  
 
    Evalene understood her uncertainty. She wasn’t sure where one block started and another began. But it did look close. “We need to get to my mother as soon as possible,” she said, even though they all knew it already. “I don’t know if we have time to waste…” 
 
    But Olive shook her head. “Don’t worry,” she said without looking away from the screen, “This will help us find Pearl faster.” Evalene bit her lip as they stood listening to the sound of Olive’s fingers on the keys.  
 
    She glanced up to find Jeremiah staring at her. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. This time it was her turn to nudge him until the corners of his eyes crinkled and she was rewarded with a genuine smile. If they made it out of this alive, she owed him so much. 
 
    “There,” Olive said after a few more moments. “I’ve got them packing up a little present for us as we speak. Five BiComp upgrades for a small company who tossed their old ones because ‘they’ll only use the best’.” She scrunched up her face imitating an arrogant, entitled business owner, grinning at them over her shoulder, blushing noticeably when Sol smiled back.  
 
    “But we don’t have BioGrades,” Noble protested from the side, concerned. “They won’t work on us. I’m sure we could find Pearl without them.” Sweat dripped down his forehead and he kept glancing at the gate, anxious to get going. 
 
    “Oh, they will,” Olive told him, grinning proudly at her discovery. “All they need is a heartbeat. No surgery required, I checked!” 
 
    Before he could argue, she tapped out a final command to the computer and the wall flickered to their left by the road. A split second later, a massive section opened like a gate, folding inward, creating an entrance so large that three bus-sized vehicles could’ve driven through at once. “Let’s go!” Olive chirped, sounding more like her old self again. She pulled the flash drive out and let the computer vanish back into the wall, as she walked toward the Archland entrance.  
 
    Evalene stood rooted in place. Her eyes grew wide as she took in the scene unfolding before them. The map hadn’t lied. This city was a chaotic, organized mess. It looked like a crowded market back home, but bigger, fancier, taller. Buildings took on every possible shape, curving around and even over each other.  
 
    So many moving shapes registered in front of her, her eyes didn’t know what to take in first. In the sky, a train raced along a thick cable overhead, while on the roads she was startled to find strange circular pods that looked like hamster wheels moving along the streets—and there were people inside! The passengers in the strange cars sat stationary within the pod cars, working busily, not even looking up as the machine drove on autopilot. 
 
    Crowds of people moved in all directions, entering and exiting buildings, moving into pod cars, making the sidewalks ripple and flow like waves. All of them were fixated on their technology.  
 
    When Jeremiah nudged her forward, Evalene joined the rest of them, walking through the gate into Archland. They stuck out like sore thumbs. The people here wore clothes that flashed and dazzled, with holograms and tech built into them. Evalene glanced down at her simple shirt, dull in comparison. Shoulders hunched in anxiety, she expected someone to point at them any moment, yelling, ‘Those people don’t belong.’ But no one did.  
 
    As their little group melted into the crowds, a man brushed past her close enough to bump her elbow. If he’d glanced up for even one second, he would’ve registered the wrongness of the five of them immediately. But his gaze was on a screen two inches from his face, glazing over as he touched a hand to his ear, and adjusted whatever he was watching. He didn’t even apologize, sweeping past as if he hadn’t seen her. Evalene let out the breath she’d been holding.  
 
    But the tightness in her chest wouldn’t completely go away. There were thousands of people in this city. All it would take was one person to notice them. 
 
    “This way,” Noble hissed, waving for them to follow him down an alley to the side, where foot traffic slowed. He led them from memory of his last mission here, weaving down a side street, and then another, stopping in an alley, in the shadows of a dumpster the size of their bus. 
 
    The dumpster loomed over them, too tall for Evalene to see inside. Noble waited for an approaching pod car to spin past them before waving Olive up to him and holding out his hands like a step stool, as if to lift her up to the garbage bin. She wrinkled her nose at him, casting a disgusted glance at the dumpster. “Are we hiding? Do I have to?” 
 
    “Just trust me,” Noble said. Olive huffed loudly in annoyance as she stepped into his palms and let him hoist her over the edge.  
 
    She squealed from inside, and it echoed out to them as if from a distance. But it wasn’t the shriek of disgust like Evalene expected. Another whoop floated out to them from inside the mysterious bin. Evalene frowned. It almost sounded like Olive was excited. When Noble held out his hands to lift the next person, Evalene stepped forward.   
 
    With one quick boost from him, she flew up and over the edge, falling onto something soft. She rolled away to make room for whoever came next. What had she landed on? She forced herself to look down, fearing the worst, but instead of garbage, she found piles and piles of fabric. Reaching out, she grabbed the nearest material and lifted it up to find it was a dress. They were lying in a huge pile of clothes.  
 
    Still holding the dress in her hands, Evalene looked over at Olive. She found her friend draping a glamourous costume over herself. It gleamed in the sunlight, a million sequins shimmering and dancing, making it hard for Evalene to gaze directly at her. “How do I look?” Olive said, striking a pose.  
 
    Evalene laughed. “Like you’re a techie,” she said, grinning as she comprehended why they were here. Olive began to pull the costume on over her regular clothes, while Evalene sifted through the fabric near her, looking for something similar.  
 
    The men dropped in behind her, one at a time, reaching back over the side to pull Noble up last. Evalene was busily holding up each item to study it before discarding them behind her. She paused when she found a dress that changed color as she lifted it. In awe, she twisted the material around in the light, finding that each angle brought out a different flash of beauty.  
 
    It was perfect.  
 
    She pulled it over her head in excitement, layering the thin material over her clothes, turning to show Olive, but finding herself looking for Jeremiah instead. He glanced over just then, as if he sensed her eyes on him, and his brows rose in appreciation. He moved closer, waiting until Sol stepped away, following Noble, before he whispered, “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “So do you.” Then she blushed and bit her lip. He hadn’t put on any new clothes yet. He just grinned.  
 
    While he searched for a shirt, Evalene read the words on the other side of the dumpster along the side, above the brightly colored clothes: Out of date. 
 
    Noble wobbled across the stacks of clothes in flashy neon-blue attire. “Such a waste,” he said to her, nodding to the words. “If it’s not in fashion, it’s garbage.” 
 
    But Sol shrugged as he came to stand next to him. He was dressed completely in black, in something that would have almost passed for a pirate’s garb, except it was sprinkled with glitter from head to toe. “Their loss, our gain.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jeremiah said from behind Evalene, and she turned to face him. “We’ll take what we can get.” His new disguise created the impression of plated silver armor, despite the soft texture of the fabric, which clung to him snugly.  
 
    Compared to the crowds out there covered in tech and bedazzled from head to toe, their outfits were poor camouflage. But they would do. 
 
    “Pearl had a shimmery white dress last time,” Noble grinned widely at the memory. “She looked like an angel.” Evalene wished she could imagine it, but as hard as she tried, the image of her mother was fuzzy.  
 
    “She said she was going to keep it for a special occasion, but we have yet to find out what that might be,” Noble joked. But his grin collapsed like a flat tire at the thought of the future, sobering the rest of them. 
 
    “We should get going,” Evalene said, feeling the anxiety like a physical weight. She jumped out of the dumpster.  
 
    Landing on the pavement, they all turned to Noble for direction. But instead, Noble gestured to Olive. “Where’s that bio-computer place you wanted to go?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    33 
 
     Evalene 
 
    OLIVE HAD TO RETRACE their steps to the city’s entrance to remember the way to the BiComp building. After a couple false starts, she led them to a tall, blue skyscraper. The top of it touched the clouds. Evalene peered up at the surrounding skyscrapers, in awe of their height. 
 
    Rounding the corner, they found a side door marked LMP. Olive knocked. Evalene and the others stood on the sidewalk around the corner, so that Olive appeared to be alone. Watching the crowds go by, they stayed alert.  
 
    People walked past them in a daze, absorbed by their tech, without pause or even a second glance. 
 
    The top half of the LMP door opened. Evalene and the others pretended to hold a conversation, but she watched Olive out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    A blond man with flawless, unwrinkled skin leaned on the bottom half of the door, holding out a clear thin tablet. He used his finger to make notes on the screen. “Last minute purchasing,” he droned, not breaking his gaze from the tablet once, “What’s your order number?” 
 
    “Um,” Olive’s eyes darted to the group and back to the man in panic. She hadn’t written it down. Clearing her throat, she imitated his bored tone of voice. “They didn’t give me the number; I’m just getting them for my boss. Should be under the name Pearl?”  
 
    He grunted, swiping his finger across the clear screen a few times, sending gadgets and words flying across it, stopping on a new page. “Pearl,” he repeated. “Five individual BiComps, 21.0. Prepaid. Wait here.”  
 
    Moving away from the doorway, he shuffled around out of sight for a long minute, before returning with five small boxes. “Do you want a bag for your purchase?” he intoned. 
 
    Olive shook her head. “No,” she added, when he didn’t bother to look up. “Thank you.” The moment she accepted the boxes, the employee closed the door with a bang.  
 
    “Prepaid, huh?” Evalene grinned as Olive jogged up to them and passed around the boxes. “Nice job!” 
 
    They moved into the alleyway, so they could open the boxes in the shadows. “This is the smallest BiComp option I could find,” Olive told them, as they each pulled out thick rings made out of a shimmery dark metal just like the Archland wall. “They’re a phone, a computer, a camera, a health coach, a radio, a clock, and a bunch more stuff—I didn’t have time to read it all, but they can do basically everything!”  
 
    Evalene slipped hers onto her ring finger, but it was too loose. Moving it to her middle finger, it felt snug, but fit. She played with the edges, turning it around on her finger, looking for an on-switch or something to indicate how to use it, but she couldn’t pinpoint how to turn it on. The metal ring was completely smooth. They turned to Olive for an explanation.  
 
    But Olive squinted at her ring as well, uncertain. “I wish I’d had time to read the instructions,” she muttered to herself as she held the ring up to her face. 
 
    Noble swung his hand around, frowning. “I’ve seen older models, but it’s not responding the way they did…” When Evalene glanced at him, he hastened to add, “Our spies are always trying to get an idea of the tech here.”  
 
    Evalene tried lifting the ring toward her face from different angles. Nothing.  
 
    Sol stood studying the traffic around them, and at first Evalene thought he wasn’t trying until she realized he was watching the Archland natives for clues. He brought his closed fist up toward his face as if flexing. Lights winked on across his skin, creating a rectangle screen full of buttons all across his bare wrist and forearm. Evalene and the others stepped closer to him to see it.  
 
    Olive reached out to touch one of the buttons and the BiComp ring began playing a repetitive chime as if she’d accidentally started a call or a program. When she pressed the button again, the sound stopped. Sol’s muscles flexed as she played with the tech, essentially stroking his arm. “Sorry!” She blushed deep red. “I’ll try mine.” She struggled to turn her’s on, unsuccessfully.  
 
    “Like this.” Sol showed her how he’d raised his fist, distracting her from her embarrassment. Olive copied him, fascinated by the lights that appeared on her skin. She twisted her arm around in curiosity to see if the BiComp wrapped around her whole forearm or just the underside.  
 
    But when she flipped her arm back over, the little screen was gone. Frowning, she swung her hand around a few times in different directions trying to get it back. “It’s a little touchy,” Sol encouraged her, bringing his back up with ease. 
 
    Evalene gave it a shot. She made a fist and pulled it toward her face. Her wrist lit up. Multiple boxes and foreign images all created an orderly path down her arm on the screen. She knew it wasn’t actually touching her skin, yet somehow it tickled. 
 
    Jeremiah mimicked a phone call, awkwardly holding his forearm up to his ear. “Hello? Could I speak to Evie, please?” She giggled in response, and he mock tilted his head as if listening. “Yes, hi. This is probably the weirdest invention I’ve ever seen. What do you think?” They laughed together.  
 
    Olive rolled her eyes. “Actually, it’s extremely advanced,” she informed him, all business, as she studied the different buttons displayed across her skin. “In fact, it can’t possibly all be new. Which makes me wonder how many other innovations they might be hiding from the rest of the world?” She scowled at the device, dropping her hand and bringing it back up, testing the on and off function. 
 
    As they stood there, playing with their new tech, one of the circular pod cars on the street ahead of them lit up with a bright floodlight trained directly on them where they stood in the shadows, and sirens split the air. Evalene’s stomach dropped. The strange vehicle revved its engines and took off with flashing lights, zipping right past them down the street without a second glance at their little group.  
 
    Evalene blew out a puff of air. Dressed in their stolen Archland clothing and Bio-tech, their disguises were officially working.  
 
    The victory felt short-lived, however, since Pearl could disappear from the world at any moment.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    34 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    JEREMIAH STUDIED THE ZOMBIE-LIKE state of the general public on the streets in front of them. Approaching a stranger and trying to talk to them face to face in this environment would draw attention. “Any chance we can figure out where Pearl is without talking to anyone?” he turned to ask Olive. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not even sure where to begin.” She played with her BiComp ring, but dropped it to her side, coming up empty. “I need something to go on, something I can search—a name, a direction… anything really.” 
 
    Turning to Noble, Jeremiah asked, “Did you have a contact when you came through here?”  
 
    Noble was quick to shake his head. “Unfortunately, no. No, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jeremiah reassured him. “We can find someone to ask. We just need to figure out these rings first so we blend in.” 
 
     “I don’t know about that.” Sol shrugged. “I think we can fake it.”  
 
    “I agree,” Evie said, “Just keep it in front of your face and press buttons.  
 
    “But who do we talk to?” Olive chimed in. All five of them swung around to face the street they’d come from, where Archland natives passed in both directions, a constant stream of traffic. 
 
    Swiveling to face the other end of the alleyway, only a couple people were in Jeremiah’s line of vision. “Let’s aim for someone who’s alone,” he said, setting off in the direction of the quieter street. “That way, if anyone decides to sound the alarm, at least we’ll have a good chance of getting away.” 
 
    When they stepped out into the street, Jeremiah was disappointed to find at least a dozen people within eyesight. But they were in a time crunch. It would have to do.  
 
    “How about that street vendor?” he asked everyone in a hushed tone, pointing discreetly toward a woman on the left, selling glittery cases with an animated sign demonstrating how the cases fit on different tech. Shops lined the street, and even more above them in skyways. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Evie stepped forward.  
 
    Jeremiah knew this was not the time, but he wanted to kiss her. He’d never met anyone as brave as her. Later, he promised himself.  
 
    Out loud, all he said was, “I’ll go with you.” And to the others, “Stay close, in case we need to run.” 
 
    He refrained from taking Evie’s hand as they walked toward the woman. Instead, he pulled up his BiComp as if in mid-use, pressing buttons at random. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Evie copy him. Keeping his head down, imitating the way everyone else was focused on their tech, Jeremiah found it surprisingly difficult to walk in a straight line without tripping.  
 
    The saleswoman lounged on a stool next to her small shop. She wore her hair in a sharp, pointed bun that matched the sharp angles of her shoulder pads designed to look like small wings. Her outfit included a thick collar around her neck, but the rest of her clothing was extremely revealing. Jeremiah kept his eyes on his wrist tech, letting Evie do the talking.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Evie said to the vendor as soon as they were close, “Could you point me in the direction the slaves are sold?” Straightforward and brief. Just what he would’ve done. 
 
    Yet even though he kept his gaze lowered, Jeremiah could see the woman recoil out of the corner of his eye.  
 
    “What kind of bio-haters are you?” the vendor snapped in a deep voice. Jeremiah dropped the pretense of using his tech, preparing to run if necessary. He watched the woman’s brown eyes with swirls of purple makeup accents for any sign that she was about to sound the alarm. Her nose wrinkled at them in disgust. “I can’t believe there are still people who use that disrespectful language for the heavy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t saying they were… large…” Evie tiptoed around the conversation, unsure what was upsetting the woman.  
 
    The vendor exhaled loudly. “Not heavy, HEV.” She said the exact same word twice. But then she rolled her eyes and spelled it out. “As in, H. E. V.” 
 
    Jeremiah frowned slightly. They used an acronym to avoid saying slaves? Did they not like how close it was to the truth? 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Evie was quick to react with a nod and a roll of her eyes as if it wasn’t a big deal. “I apologize, that was rude of me, I wasn’t thinking. Um… we’re here to work with the HEV, and we’re a little lost.” 
 
    The woman’s purple lips twisted in disapproval. “Here to work with the HEV?” she asked. Just when Jeremiah was about to speak up, say they meant something else, she finally nodded. “Ah. I get it. You’re here for the HEV sensitivity training. Well you better get your act together now; they won’t tolerate that kind of disrespectful behavior in the BioLabs.”  
 
    Evie ducked her head as if suitably ashamed, mumbling, “Yes ma’am, of course, you’re right. Could you point us in the direction of the… BioLabs?” Jeremiah dipped his head to stare at his arm once more, choosing to scroll back and forth between the screens on the little computer this time, to mix it up. They had a name for Olive to search. That was a good start.  
 
    The woman drawled a list of directions in a deep voice, and Evie thanked her, backing away quickly under the vendor’s stare. Jeremiah took her elbow and guided her away from their friends further down the street. “Let’s walk around that corner,” he said. “We don’t want her to see us backtrack.” Before she could ask about the rest of the group, he added, “They’ll catch up to us.” 
 
    Sure enough, Olive, Sol, and Noble were quick to dart down the street after them, rounding the corner only a minute later.  
 
    “Yeah, she called the authorities,” Noble hissed, speed-walking past them. Jeremiah exchanged glances with the others, and they picked up their pace to catch up to Noble.  
 
    As soon as he rounded the corner, Noble took off in a run. He only ran half a block, before he turned down another side street. They ran after him into the alley, finding it full of clothing strung along lines, effectively hiding them from sight.  
 
    “Let’s just sit tight for a few minutes to be safe,” Noble said, barely winded. Jeremiah and the others nodded, out of breath. He hated following blindly. He hadn’t seen the woman call anyone, but Noble seemed to know his way around this strange city. 
 
    “What did they say?” Olive whispered to him and Evie.  
 
    “They’re at a building called ‘BioLabs,’” he told her. “12 blocks down ‘Bio Lane, which I think we were just on.’” While they passed the time, hiding from any searching eyes, Jeremiah and Evie described the vendor’s reaction to the word slaves.  
 
    “H.E.V.?” Olive repeated the term, as they stepped back out onto the street, peering to the left and right before taking off in the direction of the BioLabs. She swung her arm to pull up the bio-computer in a way that was quickly becoming familiar to all of them. “Hmm… heavy, heavy…” she mumbled to herself, almost running into a pole as she strode along the sidewalk looking down. Sol gently reached out to guide her around it. He held onto her elbow, directing her, as they all leaned closer, trying to catch a glimpse of the screen on her wrist. “Sorry,” she mumbled as they walked, “it’s taking me a minute to adjust to this…” Sol led her around a grate.  
 
    “Found it!” Olive exclaimed, reading aloud from the screen, “H.E.V. stands for Human Experimentation Volunteer. Ha! They seriously think these people are volunteers?” 
 
    Jeremiah and Evie exchanged a worried look. Without saying anything, everyone picked up their pace. Jeremiah earnestly hoped they would find their very un-willing volunteer while there was still time. 
 
       
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    35 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THE BIOLAB BUILDING COVERED three city blocks. It was the largest structure they’d seen since their arrival, and the peak of its tower disappeared into the clouds. Evalene’s neck ached just staring at the halfway point.  
 
    Her stomach growled, but she ignored it, bringing her gaze to the front steps of the building, which led to dozens of revolving doors. Was there any chance they could just waltz right in?  
 
    They stood in a pedestrian-only square. Vendors sold a million different items at their booths along the sides. People milled about, snapping pictures, playing with their tech. A fountain in the middle of the square gushed water from five different levels, the sun shone brightly, and a cheerful star pattern repeated along the cobblestone. Everything about the happy scene conflicting with the evil they knew was in the building ahead. 
 
    Noble seemed to grow more and more nervous as they approached. “There are cameras everywhere,” he whispered to them. “Intel says they’re always watching. We need to be careful.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Olive said, fiddling with her BiComp ring. An image of her feet flashed up on the screen on her wrist. As she moved her hand, the camera followed. She snapped a picture of Sol’s face as he searched for the cameras Noble had described. “Very nice,” she showed him the candid photo and his brows rose.  
 
    “Everybody go pose on the steps and let me take your picture.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, but Evalene had no idea what she meant. At their confusion, Olive huffed a loud sigh. “I’m going to zoom in on the security behind you. Just act like tourists—trust me!”  
 
    Shuffling across the square, Evalene stepped up next to Jeremiah and the others, and tried to force a smile. He put his arm around her waist, and she leaned in, soaking up the tiny moment of happiness. She wished she could stay there in his arms forever. 
 
     As Olive stepped back, focusing her camera for the perfect shot, Evalene had a heart stopping realization. Somewhere along the way, Jeremiah had come to mean more to her than she’d realized. The others too. What if one of them didn’t make it to the end of the day? What if this mission went horribly wrong? 
 
    “Say… BioGrade,” Olive said. Evalene winced as Olive snapped the picture.  
 
    They stepped down from the stairs and continued walking, just like the other tourists from across the territory, although all those families were glued to their individual tech instead of letting their eyes dart around the square. Evalene nudged the others, subtly gesturing to keep up the act. They all turned to their BiComp rings, scrolling with abandon, keeping their pace slow and steady.  
 
    Evalene’s stomach growled again, loud enough for Jeremiah to hear it where he walked next to her. “Let’s stop for lunch,” he said. “We can plan while we eat.”  
 
    They found a little patch of grass at the outer edge of the square. Sol discreetly pulled out the sandwiches they’d packed. But Evie felt too distracted to eat. “What did you see?” She kept her voice low, leaning in to examine the picture Olive pulled up.  
 
    “Security looks pretty heavy,” Olive replied, holding her wrist out so everyone could see the photo. Despite being portrayed on her skin, the image resolution was sharp and clear. Behind each of the BioLab’s rotating doors was a heavy security checkpoint and two guards.  
 
    “Any chance you could find out where Pearl is, from a computer out here?” Noble asked. His face was drawn with worry. Evalene realized she’d been so focused on her own fears, she hadn’t even considered her mother’s new husband. That relationship still felt strange to her, but it didn’t change the fact that he obviously cared about Pearl deeply.  
 
    Olive shook her head, letting the image fade as she picked up her sandwich. “No,” she told him around a mouthful, “There’s no way to hack a place like this without getting onto their network.”  
 
     “She’s had experience with that,” Sol interrupted. He was bragging to Noble, but Olive still blushed at the reminder of her illegal activities. 
 
    “Yes, um… normally hacking a big company’s mainframe with security as heavy as theirs could take days, maybe even a week,” Olive said, shrugging as if this was obvious. “But the good news is that the flash drive from Noble’s friend is designed for this style of hacking. It can hack the mainframe the same way it hacked the wall. Hopefully it’ll be just as quick. Once I’m in, it won’t be too hard to search for Pearl.” 
 
    The group chewed the rest of their meal in silence, pondering their options. Olive needed a computer to get them inside, but she needed to be inside to get to one of those computers. None of them had any clue how to get into that building without getting caught.  
 
    The sandwich tasted like dust in Evalene’s mouth as she finished. “Maybe we could create a distraction?” 
 
    Jeremiah shook his head. “There’s too many of them. Plus, they’re probably watching for that.” 
 
    “Then there’s only one thing we can do,” Sol spoke up. Everyone swung around to face him, hopefully. He shrugged at their gaze. “Isn’t it obvious? We have to get those passes they’re wearing.” 
 
    Passes? Sol gestured for Olive to pull up the picture again. Evalene and the others huddled over her arm, studying the photo. Sure enough, each person exiting the building wore a badge clipped to their belt buckle or around their neck.  
 
    “You mean we have to jump five people?” Noble asked, straightening up and cracking his knuckles as if in preparation. “That won’t be easy.” 
 
    But Jeremiah held out a hand to stop him. “I’ve got a better idea,” he said, looking around the table, his gaze landing on Evalene and staying there. “It’s something I know how to do… Do you trust me?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    36 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    JEREMIAH LEFT THE OTHERS there on the patch of grass with plans to meet up again in an hour. He had to do this alone.  
 
    There were a few hand-off-style moves that worked better with two people—he and Luc had perfected those years ago. But they took a practiced hand, and Jeremiah didn’t have time to teach anyone. Didn’t have time to waste at all. 
 
    Memories of his life before Beryl had adopted him came flooding back as he slipped through the crowds, leaving the others behind. He prayed for forgiveness for what he was about to do. He hadn’t stolen anything in years, and now he found himself thieving twice in one week, first the gas, and now... 
 
    He studied each person he passed with a practiced eye. The first badge came to him easily. One bump of the man’s drink, spilling the liquid onto his clothes, followed by a dramatic apology, brushing at the mess on his shirt in dismay with one hand while he used the other to unclip the man’s badge and palm it into his pocket. The Archland pants he’d donned earlier, with their enormous pockets, proved wonderfully useful. 
 
    Jeremiah moved along the outskirts of the square, passing vendors along the sides. He wandered through a few small shops, searching for another opportunity, trying to circle the area without causing suspicion, passing the fountain in the middle.  
 
    His next quarry was even easier. Just a flirtatious smile as he reached around a woman to pick up a flashy shirt. “Excuse my reach,” he said in a warm tone, pulling the badge gently out of her purse without looking. Twisting the shirt around to check for a tag, he tsked before putting it back, once again invading her space as he tucked her ID into his other pocket. “Not my size,” he said regretfully.  
 
    The woman tittered and shook her head in response. “That’s a shame,” she said in a breathy voice, angling to face him.  
 
    “Have a good day,” he said with a nod, turning to go. He ignored the confusion on her face. Two down, three more to go. Everything he’d learned as a hungry teenager was coming back to him. He heard Luc’s voice in his head, the day he’d begun teaching Jeremiah the ropes. “The biggest rule is to leave the scene of the crime before your mark notices anything is wrong.”  
 
    Jeremiah had met his best friend when he was 14 and Luc was 16. Only two years apart, yet Luc had been far more jaded by the world.  
 
    Jeremiah needed to talk to Luc when they got home. If they got home, he corrected himself as he examined the crowd. He sighed. Maybe he’d made the wrong decision to leave after the revolution. He hated to admit it, but the Council was struggling. Luc had a good heart, but sometimes he couldn’t see past his hatred of the high-Numbers.  
 
    Jeremiah pulled another bumping maneuver on an easy mark as he continued down the street. That made three badges. But he was forced to stop at the opposite end of the square and consider his plan for the last two.  
 
    He preferred to avoid repeatedly passing the front doors of the BioLabs, with all that security. Luc’s voice came to mind again, “Never pick the same pocket.” But this far down the block, there were fewer targets to choose from. 
 
    Not to mention the cameras that he knew were expertly hidden, just like the one they’d seen on the wall. His skin crawled at the thought. A pickpocket couldn’t last long here. Hopefully no one was watching the footage live… 
 
     Jeremiah tapped his own pockets absently. He had two badges from men and one from a woman, and while he wasn’t sure if security would check that the genders matched, it was better to be safe than sorry. 
 
    One of the vendors nearby was in a serious discussion with a prospective client. An idea came to Jeremiah. It took him less than two seconds to slip a small necklace from their table, neither of them the wiser.  
 
    He stayed at the far end of the square opposite the BioLab building, passing a few more vendors, before he held out a hand toward a woman walking in the opposite direction. “Excuse me, miss,” he said, stooping down to touch the ground, before standing back up and holding out the necklace he’d snatched. It glittered in the sunlight. “Did you drop this?” 
 
    The woman touched her neck which was bare, except for the thin cord that held her badge. “Oh my,” she said, fluttering a dramatic hand in surprise, eyeing the jewelry with a predatory smile. “I must have.” 
 
    Jeremiah smiled his most charming smile as he unclasped the necklace and raised it up. “Allow me,” he said, stepping toward her before she could turn around. His face was mere inches from hers, and he held her gaze, allowing a slow smile to spread across his face as his fingers deftly hooked the delicate chain, while at the same time unhooking the one that held her badge.  
 
    He caught a whiff of her heavy perfume as he leaned even closer. He lowered his gaze to her mouth, then back to her eyes, all while lifting the badge from her neck. Dropping it from one hand and catching it skillfully with the other, he slipped her ID into his pocket, distracting her from the movement by slowly pulling his other hand away from her neck, even going so far as to tuck a stray hair behind her ear. Once the badge was tucked safely away, Jeremiah stepped back as if to admire the necklace. “Beautiful.”  
 
    She grinned, touching the jewelry where it rested at her collarbone, too distracted to notice the missing badge. “I’m so thankful you found it,” she said coyly, “I don’t know what I would have done without you.” She even went so far as to flutter her eyelashes at him.  
 
     “You’d be alright,” Jeremiah flirted, forcing himself to stay standing just a little too close. He added a wink for good measure. Then he let his face transform into a look of horror. “Oh no,” he muttered loudly, for her to hear. “My girlfriend’s coming. I’m so sorry,” he brushed past her, as if in a hurry. “I have to go!” 
 
    Her huff of anger barely registered as he left her behind. Now he just needed one more. The motions were coming back to him as if he’d never stopped, although that last move had never worked that well when he was 14.  
 
    Since he had to make his way back to the group anyway, Jeremiah decided to let himself move deeper into the square, where the crowds were the thickest. Walking in sync with a group of travelers at the same speed, he kept himself subtly out of view of security as he passed the fountain in the middle once more.  
 
    Once out of sight of the front doors of the BioLabs, he wove through the masses, looking for one last mark. He spotted another perfect target for the bump method.  
 
    “Hey,” the man growled. He must’ve felt Jeremiah’s hands on him. 
 
    Jeremiah instantly dropped the badge on the ground, pulling his arm up to let his BiComp ring wink on as the man swung around to face him.  
 
    “My apologies,” Jeremiah muttered, with his gaze pinned to the screen on his arm. He glanced up distractedly, meeting the man’s glare. He gestured to the ground. “I think you dropped something.” As the man scowled and bent to pick up his badge, Jeremiah took off without a backward glance. He’d gotten cocky.   
 
    He scanned the crowd more carefully. Finding the built-in camera Olive had used, he pretended to snap photos of the square, all while studying the nearby throngs of people. A woman who would have made a perfect target walked past him, wearing not only a BiComp bracelet and ring, but also staring into a hologram set of glasses, eyes glazed over, chatting away to the person inverted on the screen in front of her eyes. Slipping a practiced hand into her purse would have been the easiest score of the day. He clenched his fists in frustration. Their group had two women and three men; this last badge needed to be from a man.  
 
    He leaned against a building, playing idly with his BiComp while subtly perusing the crowd. He was pleasantly surprised to find a man chatting on a bench with a hologram, completely preoccupied.  
 
    Jeremiah made quick work of it. All it took was a quick stop behind the bench where the man sat, stooping as if to tie his shoes. He slid his hand into the man’s briefcase and back out, unnoticed.  
 
    Standing, he let himself fall back into the crowds, pocketing the final badge. As he crossed through foot traffic to return to their meeting place, he allowed himself a small smile of victory. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    37 
 
    Evalene 
 
    EVALENE HUNG HER BADGE around her neck, reading the name tag as an afterthought. The previous owner’s name was Promise. She snorted at that.  
 
    Jeremiah clipped his stolen pass to the neck of his shirt. Evalene read the name on it and grinned, “Nice to meet you, Handsome.” 
 
    His brows rose in surprise and he smiled back.  
 
    “That’s seriously a name here?” Olive said, poking at his badge, making him glance down. Evalene realized he thought she’d been referring to him personally, and she felt the heat of a blush rising to her cheeks.  
 
     “Hey, your name sounds like an Archland name,” Olive told Noble as she pinned her ID to the neck of her dress.  
 
     Noble fidgeted with his shirt like his clothes itched. “Let’s get going,” he mumbled, focused on the building. “We don’t have time to waste.”  
 
    Sol, ever watchful, spoke up just then. “It sounds like an Archland name because it is, isn’t it.” His tone wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Is that true?” Jeremiah asked. Everyone turned to Noble, who’s trained his eyes on the ground, focused on straightening his Archland clothing. He coughed, lifting his chin. 
 
    “Technically, yes,” he said. Evalene’s eyes widened and she involuntarily took a step back from Noble. Was he a spy? Had he led them here only to sell them as slaves? Her heart pounded and her mind ran through all the ways they could try to escape the square and somehow still make it out of here. Everything made sense now, the way he’d seemed so familiar with the city…  
 
    “It was twenty years ago!” Noble said, crossing his arms defensively. “I haven’t been here since I defected as a senior in high school, when I learned about the H.E.V.”  
 
    Evalene glanced at the others to see if they were buying it, but they were unreadable.  
 
    “Growing up in Archland you assume that the experiments are created in a sterile lab just like all the actual BioGrades,” Noble continued. “But we took a class fieldtrip right before graduation to the… surgery rooms…” Noble couldn’t hide his emotions at all. They crossed his face as the memory came back to him: revulsion, horror, pain.  
 
    Sol clapped a hand on Noble’s shoulder in silent commiseration. He was a good judge of character, and Evalene found herself believing Noble’s story, even as anxiety for her mother increased ten-fold with these new details.  
 
    Olive pointed a finger at him as a revelation hit her. “That explains how you knew so much about the clothes, and where to go!” 
 
    Noble dipped his head, acknowledging the truth. “A lot has changed since I lived here though,” he told them, spreading his hands out to gesture at the city. “Our last recruit from Archland defected more than five years ago. He was our most up-to-date source of information. Five years of changes in Archland’s technology is like 50 years of changes in the rest of the world.”  
 
    “Does my mom know?” Evalene asked, then regretted speaking up as she heard the insinuation.  
 
    Noble looked hurt. “I told her when we first met, actually.” He shrugged as if trying to act like it wasn’t a big deal. 
 
    Evalene bit her lip, not knowing what to say.  
 
    Olive rescued her. “So, you should know how to find Pearl when we get inside!” 
 
    But Noble shook his head, frowning. “Unfortunately, no. Like I said, I left when I saw the truth behind the BioGrades.” He groaned in frustration. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wished I’d stayed to learn more about the process.” 
 
    “But you said that they kill them shortly after arrival?” Evalene asked. That detail was etched in her mind. 
 
    Instead of confirming, Noble looked away to compose himself. That alone worried Evalene more than anything else up to this point. She felt tears begging to be released, but blinked them away.  
 
    “They don’t kill them outright,” Noble said in a strained whisper, struggling to speak the words. “This is what I know: after they’re sold, they’re processed. It can take a few days, depending on what studies are lined up. But once they put them in a test group, they’re as good as dead.” 
 
    Evalene shook her head, not understanding. “A test group?” 
 
    “Test groups lead to surgery, and the surgeries never end well.” Noble’s lips thinned. “We have to save Pearl before she’s assigned a test group.” 
 
    “What’re we waiting for?” Evalene’s throat felt raw as she spoke, the held-back tears just at the surface, ready to spill over if they didn’t take action right now. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jeremiah led the way. As they went, he arranged them into pairs, so they’d be less noticeable as they entered the building. He put Sol and Olive at the front, Noble in the middle, and he and Evalene brought up the rear.  
 
    Noble described how to use the machines, instructing them to swipe their ID badge across the top of the box. If they still worked the way he anticipated, it would read the badge and let them in. Evalene hoped he was right.  
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” Sol was quick to ask for all of them. 
 
    “We need a distraction,” Jeremiah said thoughtfully. “You can have all the security in the world, but people are still people.” As they drew closer to the stairs, they all pulled up their BiComp interfaces, pretending to be busy.  
 
    “Hold on,” Jeremiah said, after a moment of thought. “I have an idea. Sit tight.” They perched uncomfortably on the stairs of the BioLabs. Evalene felt like the building had eyes and stared down at her hungrily. Jeremiah disappeared into the crowds for what felt like ages, but was less than five minutes. “Okay,” he said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Climbing the stairs up to the building, Evalene adopted the haze of everyone around her, turning on her BiComp so the glow marked her as a techie, even though she had no clue what to do with the miniature computer. She and Jeremiah watched Sol and Olive enter the revolving doors ahead of them, entering into one of the short lines.  
 
    Jeremiah and Evalene followed Noble through the revolving door. He moved toward the line on the left, while they went right.  
 
    A screech sounded from a few lines down. Evalene flinched. Everyone swung around to see what the commotion was about, including the security guards. Evalene paused, distracted by the chaos, trying to get a glimpse of what was going on. A few of the guards left their post, running toward where a crowd was forming.  
 
    Jeremiah bumped Evalene, subtly nudging her forward. Swallowing, Evalene stepped up, and scanned her badge, passing through with a distracted nod from the security guard. He half stood from his stool, ignoring Jeremiah completely. Yells sounded on the other side of the room, echoing off the marble floors and tall ceilings.  
 
    “Was that you?” Evalene whispered as they continued walking, putting a few yards between them and the entrance before stopping. Jeremiah nodded, busy watching for the rest of their group, tense. 
 
    Evalene turned back too. Noble’s scar caught a guard’s attention—who would have a scar when they could BioGrade? But then someone yelled, “Gun!” A woman screamed. Her shrieking set off a baby wailing, and the volume in the room rose to the point it was hard to hear. The guard frowned, waving Noble through and shutting down his line to go help.  
 
    Olive and Sol caught on to the distraction, but the line of ahead of them wasn’t moving. Evalene, Jeremiah, and Noble hovered a few yards away, as if curious about the commotion, while waiting anxiously for Sol and Olive to get through.  
 
    From this side, Evalene could see the computers, and the images of the employees that popped up of their badge photo, enlarged.  
 
    “Controlled!” A guard shouted. The other security guards who’d come to the scene either shooed people away or returned to their posts, revealing a young teen handcuffed on the floor. “No weapons,” the first guard shouted for everyone nearby to hear. “False information.” 
 
    The excitement slowly died down and the lines began moving again, though everyone continued to watch the guards with interest as they hauled the teen back outside, tossing him off the stairs with disgust. The guard waved Sol through without issue, but settled into his chair with a sigh, slumping over bored to stare at his computer once more as Olive stepped up.  
 
    Her badge photo flashed on the screen. It was a woman, but she had green eyes, pitch black hair, and sharply accentuated cheekbones—a strange blend that likely came from a BioGrade.  
 
    “Ma’am,” the security officer said with a frown. “Is this you?”  
 
    Olive peeked at his computer screen to see what he meant. Evalene and the others tiptoed closer, in support, although Evalene had no idea what they would do if they didn’t let Olive through—she was the only one who knew how to find Pearl!  
 
    “Oh, that!” Olive laughed breathlessly, and tossed her blonde hair. “I had a few BioGrades done,” she winked at him, flirting outright. “You don’t like it?”  
 
    Evalene bit her lip, eyes wide as Olive had the guts to pout, as if genuinely hurt the guard was pointing out the so-called ‘change.’  
 
    “No, no,” the guard immediately deflected, waving Olive through, “that’s not what I meant at all. Just doing my job,” he chuckled nervously as if Olive wasn’t the first woman he’d ever accidentally offended. “Have a nice day, ma’am!”  
 
    “Thank you,” she replied cheerfully, practically skipping toward them.  
 
    Sol stepped forward as if he might hug her when she reached them, and everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief.  
 
    “What’re we waiting for?” Olive asked with a smile, taking off down the wide hall of the corporate building. They stuck to the same formation, walking in pairs, keeping up a brisk pace, as if on their way to a meeting or work assignment.  
 
    Olive hunted for a computer she could access without suspicion. But every desk held an employee or was surrounded by low cubicles, who’s neighboring employees would quickly notice an intruder. Not to mention five. 
 
    “Let’s go up a level,” Sol suggested as they reached another quiet, beige hallway and found an elevator. Olive agreed and pressed the button. Evalene stepped in last. They waited for the elevator to ding closed before everyone started speaking at once. 
 
    “How long do we have before they close?” Evalene asked Olive.  
 
    “This is taking too long.” Noble’s scar stood out on his pale face.  
 
    “We have to find a computer that I can use without anyone noticing,” Olive argued, trying to defend herself. 
 
    Sol took her side. “She’s doing the best she can.” 
 
    “Everyone relax,” Jeremiah spoke over them, holding out a calming hand. “Next computer we find on this floor, we let Olive sit down to work. The rest of us will spread out and look busy. Anyone heads her way, we stall them. Got it?” Evalene nodded, and so did the others. The elevator dinged to signal it was about to open. “How much time do you need?” Jeremiah asked Olive in a hushed voice as the doors slid to the sides, revealing an empty hallway.  
 
    “At least… five minutes?” Olive’s answer turned into a question, and she groaned. “Probably more… I just… I don’t know for sure…” 
 
    Jeremiah caught the elevator door as it tried to shut. “We’ll figure it out,” he reassured her, waving her and Sol forward to lead once more. “Remember. First computer you see.”  
 
    With a nod, Olive strode out into the hall, and the rest of them followed. This level was quieter. Most of the hallway doors were closed, and a dead end appeared up ahead. Sighing, Evalene was about to turn around, when Olive ducked inside the room at the end.  
 
    Evalene and Jeremiah picked up their pace, hopeful. The classroom style chamber held at least a dozen empty work stations with a computer at every desk. It was perfect. 
 
    Olive dropped into the nearest one, instantly beginning the process of logging in. “They all have guest passwords taped to the screen,” she said excitedly. “I don’t even need the flash drive!”  
 
    Sol settled into the chair by the door, his posture stiff, watchful. Noble moved toward the back corner, to look out the window, leaning against the wall. Evalene felt too restless to sit. She moved into the open space near the front of the classroom to pace. Jeremiah pulled the door closed behind them and dropped into the desk chair behind Olive’s. The only sound in the room was the clicking of the keys. 
 
    Evalene paused at the instructor’s desk at the front. A cold cup of coffee sat forgotten in a Styrofoam cup and a pair of glasses rested next to it. She sank into the instructor’s chair, suddenly exhausted. Her emotions felt ragged. 
 
    Olive spoke in a hushed voice. “This is definitely the right place.” Her voice sounded loud in the quiet classroom. “I’m finding thousands of names… hundreds of thousands… all marked H.E.V.” She brought a hand to her mouth, leaning in to read. “This is horrible,” she whispered, more to herself than to any of them. “How is this still going on and the rest of the world doesn’t know about it?” 
 
    None of them had an answer for her.  
 
    “I can’t find any trace of Pearl in the database,” she said after another moment of searching. “But that’s probably just because they didn’t include her name in here…” She swiveled to face Noble. “What day did you say she was captured?”  
 
    “Just under two weeks ago,” he answered, hunching over as if preparing for defeat.  
 
    “And what day would you guess she reached Archland?” Olive pressed.  
 
    Noble considered it, doing the math in his head. “I’d say between three to five days ago.” 
 
    Nodding, Olive flipped around to face the computer again, typing quickly. “I’ll search the database for someone with Evie’s height and build,” she mumbled to herself glancing up for approval. Evalene nodded. She couldn’t remember many details about her mother anymore, but her father had always said she looked just like Pearl.  
 
    “I’ll put new arrivals during that time frame into the search parameters,” Olive continued to talk to herself as she worked. “Mmhmm… Okay…” She paused, “Hold on, there’s a dozen or so that meet the criteria.” 
 
    Evalene jumped up from the instructor’s chair and raced over to Olive’s computer, peering over her friend’s shoulder at the list on the screen. 
 
    “It looks like there are pictures,” Olive said, “One second…” 
 
    A couple clicks and she pulled up the first photo.  
 
    “No,” Evalene shook her head immediately. The next photo popped onto the screen. “No, no… no.” She vetoed each one the instant they appeared. “Stop!” She gasped, bringing her hands to her mouth.  
 
    Evalene blinked at the image. It had been ten years since she’d seen her mother. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? The woman looked like she’d aged twice that many years, but Noble’s voice spoke in a hushed whisper from behind them, “That’s her.” He was clutching his ID badge in white-knuckled fists, eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    Evalene swallowed hard. Her mother looked so much older than she remembered. In the photo a collar was shackled around her neck. Evalene’s hands covered her mouth as she struggled to breathe, trying not to think about all the implications that collar had, of the hints of fear she spotted in her mother’s eyes. They had to find her. They just had to.  
 
    “Okay, give me a few minutes to figure out where they’re keeping her,” Olive was saying. But as she typed, a frown formed on her face. The more she clicked, the more her scowl deepened. “That can’t be right,” she mumbled to herself.  
 
    Evalene returned to pacing at the front of the room. Back and forth, back and forth. Dropping into the instructor’s chair once more, she rested her head in her hands.  
 
     “This can’t be right…” Every word from Olive set Evalene more on edge.  
 
    The door to the room clicked as someone turned the handle. In the quiet classroom, it felt like a bomb had gone off. The door began to swing open, and everyone froze in their desk, eyes glued to the door like deer in headlights.  
 
    Evalene glanced around the room panicking, eyes landing on the glasses and coffee cup in front of her. On an impulse, she picked them up, just as a dark-haired man poked his head inside the room.  
 
     She cleared her throat, placing the glasses on her nose as she turned to look at him, ignoring the way they turned her view of the man fuzzy. She frowned to the point of a glare. “Can we help you?” she asked, as if he was interrupting. Her voice wavered a little at the bold question. She hoped he wouldn’t notice.  
 
    His gaze touched on the rest of the group, all wearing ID badges and seated facing Evalene, where she sat at the front of the classroom in the instructor’s chair. “Oh, I um… Please excuse me, I thought we’d booked the room for the 4 o’clock?” 
 
    Evalene made a show of looking up at the clock on the wall behind her, before shaking her head at him. “We have the room for another hour,” she told him, as firmly as she could muster.  
 
    “Of course, there must have been some mistake and we were double-booked,” he said. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” Evalene said.  
 
    Jeremiah spoke up from his chair two rows back. “This class was booked months ago.” Evalene sincerely hoped they weren’t digging themselves into a hole. 
 
    The man cleared his throat, nodding to them, “My apologies for interrupting. Please, carry on.” He ducked out of the room and the door slowly swung closed, clicking shut.  
 
    Everyone let out their breath in a whoosh.  
 
    “Quick thinking,” Jeremiah praised her. 
 
    “You too.” Evalene smiled weakly, feeling all the bravado leak out of her as she set the cup and glasses down on the desktop. She forced herself to stand, to ignore her fears. “We need to find out where my mother is as soon as possible, before they figure it out and come back.” 
 
    “Evie,” Olive said, waving to get her attention. When Evalene met her eyes, Olive’s face was white as a sheet. “That’s what I was trying to tell you before that man came in,” she said, “Pearl is in the computer, I mean, you saw her…”  
 
    Evalene nodded, crossing the room to see Olive’s computer screen again, even though the codes Olive was typing didn’t mean anything to her. “Well, now,” Olive’s voice fell to a whisper, “there’s this huge sticker over her picture with a long number and the words, “TEST GROUP.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    38 
 
    Evalene 
 
    “NO!” NOBLE’S VOICE MADE Evalene jump. She swung around to find his face contorting in anguish. “No, no… it can’t be,” he cried, “we were so close!”  He kicked the chair in front of him and it crashed into the desk in front of it, hard.  
 
    “Shhh,” Sol shushed him, “someone will hear!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore. It’s too late,” Noble moaned, sinking onto the floor next to the chair he’d just kicked. “She’s gone.” He buried his face in his hands, and his words came out muffled. “If she’s in a test group, I guarantee you she’s dead.”  
 
    The words sank into Evalene like a physical weight coming to rest on her shoulders. She stepped back and fell into one of the chairs against the wall. “That can’t be right… she was just there,” she whispered to herself.  
 
    Olive continued frantically typing at the computer, but Jeremiah and Sol’s eyes were trained on Evalene, with side glances behind them at Noble, where he wallowed on the floor.  
 
    “It can’t be,” Evalene repeated. She felt numb. They’d come all this way only to lose her mother now? 
 
    “Olive, is there any way to get more information?” Evalene begged, even though it was unnecessary. Her friend hadn’t stopped typing. But Olive nodded and hit refresh, typing a few commands again, refreshing again.  
 
    The room grew so silent they heard the seconds tick by on the clock on the wall. Finally, Olive turned to face her. “I don’t… I don’t understand anything I’m reading…” she admitted to Evalene. “I can’t seem to find a location for her anywhere…”  
 
    Evalene felt as if she were underwater; everything was moving in slow motion and every breath was a struggle, like the air itself was drowning her. Her eyes grew unfocused. Were those tears? She couldn’t feel them. Couldn’t feel anything.  
 
     “Can you keep looking?” Evalene vaguely overheard Jeremiah saying to Olive. She felt like she drifted above their little group, watching mindlessly as Noble wept openly and the others looked lost. She watched herself sit, frozen, expressionless.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Evie,” Olive’s voice floated to her and away. Evalene knew what it all meant. Her mother was dead. 
 
    But at the same time, Pearl had been dead for ten years. The day of the riots was burned into Evalene’s mind forever.  
 
    When she was nine, the Regulator had come knocking while Evalene and her father were watching the news of lower-class Numbers being shot down in the streets. Others, higher-standing in society, were given a short, public trial before execution by hanging. Evalene was curled up in her favorite chair, staring at the television screen, at that bright red blood filling the cracks in the cobblestone streets, when she overheard the words, spoken carelessly by the Regulator to her father. “Pearl Vandereth was labeled a conspirator and sentenced to death.”  
 
    “Conspirator to what?” her father’s voice rose behind her, where he stood at the front door. Evalene crept up to peek over the back of her chair at them. 
 
    “To the rebellion,” the Regulator answered, and there was no room for argument. The way he glared at her father, one hand on his weapon as if hoping for an excuse to use it, spoke volumes.  
 
    “Well, when is the trial?” her father said, hand to his forehead, rubbing at the worry lines. “We’ll prove her innocence!” 
 
    “It’s already been carried out,” the Regulator informed him coldly. His eyes shifted to Evalene where she peeked over the cushions, but his expression didn’t change, and his indifference didn’t waver. “This is a formality from the Number One due to your status, informing you Pearl Vandereth is gone.” 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    And now… she was gone again. 
 
    Evalene felt the tears fall. Through the haze she saw Jeremiah’s profile lean toward her and felt his hand on hers, squeezing it in comfort, holding on. 
 
    She blinked rapidly, trying to stem the flow of tears, wiping at her face with her free hand, clutching Jeremiah’s with the other like a lifeline.  
 
    Noble lifted his head and through her blurry vision, she saw tears making tracks down his face to match his scar. His hands, clenched in anger, slowly loosened. “She gave everything for the mission,” he said into the silence, mourning openly. He spoke as if giving the eulogy at Pearl’s funeral. Maybe in a way, he was. “We were married for nearly five years, and they were the best five years of my life.” He stopped, choked up. 
 
    Evalene spoke softly, more to herself than the others. “It was stupid of me to hope I’d see her one more time.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” Jeremiah shook her hand a little to get her attention. “Don’t say that.” 
 
    They let the silence return, a moment to honor Pearl. The clock’s ticking began to sound like a countdown to their discovery. 
 
    “We should go,” Noble said finally, after what felt like hours, though it was likely just a few minutes.  
 
    “No.” Evie heard the word, and swallowed. Had she said that? “No,” it was definitely coming from her. “I can’t give up.” 
 
    Noble’s face twisted in agony, and his eyes burned with fury at the situation, frustrated at having to explain to her again. “I told you, she’s gone. We’re too late.”  
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Evalene said. She shook her head, running a hand through her hair. “I can’t believe it.” She stood, letting go of Jeremiah’s hand. The sound of her chair scraping on the floor as she stood sounded loudly in the quiet classroom. “I can’t just give up. What if she’s still alive, and we’re just minutes from finding her?”  
 
    She took two steps back to Olive’s desk, leaning down to peer over her friend’s shoulder, thinking hard. “Olive, could you do that first search you did to find my mother again? For women brought here during the last week?”  
 
    With a nod, Olive typed quickly, pulling up the search parameters, whipping back to face Evalene for more instructions.  
 
    “Okay,” Evalene said, thinking out loud, “these women were all brought here around the same time… right? So maybe they’re all kept in the same place?” 
 
    She looked around the room for confirmation. Sol nodded as he considered it. Noble sat with his arms crossed, barely listening, frustrated. But Jeremiah stood, sudden urgency in his voice, “If we could find a location for one of them, there might be a chance Pearl would be near that group.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Evalene said, spinning back to Olive, “Can we track them down?” 
 
    Olive was already typing. “Way ahead of you,” she said. “Looks like Cell Block 139 is where the first four women in the search are held. The next five are in 140.” 
 
    Evalene’s fingernails bit into her palms so sharply they left crescent-shaped marks. “Can you pull up–” 
 
    “Directions? Got it,” Olive said. “Looks like they’re on the 89th floor. Hey, there’s a whole list that describes what’s on every floor. That might come in handy—I’m gonna send it to my BiComp ring!”  
 
    A few more clicks of the mouse and Olive swung her wrist up and around to view the small screen on her skin, which now flashed a layout of the BioLabs building and all it’s floors.   
 
    Tapping a few commands to delete her computer search, she stood and strode to the door, one hand on the doorknob, looking back over her shoulder at the rest of them. “Let’s go.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    39 
 
    Jeremiah 
 
    THE MAP LED THEM back to the elevators. Jeremiah pressed the button and waved the others through, entering last. When the doors slid shut, Noble spoke, to no one in particular: “Don’t get your hopes up.” His face was grim, the scar drawn into a taut white line.  
 
    “Just because Pearl’s not in the computer, doesn’t mean they killed her,” Olive argued. 
 
    But Noble didn’t seem to even register her words. Jeremiah could tell from his distant, hopeless expression that he truly believed Pearl was dead. Jeremiah prayed that wasn’t true. He’d never felt more out of control in his whole life. No plan, no back up.  
 
    He’d thought attacking Eden six months ago without enough troops would be the hardest thing he’d ever done, but this was so much worse. Because he didn’t even know if they were doing the right thing anymore.    
 
    As he pressed the button for the 89th floor and the elevator began to rise, Noble perked up. “We could still be useful here,” he said, “No one on our team has ever made it this deep into the BioLabs before.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘useful’?” Jeremiah asked, concerned.  
 
    “There’s this rumor in Archland,” Noble said, leaning forward intently, a wild glint entering his eyes. “That there’s a way to end BioGrades forever. Different people said different things. But the point is, all rumors have a base of truth to them, and Pearl and I always believed that somewhere underneath all the nonsense, there was a way to cut the devil’s heart out at the source.” 
 
    The elevator slowed to a stop at level 23 and dinged. The doors slid open and two Bio Lab employees stepped on, pressing 35. They stood in the middle of the small space as the doors glided shut. No one said a word. Jeremiah tried not to stare at the way the employee’s skin stretched so thin and tight against their cheekbones, creating unnatural sharpness in their features. Levels 24, 25, and 26 slipped by and the door dinged open again on 27, but no one was there.  
 
    Jeremiah felt like he was holding his breath as the doors shut once more, and the floors glided by one at a time until they finally reached 35. Everyone waited for the two employees to step out, and the doors to close, before speaking.  
 
    “We’re here to find my mother,” Evie told Noble firmly as soon as they were moving again, coming back to the conversation where they’d been cut off.  
 
    “I told you, you don’t want to see that,” Noble argued, “You need to trust me on this. At least you could honor your mother’s sacrifice by accomplishing the one thing she spent the last five years of her life trying to do.”  
 
    Jeremiah saw Evie wince at the word sacrifice. He moved slightly until his shoulder brushed hers, the only comfort he knew to offer in this situation. He wished he could promise Pearl was still alive. But he wasn’t sure what they would find anymore.   
 
    They stayed quiet for the last few floors, tensing in anticipation of what might be in front of them when they arrived. The 89th floor opened to reveal a bleak hallway painted gray and peeling, completely undecorated. It was the exact opposite of the bright, beige hallways below. The fluorescent lighting lit their faces like ghosts, as they stole out of the elevator on silent feet. Following the signs, they turned left.  
 
    The long hallway had doors every few feet on both sides, stretching to the left and to the right. Jeremiah kept his eyes peeled for any guards or even another employee. But as they tread softly down the hall, no one appeared.  
 
    He led the way, reading the numbers above the doors. 133, 135, 137, and on the opposite side, 134, 136, 138… At the far end he spotted 139 and 140, but his eyes drifted past those to the last door, and he slowed when he read the sign: “Staff.”  
 
    Holding a finger to his lips to alert the others, Jeremiah approached the last door cautiously. He waved for them to wait a few feet back. The staff door was cracked open. Pressing his palm against it, Jeremiah eased it wider until he could see inside. At first glance there was no one there. Just a lot of lab equipment, some refrigerators, and quite a few restraints hung on the wall.  
 
    But as he lifted his hand to push the door open wider, a man strode into view, caught sight of him, and scowled. “Are you from Pathology?” He didn’t wait for an answer, moving toward a counter, setting some test tubes down. He began to pull off different stickers and label each tube. “Did you get scheduled for this shift too? I thought I was working alone today.” 
 
    Jeremiah entered, shutting the door behind him to hide the others. He shrugged when the man looked over, and replied, “Sorry.” He swept his eyes across the room. There was a heavy-looking microscope on the counter behind the man. That might work.  
 
    The employee picked up the vials, grumbling as he stepped around Jeremiah. “You’re in my way.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jeremiah said again, moving to the side. The man opened a cabinet and set the vials inside, one by one. Jeremiah picked up the microscope he’d been eying. It was hefty. At least 10 pounds.  
 
    He waited until the employee carefully placed the last vial in the cabinet, before cracking the man over the head with it. Though he tried to be gentle, the man dropped to the floor like a puppet with its strings cut. Jeremiah leaned down to check his pulse, worried he’d hit too hard. The employee’s heart beat was steady—but he’d wake up to a good-sized lump. 
 
    “Sorry,” Jeremiah said for the third time, wincing. He darted over to the wall with the restraints. Plucking a set of cuffs off a hook, he returned to snap them on the man’s wrists, looping them around the bottom leg of the heavy work table for good measure.  
 
    He stood to leave. At the last second, he noticed the ring on the man’s hand and recognized another BiComp like his own. “Let’s take that off,” Jeremiah muttered to the man as he slipped the ring off his hand and pocketed it. “We don’t need you calling for help.” 
 
    Swinging open the door to the hallway, Jeremiah found Sol and Noble tensed and ready outside the door, prepared to fight. They relaxed when they saw him come out instead of the employee. “What was that noise?” Olive asked from behind them.  
 
    “We thought it was you,” Evie added. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about,” Jeremiah told them, “I took care of it.” 
 
    Evie waved for him to come to the room she stood next to, gesturing to the small square window in the door. “They’re full of people,” she whispered as he strode toward her. She bit her lip, looking back and forth between him and the room, waving to the other doors along the hallway. “Every room.” 
 
    Jeremiah stepped up to the little window, taking Evie’s place to peer inside. Sure enough, five women with similar height and build to Pearl sat or stood throughout the tiny room. Every wall held a thin bunk, filling the tiny room completely except for a small open space in the middle.   
 
    The women just blinked at him, barely registering his face. They probably thought he was another employee.  
 
    Evie moved from room 140 to the cell block marked 139. Without bothering to peer inside the small room, she said, “There are only four women in this one, I already checked.” 
 
    As Jeremiah stepped back from the doors, she added in a whisper, “We can’t just leave them here.”  
 
    He only nodded, because he had no words. His mouth was dry. All the other rooms were full as well? Noble had moved to the far end, checking the cells near him. “All older men in their late 50s or early 60s in these,” he told them. His voice was razor sharp with anger. 
 
    Sol and Olive moved to check the doors at the opposite end. “136 has young men,” Olive reported, checking the room next to it. “138 does as well.”  
 
    “137 has children,” Sol said. His normally calm voice broke.  
 
    Jeremiah said softly, “They’re categorizing them like animals.”  
 
    The words put their situation into cold perspective. If they were caught, they too would be sorted and catalogued into separate rooms.  
 
    Sol’s focus shifted to the entrance to the floor—the elevators—as if he was thinking the same thing. His fists clenched as he moved toward them. “I’ll stand guard.” Jeremiah nodded in agreement and Sol strode down the hallway toward the floor’s entrance.  
 
    Jeremiah stepped up to the cell with only four women and tested the door handle, but of course it was locked. He peeked inside at the women, who were curious now, sprung from their daze by the noise.  
 
    Evie stepped up next to him, their faces only inches apart, to peer through the little window too. She waved a hand for the women to come closer to the glass. They hesitated, before approaching slowly. “Can you hear me?” Evie raised her voice to yell through the glass.  
 
    One of the women nodded. Her voice was muffled when she replied, “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m looking for my mother, Pearl Vandereth,” Evie said to them. “Was she here?” 
 
    The women glanced at each other. Jeremiah wondered if they saw Evie as another employee. Or maybe Pearl had never told them her name—if she’d been there at all. 
 
    He stepped up next to Evie, raising his voice to be heard as well. “We’re here to rescue you,” he told them. “We’re friends.” 
 
    After one more look passed between them that Jeremiah couldn’t read, the smallest woman stepped forward. “There was a Pearl here,” she told them. “They just took her, not more than 30 minutes ago.” 
 
    Noble’s whole body flinched. “I told you. It’s too late,” he snapped from where he stood at the end of the hall, keeping his distance. 
 
    Evie ignored him, pressing up to the window as close as she could, crying out, “Which way did they go?”  
 
    The woman pointed in the direction of the elevator and her muffled voice said simply, “To surgery.” 
 
    Surgery. Jeremiah’s brows rose at the word.  
 
    Evie whipped around to face Olive, wild-eyed. Olive already had the building guide pulled up on her wrist, typing in the search bar. “Surgery… it’s on the 105th floor.” 
 
    Evie’s head jerked up and she met Jeremiah’s eyes. “I’m going. I have to go.” She turned to Noble, “Are you coming?” 
 
    He shook his head. There was raw pain in his eyes. A layer of tears behind his glare. “We have evidence of what happens to the bodies… I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” He gritted his teeth. “I wouldn’t wish it on anyone, not even these bio-loving freaks.” His eyes bored into Jeremiah’s. “If you let her see it, you’re going to regret it.” He turned away, physically dismissing them. 
 
    “Well, I’m going,” Evie said, tears in her eyes as well, jaw clenched stubbornly. 
 
    “But, I can’t leave them like this,” Olive argued, panic in her eyes, “Can we save them?” 
 
    “We can try,” Noble waved her toward the staff room, where Jeremiah had left the employee tied up. “I saw at least one computer in here. Let’s see what we can do!”  
 
    Jeremiah stopped Olive with a hand on her elbow before she could follow Noble into the staff room, catching Evie with his other hand as she turned toward the elevators. “Wait,” he said to them. “Wait!” 
 
    He felt stretched too thin. How could he protect Olive, Sol, and even Noble, if he left them here to go with Evie? But one look at her face told him she was going, whether he came or not. And there was no way he was letting her go alone. 
 
    “There’s still hope,” he told Noble’s back as the man disappeared into the staff room. To Olive, he said, “We’ll come back for you.”  
 
    He prayed to God that he was telling the truth as Olive hugged him, and then Evie, before turning to follow Noble. As she pushed the door open, he called after her, “If anything happens, we’ll meet at the bus!” Evie tugged on his hand, and he gave in. 
 
    As they passed cell 139, he stopped to yell through the window, “We’re working to free all of you. When you get out, run! Do you understand?” They nodded, but he repeated himself, wanting to make sure they comprehended what he was saying. “Get as far away from here as you can!” That was all he could do for them right now. 
 
    They ran the rest of the way to the elevator, where Sol stood watch. “I heard,” he said as they drew up. He gestured to the button, which was lit up. “I already called the elevator.” It dinged open just then, and Evie only paused long enough to give Sol’s arm a squeeze before she stepped in. 
 
    Jeremiah held out a hand to stop it from closing. He turned to face Sol. “Take care of her,” he said quietly, though he realized Sol didn’t need to be asked. “Her family would kill me if anything happened to her.”  
 
    Sol saluted, tapping his shoulder the way Regulators did for their superiors. But his response was far more personal. “Whatever it takes.”  
 
    Jeremiah nodded, understanding completely. He stepped inside the elevator and let the door slide shut.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    40 
 
    Evalene 
 
    LEAVING THE OTHERS WAS probably a bad move, but Evalene couldn’t think straight. The only thing she could focus on was that her mother might still be alive… but not for much longer. 
 
    Jeremiah stood by her side in the elevator, tense. The ride up to the 105th floor was short, only 16 floors away, but it felt like it took ages.  
 
    As they passed 100, Jeremiah whispered, “Remember, as far as anyone knows, we’re employees. Try to blend in.” 
 
    Evalene didn’t take her eyes off the silver elevator doors, but she nodded. She didn’t know what to expect. They should form a plan, some reason for their arrival at least.  
 
    But her mind drew a blank.  
 
    When the doors slid open to reveal the 105th floor, it was a drastic change from the dull gray prison below. Everything shone white from floor to ceiling. The glare of the lights was so bright, Evalene had to squint while her eyes adjusted. The pristine environment opened onto a hall with multiple rooms once more, but this time every room had a wide window spanning the entire length of the room, making it easy to see the activity inside.  
 
    It was spotless. The clean environment mixed with the view of people in scrubs on the other side of those doors instantly led to the sense they’d entered a hospital. Except Evalene knew those patients under the knife were not there willingly.  
 
    Now that she was here, her feet felt glued to the floor. If her mother was in one of those rooms, Evalene was terrified to think what they might be doing to her. How would she save her? 
 
    Jeremiah took over. He tugged her out of the elevator. “Act like we’re arriving for a shift,” he whispered, striding into the hall. Evalene followed. It smelled like disinfectant. He led the way to a large cart in the corner full of blue scrubs, just like the ones the surgeons were wearing in the operating rooms.  
 
    From here, they were hidden enough that none of the surgeons would see them unless they stepped into the hallway. Jeremiah picked up a pair of light blue scrub pants and a boxy light blue scrub top. Evalene picked up a matching set. With a quick glance around, they donned the items over their Archland clothing. Wearing a third layer of clothes now, Evalene started sweating, despite the cool temperatures on the surgery floor.  
 
    “What if they’re operating on her right now?” Evalene whispered, turning toward Jeremiah. She stared at his chest, unable to look at him.  
 
    But he responded by pulling her into his arms. His heart beat calmed her and she breathed in deeply. “Let’s get a look in each room first,” he replied as he let go, but held onto her hand, squeezing once. They turned to face the hallway together. “We’ll figure out what to do once we find her.” He said it as if he was certain they would.  
 
    He let go of her hand, and they moved out of the corner into the hall. Evalene noticed a yellow cart outside every surgical room with boxes of gloves and masks on top. She snatched a mask off the nearest cart and immediately put it on, hiding her face, handing a second mask to Jeremiah. The surgeons huddled around the operating table with their backs to the window.  
 
    When one of them turned around, Evalene fiddled with the gloves in the box as if putting them on, while Jeremiah moved to lift the patient’s chart out of the slot, studying the clipboard. The technician never glanced their way, only moved to get another tool, before returning to the table.  
 
    They only had to wait a few more seconds before the surgeons shifted and Evalene finally caught a glimpse of the patient on the table.  
 
    A dark-skinned man rested on top, wearing only a thin blanket over his lower half. His eyes were closed as if sleeping, except for a machine attached to his mouth, likely keeping him in that state. 
 
    Though she wanted to turn away and continue looking for her mother, Evalene stood transfixed to the same spot, staring at the hand they were sewing on. Not only was the skin tone of the hand a pale-white, but the wrist and hand were slender and feminine. She choked.  
 
    Jeremiah pulled her away, getting her moving once again. Every room was more gruesome than the last. At each window, Evalene would play with another set of plastic gloves or shuffle the boxes around, while Jeremiah repeatedly pretended to check the patient clipboards. Both of them stole glances inside until they got a good view of the next patient.  
 
    More than one of the victims lay on the sterile tables completely cut open. Evalene gagged multiple times, and nearly threw up at the sight of one. She tried not to look at them for more than a split second after that.  
 
    They reached the end without any sign of Pearl.  
 
    Evalene felt like someone was ripping away her last shred of hope. Tears were so close to the surface now that she struggled to see through the haze, blinking rapidly as she surveyed the rest of the hall, searching for a surgery room they’d somehow missed.  
 
    There were no more rooms with windows, but she noticed a nondescript door that blended into the wall at the far end. She touched a hand to Jeremiah’s arm and pointed. He scanned the door and nodded, moving toward it.  
 
    Evalene tested the handle and it was unlocked. She crept inside with Jeremiah right behind her. The first thing she took in was the enormity of the room, followed by the fact that it was filled with metal cages. Dozens and dozens of cages.  
 
    They came up to her chest, not tall enough for an adult to stand and not long enough to lay down stretched out, yet at least half of them were filled with human beings, curled up on their side without so much as a bed or even a blanket. A few of them stirred. It looked like a holding room—could it be possible they kept prisoners here before surgery began?  
 
    Evalene’s eyes whipped back and forth, trying to examine every face at once.  
 
    There. 
 
    A small form with brown hair, curled up peacefully, as if sleeping. Evalene knew her face instantly. 
 
    “Mom!” she cried out, not caring who heard. Running to the cage against the back wall, she dropped to the floor next to it, grabbing onto the metal bars, shaking them. The small form inside didn’t respond.  
 
    Pearl didn’t seem to have any mismatching limbs or open cavities in her chest or stomach. Nothing unusual except a strange, circular barcode on her neck that glowed softly. But she didn’t open her eyes either.  
 
    “Mom,” Evalene’s voice broke. Her tears fell freely now. “Mom… please wake up… please…”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    41 
 
    Evalene 
 
    PEARL STIRRED.  
 
    She was alive! “Mom?” Evalene cried, feeling Jeremiah come to kneel beside her more than she saw him. Tears blurred her vision. She swiped at her eyes. “Mom, it’s me, wake up!” 
 
    Pearl’s still form shifted as she opened her blue eyes. Her dark brown hair was as brittle as straw and her skin pale white as if she’d never seen the sun. She blinked up at Evalene and Jeremiah without recognition.  
 
    Evalene realized she still wore the scrubs and her face was covered. She ripped the disposable mask off her face and tossed it to the side, gripping the bars of the cage.  
 
    Pearl only blinked. “Mom, it’s me,” she said again. Had they messed with her mind? Why didn’t she recognize her? “It’s Evalene…” 
 
    The light dawned in her eyes and Pearl gasped. “Evie!” she cried, struggling to sit up. “Baby! How are you here? I never thought I’d see you again!” She lit up and tears of joy sprung to her eyes, running down her cheeks as she reached through the bars to grasp Evalene’s wrists, as if to test her presence. “Am I dreaming? How is this possible?” she laughed weakly. “Did I die and go to heaven?” 
 
    Evalene gripped her mother’s wrists in return, so small and thin, as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks. “I’m here for you, mom,” she said in a sob. She laughed too, and it sounded a bit hysterical. The tears dripped off her chin, and she sniffed, unwilling to let go of her mother to wipe them away. “We need to get you out of here.”  
 
    Evalene tore her eyes away from her mother to look around the room, desperate to get her out of this awful cage. Jeremiah was pulling his mask off. He took the hint and rose immediately. “I’ll look for the keys.” 
 
    Turning back to her mother, Evalene couldn’t seem to stem the flow of tears. “Mom, what did they do to you?” 
 
    “Oh baby, don’t worry about me, I’m fine.” Pearl’s smile was calm and joyful at the same time. A renewed flood of tears burst out of Evalene. They hadn’t done any surgery after all. The relief was overwhelming.  
 
    Pearl squeezed her arms, leaning into the cage bars as if exhausted. “Sweetheart, you need to get out of here. You don’t know how dangerous it is—” 
 
    Evalene shook her head, cutting her off. “We came to rescue you—we’re not leaving without you.” 
 
    “You and your friend there? Tell me there’s more than just the two of you—” 
 
    Jeremiah picked up a ring full of at least two dozen keys off the wall. Overhearing Pearl’s words, he answered, “There’s five of us total… not exactly an army,” he hurried over with the keys, kneeling by the cage. “It’s nice to meet you, by the way, I’m Jeremiah,” he sorted through the labeled keys, looking for the one that matched Pearl’s cage. “When things are a little less insane, I’d really like to talk to you about dating your daughter.” 
 
    Pearl’s weary face lit up and she grinned. “Is that so?” She gave Evalene’s hands a light squeeze, looking Jeremiah over as she teased, “I might consider it.” 
 
    The lighthearted moment didn’t last, as Pearl sagged into the bars of the cage, struggling to stay seated. She loosened her grip on Evalene’s hands, too weak to continue holding on.  
 
    “I’ve missed you baby,” she said to Evalene in a thin voice, eyes closing for a moment of rest. She didn’t let go of Evalene, but their hands came to rest on the ground. “More than you know,” Pearl added, leaning her head against the bars. 
 
    Evalene’s heart swelled. The tears were from happiness now. “You did?” 
 
    “Of course!” Pearl leaned her head against the bars, and Evalene touched her forehead to hers. In the background, the key ring jangled as Jeremiah searched for the matching key.  
 
    “I just thought…” Evalene didn’t know how to bring up Noble. “It seemed like you found a new family…” 
 
    “What do you mean—” Pearl’s hands twitched in Evalene’s. “You met Noble? Noble’s here?”  
 
    When Evalene pulled back to nod, Pearl moaned. “The two people I love most are risking their lives in the most dangerous place on earth.” Worry lines wrinkled her brow as she weakly brushed Evalene’s hair back. “You shouldn’t have come, baby,” she whispered.  
 
    Before Evalene could answer, Pearl’s gaze drifted to her neck and she drew Evalene’s long, brown hair away, tugging her closer. Knowing her mother wanted to see her tattoo, Evalene turned to the side and bent to show her.  
 
    “A Number two—No!” Pearl gasped. Her already pale face grew white enough to match the walls. “That’s impossible. A twenty-nine?”  
 
    Evalene didn’t know what to say. But in the silence Pearl was quick to put two and two together. “This is my fault… it’s because of me,” she said, tears in her eyes. “Baby, I’m so, so sorry… I never thought—I truly didn’t think they would hurt my little girl–” she choked on her words and couldn’t continue. 
 
    “I know, mom,” Evalene found herself saying. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.” And as she said it out loud, she felt herself begin to believe it. “You know the Number One was overthrown, right?” she blurted out. “That the Number system has been abolished?” 
 
    Pearl’s hands flew to her mouth in surprise, then her eyes closed in relief. “After everything we tried ten years ago, I’d begun to think it wasn’t possible,” she whispered, a tear leaking out.  
 
    “It wouldn’t have been, if it wasn’t for Jeremiah,” Evalene told her, as he fit another key into the lock. Twisting it, they heard the gears inside shift and bolts open.  
 
    He flung the door of the cage wide, leaning in to help physically lift Pearl out, gently.  
 
    “Thank you, young man,” Pearl said weakly. “I want to hear all about it—” She cut off as she grasped his forearms, needing all her strength to drag herself out of the cage. Evalene could tell she needed Jeremiah’s help to stand. He set Pearl on her feet and she swayed for a brief moment before reaching out to Evalene. Jeremiah let go and stepped back. Evalene fell into her mother’s embrace, holding on tightly, letting her tears soak the shoulder of her mother’s thin white hospital gown.  
 
    Jeremiah stepped away to give them a moment. “I thought you were dead,” Evalene managed to say through the tightness in her throat. 
 
    “I hated leaving you,” her mother said, pulling back to hold Evalene’s face between her hands. “I asked to bring you with me, but it was too dangerous.” She wiped away Evalene’s tears with her thumbs, even as her own made tracks down her cheeks. “They promised me you’d be taken care of—you were supposed to get the best Number! I never thought…” she broke off, shaking her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Mom…” Evalene felt her new worldviews colliding with the old and pushed forward, proclaiming the truth over herself in a way that felt more permanent than it ever had before. “My Number doesn’t mean anything. You don’t have to wo—” 
 
    She didn’t have a chance to continue. Jeremiah stood at the door peeking at the hallway, and he hissed in a low voice, brow furrowed, “Olive, Sol, and Noble are in the hall.” 
 
    Evalene knew he’d told them to wait. What had gone wrong?  
 
    “Let’s wait for them to report before we try to leave,” Jeremiah said, rubbing a hand across his face. 
 
    But as he spoke, a screeching alarm began blaring over the loud speakers. 
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    Pearl 
 
    THE ALARM WOKE ALL Pearl’s fears, causing stark panic to spread throughout her body. She’d only just gotten her daughter back. She couldn’t lose Evie now. 
 
    A blonde girl burst into the room just seconds after the alarm began, followed closely by a man with olive skin, black hair, and a determined look on his face as he stuck with the girl. Behind them, in the doorway, a figure caught Pearl’s eye. The two strangers moved further into the room, leaving him there behind them, staring back at Pearl.  
 
    Noble. 
 
    His hair was more unruly than ever, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days, but he lurched forward to take her out of Evie’s arms, picking her up and spinning her around once, before setting her back down. “I didn’t want to believe it was possible,” his voice broke in her ear. Pearl held onto him, feeling wetness on her face as she realized she wept with joy. “I thought I’d lost you forever!”  
 
    Pearl couldn’t answer with the lump in her throat, so she simply nodded, holding onto him. His arms were gentle, cradling her, but still she felt every tiny squeeze as if it was a clamp tightening around her, especially in her chest where a swollen ache grew stronger. She forced herself not to wince, and to smile up at him instead.  
 
    In the corner of her eye, Pearl saw Evie watching. She reached out a hand to her daughter, still holding on to Noble. Evie hesitated, but took it. The awkwardness was sweet. They would have time to figure it out later, but for now, Pearl just soaked in the fact that she held onto two people she’d never expected to see again.  
 
    “We should go,” said the man whose name Pearl hadn’t learned yet. “Now.” The alarms punctuated his statement.  
 
    As Pearl reluctantly pulled away from Noble, the blonde girl spoke up. “We figured out how to set the prisoners free! It’s the perfect time to get out of the building, while everyone is panicking!” But as she spoke, her eyes took in the room and she gasped. “What are all these people doing in cages? Are they okay? We have to get them out!” 
 
    Evie stepped forward, handing keys to everyone in the group. Pearl watched her with pride. Her little girl had grown into a strong, capable woman.  
 
    The alarm continued shrieking overhead as people trickled out of the cages. While Noble directed each person to run for it, Pearl leaned into Noble, feeling weak. Just standing took all her willpower. She was so tired. “Take the stairs,” he told them. “Grab anything that looks like a weapon—you might need it. They’ve already evacuated this floor by now. Run!” 
 
    Pearl only half listened, eyes on Evie as her daughter released the prisoners, stopping at a cage with an older man whose hair was pure white. His eyes were closed, despite the commotion. She watched as Jeremiah reached in to feel the man’s pulse, then stopped Evie with a gentle hand. He shook his head. Even from across the room, Pearl could see tears well up in Evie’s eyes, which caused her own eyes to blur in reaction. Evie should never have had to see this evil. Fury at the BioLabs and everything they stood for welled up in Pearl, stronger than ever. They deserved to be punished. She seethed in frustration. She wanted to end them, once and for all. 
 
    The strangers in white hospital gowns filed out past her and Noble, and the others in the little group came to stand before them, finished with their work.  
 
    “Olive found the cure,” Noble told them all in hushed excitement, gesturing to the blonde girl, his face animated. And he turned to face Pearl, “You were right—there’s a way to stop the BioGrades forever!” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so?” she gasped, gripping his shirt collar and shaking it weakly. “We have to do it!” 
 
    “We need to go,” Jeremiah spoke over the two of them and the screaming alarm. “Sol,” he spoke to the man Pearl hadn’t met yet, “can you lead the way?” Sol nodded, and Jeremiah held the door open, waving the group through. Noble was slow to move, but Evie slipped under Pearl’s other arm to help her, and together the three of them awkwardly navigated the doorway, stepping into the hall, where the alarms seemed louder, if that were possible.  
 
    “We have to do it,” Pearl repeated herself, leaning on Noble and gazing into his eyes as they trailed after the others, striding down the hall.  
 
    Jeremiah and Evie exchanged a glance, and Evie said, “Mom, we came to get you out of here. We can’t stay.” 
 
    But as they made their way down the now empty hallway, Noble ignored Evie, and the alarm, focusing on Pearl alone as he explained. “There’s a virus that attacks the BioGrades. They made it for war purposes, but it turned out to be too violent. Even for them.” 
 
    “What does it do?” Pearl turned toward him. 
 
    “It terminates all BioGrades—” the girl named Olive began to explain. 
 
    “It completely shuts them down!” Noble interrupted. “Whatever makes them function, the artificial bits—the stuff that isn’t human—it breaks it down. Permanently!” 
 
    Distracted by movement, Pearl glanced over to find the blonde girl—Olive—gaping at one of the surgery rooms, hands over her mouth, unable to stop staring at the violation in plain sight. The man named Sol gently reached out to pull her close, and she turned into his chest to hide her face, letting him wrap his arms around her. “We have to help them,” the girl said before Pearl could say the same thing.  
 
    “You don’t understand,” Noble said, maneuvering himself into Pearl’s line of sight as he answered the girl. “If we do this, most of them will be dead anyway.” Do what? Pearl’s head felt foggy. She remembered the virus he’d mentioned and nodded. 
 
    Behind him, Evie frowned, but Noble didn’t give her any space to argue. “There were notes about the trials—how the virus was created as a weapon, but it couldn’t be contained.” He gestured all around him as he spoke. “Once it’s in the air, it doesn’t just attack a single BioGrade alone—it attacks all BioGrades within a 50-mile radius. It could spread and spread until it crossed the entire continent. It might even cross the ocean!” 
 
    Pearl blinked. He had her full attention now. “There’d be no coming back from it…” she breathed, imagining the massacre of everything they’d created. It was exactly what they deserved. “It really would end it, once and for all. No more slaves. No more murder.” 
 
    “But it would be murder,” Evie protested.  
 
    “Not necessarily,” Noble said. “It’s not going to kill them. Only stop the BioGrade from functioning.” 
 
    “It might not be the technical cause of death,” the blonde girl argued vehemently, “but if a BioGrade is all that’s keeping someone alive, then it will kill them.” 
 
    Evie, Jeremiah, and Sol all nodded. “Mom, we can’t risk it,” Evie said. Pearl felt herself waver. “We can’t hurt all those innocent people.” 
 
    But that only made Pearl think of the innocents who’d died in front of her very eyes. They were wrong. She lifted her chin in resolve. “This scientific abomination has killed, and will continue to kill, for centuries if we don’t stop it.” She turned to Evie, speaking to her alone. “Baby, people will die if we do this, but far more will die if we don’t. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    Evie looked confused. Before she could answer, Jeremiah spoke up. “It would affect so many more people than just those operating here,” he argued, not backing down any more than the others. “It would hurt every single person who ever had a BioGrade. People who had cancer and got new body parts or internal organs to live. You’d be killing them too. They didn’t do anything wrong—they don’t deserve it!” 
 
    “There’s got to be another way…” Evie said hesitantly, looking uncomfortable arguing. The others nodded agreement. 
 
    The moment in time seemed to pause as they stood in a half circle, staring at the human being dying alone in the operating room, seeing both sides of the equation, at a loss. Pearl admired Evie. She reminded Pearl so much of herself when she’d been younger. But she’d seen things the last few weeks that she couldn’t un-see. She was no longer confident or un-scathed by the BioLabs. She couldn’t imagine the consequences of a virus so disastrous and all-encompassing—she didn’t want to. All she could think about was that all those people who’d benefited from a BioGrade had done so at the expense of another human who didn’t get to live. The cruelty had to end. They’d tried dozens of other solutions over the years, and all had failed. If they finally had an elusive opportunity to end the brutality, they needed to take it. “You don’t know how evil it is. It must be stopped. This is the only way.” 
 
    But Evie shook her head again. “Mom, we can’t make that kind of decision.” 
 
    “The Council could,” Jeremiah spoke up. “What if we could get the virus but never actually use it? We could bring it back to Eden. The Council could use it as a threat. Demand the BioLabs quit using human beings in their experiments immediately or the virus would be released.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t use it though, right?” Olive spoke up, worried. “We don’t know how it would affect them. And what if we’re wrong and it kills people after all? I have friends with BioGrades back home!” 
 
    “Never,” Jeremiah reassured her. “We won’t give it to them until they agree not to use it. I promise.” Evie and Sol nodded.  
 
    Pearl exchanged a glance with Noble when they weren’t looking, able to tell what he was thinking as easily as if she could read his mind. This wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    “I’ve been taking pictures,” Olive was saying, “documenting everything I’ve found. If we bring a sample back, all the evidence compiled should be more than enough to stop them.”  
 
    Evie lit up with hope as they planned. 
 
    It was a nice thought. Pearl tried to smile when Evie glanced her way, twisting her lips up in what was likely more of a grimace. She knew without a doubt that a threat from Eden would only set off a war, one which Archland was far more prepared for and capable of winning. Eden’s technology had been so woefully behind when Pearl left that she couldn’t imagine them lasting even a week against Archland.  
 
    As the others nodded at Evie’s plan, murmuring their agreement, Pearl looked at Noble out of the corner of her eye. The unspoken understanding as he nodded to her was all she needed to know. They would play along. “That could work,” she said, trying to infuse her voice with enthusiasm. It sounded pathetically false to her ears, but it was enough for the others.  
 
    “The sooner we get moving, the better,” Noble added, settling Pearl back onto his shoulder, and leading her toward the stairs. “This chaos will only last so long.” 
 
    “This way,” Jeremiah led them to the stairwell. “Just in case,” he said to the group, as he held open the door for everyone. “Don’t want to get stuck in the elevators if they decide to shut them down, which I’m guessing they will soon…” 
 
    Noble bore most of Pearl’s weight, and she didn’t waste time asking questions, focusing on keeping her breathing steady. Her chest felt strained. Everything hurt. 
 
    “Which way?” Sol asked, having entered the stairwell first, looking down longingly as his voice echoed in the small space.  
 
    “Up,” Noble answered. “To the top.” 
 
    Of course it was on the top floor. Pearl gritted her teeth. She made it about three steps, when Noble said, “No offense babe, but you’re slowing us down.” Before she could protest, he swooped her up in his arms, and began climbing. It was a testament to just how exhausted she was, that she didn’t even have the energy to argue. She rested her head on his chest, tucking herself in under his chin, and closed her eyes, letting him focus on the climb. She had to conserve her energy; she would need it. 
 
    “It’s just one more flight up,” Noble gasped to the others, setting Pearl down, and leaning forward to place his hands on his knees, breathing hard. The others were in similar shape. “Let’s catch our breath.”  
 
    Thankfully, no one else was going up. The stairwell was empty.  
 
    “We need a plan before we go charging in,” Jeremiah spoke after a few more moments of everyone huffing and puffing. “Something that dangerous isn’t going to be left out in the open. How exactly are we going to get it? I’m fairly certain it’ll be guarded…” 
 
    “I sincerely hope it is,” Noble replied, cracking his knuckles, glaring at the door. “I’ve been itching for a good fight for a while now.” 
 
    Pearl couldn’t disagree. Especially not in a place like this.  
 
    Noble waved a hand in Evie’s direction. “Come. Help your mother. I need my hands free.” As Evie obeyed, stepping up to Pearl and offering her a shoulder, the group moved to the last flight of stairs.  
 
    Pearl and Evie lagged behind, as Pearl struggled with each step, her lungs burning and chest aching. “Wait,” Evie called after them, and they slowed down to look back at her and Pearl, “We still have our ID badges. Why not tell them we’re employees?” 
 
    From halfway up the stairs, Pearl didn’t notice if they agreed or not. She felt sweat trickle down her back as she struggled to keep going, leaning heavily on Evie, finding it hard to catch her breath. There was a painful hitch in her lungs and her chest was on fire now. She reached the top landing in one piece, barely.  
 
    “Follow my lead,” Jeremiah whispered, as he opened the door, striding through.  
 
    The group entered the floor where the virus was kept and Pearl stayed hidden in the back, still leaning on Evie, to avoid drawing attention to her hospital garb and lack of badge. Instead of opening on yet another hallway, this room was a wide open space with a security desk in front of the elevators a few feet further.  
 
    A beefy guard with an oily mustache sat at the front desk. He immediately squinted at their group in suspicion. “You’re not supposed to be up here,” he snapped. 
 
    “So sorry,” Jeremiah apologized, stepping forward calmly with his hands held high and to the sides. Pearl couldn’t see his face, but it sounded like he was smiling. “We were told to meet here for a classified assignment.” 
 
    This nonsense appeased the guard slightly, although he didn’t stop frowning. “I didn’t receive any notice,” he said, as his eyes looked them over. Pearl pulled herself in as much as possible, hoping the others blocked her body from view well enough. “I’ll need to see your clearance.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jeremiah twisted, as if to reach into his back pocket, and that’s when Pearl spotted the quiet man, Sol, who’d slunk around the desk behind the guard without him noticing. He stepped forward, pulling the guard’s gun out of its holster smoothly, stepping back to train it on the man.  
 
    “That’s our clearance!” Noble whooped, grinning at the guard. 
 
     “We’re here for the virus,” Jeremiah said to the guard, and there was no longer any hint of a smile in his voice.  
 
    The heavy man’s mustache twitched as he looked between them. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb,” Jeremiah spoke softly, taking a step closer. Noble followed. He must’ve had a crazed look in his eyes, because the guard leaned back in his chair, gulping under their attention. Jeremiah rested an arm on the desk, drawing the guard’s attention back to him. “Show us where the virus is,” he repeated with deadly calm. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” the guard said, lifting his hands in surrender. His voice was loud. “I’m just hired to watch the building. I didn’t sign up to die for it.” Clearing his throat, he stood slowly and carefully, pointing to the side of the room. “It’s this way.” As he moved away from the desk, he accidentally knocked some pens off it, making a racket. 
 
    “Hands up,” Noble growled. 
 
    The security guard complied, but bumped into the large trash can as he made his way around the desk. The plastic screeched on the ground, shaking back and forth as if it might fall, making even more noise.  
 
    Pearl grew suspicious. Something felt wrong. 
 
    But she didn’t put it together until too late.  
 
    “What’s going on?” A young male voice said behind them. Everyone swiveled around. A boyish security guard stood in the doorway on the other side of the elevators holding a coffee mug. He couldn’t be much older than eighteen. He paled at the sight of the gun.  
 
    Turning their backs on the other man was a mistake, Pearl knew it immediately. She looked back to find the older security guard had pulled out a second handgun.  
 
    It all happened in just a few seconds. Jeremiah leapt toward the armed man, trying to knock the weapon out of his hand before he could get a shot off. But as his hand brushed the barrel, knocking the guard’s aim away, the man fired.  
 
    Before the guard could shoot again, Jeremiah grabbed his arm at the wrist and smashed it against the metal corner of the wall, again and again, until the guard dropped the gun.  
 
    Sol kicked the gun aside. Noble jumped into the fray. His punch hit the guard squarely in the nose. As his head flew back, the guard smashed into the metal post behind him and crumpled to the ground, out cold.  
 
    Noble picked the gun off the floor where it had fallen, training the firearm on the younger guard now, who trembled and raised his hands, dropping his coffee cup. The mug hit the ground and shattered, spilling hot coffee all over the floor and his pants, creating a dark puddle. 
 
    Pain bloomed in Pearl’s shoulder, slowly surfacing above the other agonies, until she gasped.  
 
    “Mom!” Evie yelled. Her daughter stared at Pearl’s shoulder, where a bright red stain was forming on the hospital gown.  
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    Pearl 
 
    PEARL FELT SHOCK. SURELY she would’ve noticed if she’d been shot. She felt light-headed, swaying a bit, and Noble completely forgot to watch the security guard as he rushed to her side.  
 
    Pearl let him inspect her wound as Sol trained his gun on the younger man, even though the boy-guard hadn’t moved. Noble peeled back the sleeve of Pearl’s hospital gown where it was getting soaked, and her breath hitched at the sting, but the pain blended in with her others so well she thought she could bear it. It was her chest that hurt the most really.  
 
    “Is she okay?” Evie asked. The fear in her voice had a razor edge. Pearl reached out with her good arm through the haze to pull her little girl closer to her, holding her tightly, squeezing until Evie squeezed her back, even though it hurt. 
 
    Sol handed Jeremiah his gun and stepped over to them. “Let me take a look.” He used a piece of her shredded hospital gown to gently dab at the blood, until he could get a good look at the wound underneath. “It just grazed her,” he told them. “It didn’t hit anything serious. She’ll be fine.” Noble let out a breath of relief. With Sol’s help, Noble ripped a strip of fabric from the bottom of his shirt and wrapped her wound. Noble gave Pearl a grin, and she managed to return it just long enough to satisfy him. 
 
    Everyone else let out a heavy breath, some of the tension fading. Except for the young security guard, still quivering in the doorway where he’d first appeared.  
 
    “Take us to the virus.” Jeremiah waved the gun for him to move. “Now!” 
 
    The young man hopped forward, passing Jeremiah with his hands up. The coffee had splashed his pants, but he also smelled of urine.  
 
    They followed the young guard toward the back of the room. He stopped at a locked door to tap a six-digit code into the lock-screen. It beeped in denial once, twice, a third time.  
 
    He made to start again, when the quiet man, Sol, asked him, “You don’t have the code, do you?”  
 
    The young guard shook his head, breathing rapidly. “Please don’t kill me,” he begged.  
 
    “We’re not going to kill you,” Jeremiah reassured him.  
 
    But Noble stepped forward, using his deep voice, scars and wild looks to intimidate the young man the way only he could. “We’ll see,” he growled. “Depends on if you know another way to get us through that door.” 
 
    “No, I–” The guard’s eyes darted frantically toward a door behind them, then back to Noble. He shook his head, voice trembling, “There’s no way—it’s all on lockdown, I’m—I’m sorry...” When Noble took another step toward him, he flinched.  
 
    But Sol put a hand on Noble’s arm, gesturing toward the office the guard had inadvertently given away. They turned as a group to read the sign by the door: CEO.  
 
    When he realized what he’d done, the young man paled even further, eyes rolling back in his head, and he fainted, collapsing where he stood. His head hit the floor hard as he landed. 
 
    “Well,” Jeremiah said, turning back to them with a shrug. “That takes care of him. Let’s pay our friendly neighborhood CEO a visit.” They followed him to the door, which was locked.  
 
    Noble stepped up and kicked, hard. It took three tries, but the door burst open, smacking the wall inside the room. 
 
    Pearl’s vision narrowed at the sight of the man inside. She hissed a breath in anger, forgetting her pains for a moment, as rage filled her. It was the sharp faced doctor she’d met her first day here. The one who’d ordered a man killed without thinking twice. Her reaction drew Evie’s worried gaze, but Pearl couldn’t look away from the man to explain. 
 
    “Ah,” the CEO smiled, which stretched the tight skin even further to the point it was painful to look at. “I assume from the breaks in our fire walls and these incessant alarms that one of you gentleman discovered the virus.” 
 
    The group didn’t answer him, but their eyes drifted to the blonde girl, Olive. The CEO’s pointed, perfectly stenciled eyebrows lifted, impressed. “Ah, excuse me,” he spoke as if they were in a polite business meeting, not moving from his seat behind his desk. “One of you ladies.” 
 
    “You know why we’re here,” Jeremiah said. The rest of them stayed quiet, watching the back and forth uncertainly. 
 
    “Absolutely.” The CEO’s smile didn’t falter.  
 
    “Take us to the virus now!” Noble yelled, slamming his fists down on the CEO’s desk. The intimidation tactics that worked so well on the young guard didn’t phase the sharp-faced man in front of them.  
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t be happening,” he replied. 
 
    “It will,” Noble yelled, grabbing him by the tie, pulling him over the desk, upsetting the CEO’s pretense of calm. “Give us the code to that room, or we’ll kill you.” 
 
    The first signs of anger revealed themselves in those sharp, narrowed eyes. “You think your threats will work on me? I’ve given my whole life to BioGrades. Don’t think for one second that I’d give that up to save my life.” 
 
    Noble twisted his fist in the man’s shirt, tightening the strangle-hold, but Sol put a hand on his arm to halt the interrogation. “I think he’s telling the truth,” he said quietly. 
 
    Pearl finally spoke through the fury that had kept her silent. “Oh, he is,” she agreed. The others turned to face her as she glared at the man. “But someone as power hungry as him would keep a private stash. Somewhere he could have access to it, without anyone else knowing.”  
 
    The CEO’s eyes bugged out and for the first time since they’d entered the room, panic flared in his eyes. They all saw it.  
 
    While Noble held the man firmly in place, the others tore his office apart. Jeremiah found a small safe behind a stack of books on a shelf. He pulled it forward. 
 
    The CEO’s sick smile returned. “You still need a code to open it, unless one of you is a master at cracking safes.” 
 
    But Olive shrugged where she stood next to Jeremiah. “No need,” she said, “There’s a thumbprint override scanner on the side.” She pointed to the tiny hidden feature.  
 
    Noble immediately hoisted the man over the desk, dragging him toward the safe, but the CEO put up a surprising amount of fight, kicking and clawing viciously, forcing Noble to protect himself or lose an eye.  
 
    Pearl drew on all her pent-up rage, pulling away from Evie to get closer to the CEO. One well-aimed punch and he was out. Her hand felt like it was broken, but she didn’t care. She swayed, having used up all her energy on that punch. Evie hurried to step under her arm and support her again. 
 
    “Nice!” Noble praised her, while the rest of the group stared with brows raised. Noble dragged the unconscious man up to the safe, and they worked as a team to place the CEO’s thumb against the safe. The light turned green and it buzzed open. Noble dropped the unconscious man to the floor without ceremony. 
 
    Jeremiah pulled out a small tray that held one clear vial of green liquid, cushioned and sealed tightly shut.  
 
    Olive carefully drew the vial out, turning it on it’s side so she could read the tiny label out loud: “DANGER: take every possible method of caution handling this product. Airborne contaminant. Known effects: attacks all varieties of biological upgrades with severe intensity and permanent side effects.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Sol cautioned her, as Olive gently set the little green vial back in the container.  
 
    Shoving his gun into his waistband like Noble, Jeremiah stepped over the CEO’s limp form on the floor, holding the tiny container like a bomb that might go off at the slightest aggravation. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The group raced back down the hall to the stairs. Noble only let Pearl take a few steps before scooping her up in his arms once more to carry her. She sighed in relief.  
 
    Her shoulder and knuckles both throbbed in time with her chest now. Probably my heartbeat, she thought absently, feeling herself drift out of the scene into daydreams and back again. She shook her head to clear it. She could not lose consciousness right now. It was almost time to make her move. 
 
    She prayed for clear-headedness as Noble carried her down the stairs, level by level passing in thunderous footsteps and heavy breathing. 
 
    Jeremiah pulled off his light-blue scrub top and wrapped it around the vial container as they descended, either to conceal it or keep it safe, or both.  
 
    When they finally reached the bottom floor, Noble set Pearl down to catch his breath, while Jeremiah opened the door just a crack to peek outside. Even from where Pearl stood, she could see a flood of people swarming the lobby, all waiting their turn to leave the building. The alarms still peeled loudly, but at this point, Pearl barely noticed them. “Stick together,” Jeremiah said, preparing to open the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Evie held out a hand. She peeled off a layer of clothing, the light blue scrub top and pants, revealing a beautiful Archland dress underneath that changed colors under the light as she moved. She stepped toward Pearl, holding the scrubs out as if to dress her. “Put this on.” Lifting her arms was excruciating, but Pearl didn’t protest, allowing Noble and Evie to essentially dress her while she did her best not to get in the way. Pearl would normally be humiliated to be reduced to this level of helplessness, but she didn’t have enough energy to care.  
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Evie said, and Jeremiah immediately opened the door, leading the way. Their little group melted into the crowds. No one looked twice at them, too focused on chattering over what might’ve caused the alarms to recognize the source in their midst.  
 
    Everyone placed their stolen badges face out and up high, as visible as possible, keeping Pearl in the center of their little group to block her lack of ID from view. They flowed out the front revolving doors and down the steps.  
 
    Outside the building, there were at least a dozen more security officers directing the traffic, but also studying those fleeing with narrowed eyes, looking for a perpetrator. One guard’s eyes landed on their little group. He spotted Pearl’s bandage hastily wrapped around her shoulder, leaking blood, which drew his attention to her lack of ID badge and the white hospital gown poking out from underneath the blue scrubs. He nudged his partner, and the men strode toward them across the square, hands reaching for their weapons.  
 
    The others didn’t see the guards coming. Pearl moved on instinct.  
 
    She reached around Jeremiah, pulling the light-blue scrubs off the virus tray, revealing the green liquid vial underneath, picking it up and holding it over her head as if to drop it right then and there. Jeremiah grabbed her wrist, stopping her, but then his eyes found the guards as well. 
 
    They didn’t react immediately, taking in the vial of the green liquid for a moment before their steps slowed in confusion. One halted suddenly, placing a hand on the other’s arm. A string of words Pearl couldn’t make out in the distance, and the two men turned on their heels and bolted.  
 
    Jeremiah still held her wrist, frowning slightly after the guards. “That was risky, but it worked,” he said, bringing her arm down gently. “Let’s put it back now.” 
 
    Pearl blinked, letting him pull her hand back down to the tray, too weak to stop him. But it was time. Noble nodded, and his expression spoke volumes. Do it now. You might never have this chance again. Pearl had experienced more than her fair share of missed chances. She wasn’t about to let this be one of them.   
 
    Evie’s gaze was expectant. She still believed they were bringing the virus back to Eden. Pearl prayed her daughter wouldn’t hate her forever for what she was about to do.  
 
    As Pearl glanced down at the vial in that split-second of indecision, the sun-light reflected off the side of the glass, making her blink away tears. That’s why she was crying. The sun was in her eyes. She couldn’t let herself think about the other implications of what she was about to do. If she did, she’d have to admit her heart was breaking, begging her to make some other choice.  
 
    She looked into Evie’s clear blue eyes one last time, before she let go.  
 
    The glass vial shattered on the ground. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    44 
 
    Evalene 
 
    THE GREEN LIQUID HISSED as it hit the ground and began to evaporate, slowly vanishing into the air until it disappeared completely, leaving behind only tiny shards of glass. Evalene couldn’t stop staring at it. 
 
    What had her mother done?  
 
    Pearl sagged as if drained of energy, now that she’d accomplished what she set out to do.  
 
    The virus was loose in the world.  
 
    Airborne.  
 
    Released in the heart of Archland where thousands of people filled with BioGrades would make it spread like wildfire.  
 
    And they had no idea what the full effects might be, how far it might reach. 
 
    “How could you?” Olive cried, her face pale. 
 
    Jeremiah still held onto Pearl’s wrist as if somehow that might stop the virus from taking to the air. He stared at the ground. But it was too late. 
 
    Noble ducked under Pearl’s arm, breaking Jeremiah’s hold. “Now’s not the time to talk about it,” he snapped to the group. “What’s done is done. We need to get out of here before they put the city on lockdown.” He lifted Pearl in his arms. “Let’s go! Now!” 
 
    They followed him in a shocked haze, headed toward the wall and the exit out of Archland. How had this happened? Evalene glanced at Jeremiah. She’d never seen him look so worried. 
 
    Ahead of them, Pearl bounced in Noble’s arms as he ran, and Evalene frowned as she spotted blood seeping through her mother’s two layers of clothes and dripping onto his shoulder. Why hadn’t her wound stopped bleeding? 
 
    They didn’t have time to stop and check. Evalene had to trust that Sol was right and it was just a minor injury. Panic swirled behind them as the news of what happened spread.  
 
    “If we’re going to make it out of the city, we need to run!” Noble shouted over his shoulder. The group picked up their pace and sprinted for the edge of the city.  
 
    Pod-car sirens screamed so close that Evalene almost tripped, and they ducked down an alley just in time, as the pod-cars roared past where they’d been standing, down the street toward the BioLabs.  
 
    When they reached the wall, Noble set Pearl down to catch his breath. Pearl stared at Evalene, trying to catch her gaze, but Evalene couldn’t. Not right now.  
 
    Olive moved to hack the wall again, frowning in concentration as she plugged in the tiny flash-drive and began typing faster than Evalene had ever seen her do before.  
 
    The moment it slid open, Noble picked Pearl up and ran through. Jeremiah and Evalene followed, while Sol pulled Olive away from the computer, where she stood trying to figure out how to close the gate behind them. “Leave it!” He pushed her toward the gate, and she obeyed, running after them with Sol on her heels. 
 
    Just then an alarm rose from somewhere deep in Archland’s interior, rolling out across the city so quickly that it was biting Evalene’s ear drums within seconds. She covered her ears and screamed as the wall reacted, whooshing closed so fast it almost clipped the back of Sol’s head. It slammed shut with violent force, hard enough to crush anyone in its way, and Sol nearly fell to the ground at the sudden rush of air behind him.  
 
    Covering their ears, the group turned and ran. Despite carrying Pearl, Noble kept up without a problem.  
 
     Behind them a low rumble started underneath the screeching of the alarm, growing to a roar. Evalene glanced back over her shoulder to find the wall transforming into attack mode. Flames licked across the entire surface, so intense they burned the woods around them, and guns unfolded from hidden compartments all along the wall, turning to point out at the forest.  
 
    She burst forward, passing Noble, tugging at his arm to point at the weapons, panicking. “Hurry!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    45 
 
    Evalene 
 
    SHE RAN HARDER THAN she had in her entire life. The guns in the wall began shooting. They didn’t seem to pick any targets, but Evalene felt a bullet whizz by her head so close it nicked the tip of her ear. They ran all out, ducking behind trees the moment they reached the woods, using the forest as cover.  
 
    Olive yelped and fell to the ground. Blood stained her pant leg near her thigh and she screamed at the sight, clutching her leg in agony.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” Evalene yelled, racing back to her side to help, but Olive couldn’t stand on her own. Sol arrived a split second later, and together they forced Olive to get up, leaning heavily on them.  
 
    “Just hold on,” Sol said to her, as he wrapped his arm around her waist, looking over at Evalene. “Let’s go!” She lurched forward with him, and they carried Olive between them. Olive hopped on one foot, trying to help, but they ended up mostly carrying her until they were out of range.  
 
    Out of breath, the three of them paused in the trees, setting Olive on the ground to take a look at the damage. “I’m not going to make it,” Olive cried at the enormous amount of blood.  
 
    Evalene’s eyes grew wide as Sol pulled out his knife and began to cut away part of the pant leg. When neither of them answered right away, Olive moaned, grabbing one of Sol’s hands. “When you said you loved me back in the desert, I should’ve said it back! But I wasn’t sure that I did, and maybe I didn’t yet, but I really, really like you a lot now and wish we had more time—” 
 
    Sol gently pulled his hand out of her grasp, drawing the pant leg back as she spoke, exposing the wound, and Olive promptly fainted. Catching her, Sol gently lowered her head to the ground, before looking up at Evalene. “Can you toss me your extra shirt?” he asked. 
 
    Evalene yanked the Archland dress overhead, happy to be rid of the layer, handing it to Sol. He ripped off a long strip. Wrapping it around Olive’s leg like a noose, he tightened it before tying a knot. Using the remaining fabric, he hurried to wipe away the blood while Olive was still unconscious. As they got a good look at Olive’s leg, Evalene realized there wasn’t even a bullet hole, only a long, deep cut.  
 
    With a heavy sigh of relief, Sol moved to bandage up the leg. As he did, he cleared his throat uncomfortably. “What’s all this about the desert?” he asked Evalene, not quite meeting her eyes. 
 
    “You, um… kind of told her you loved her,” Evalene answered, biting her lip.  
 
    Olive’s eyes fluttered and she sat up with a yell, face scrunching up in pain. “How long do I have?” she wailed, tears welling up in her eyes. Evalene took her hand and Olive held onto it tightly with both of hers, squeezing painfully. 
 
    “You’re not dying,” Sol said as he created a lumpy knot in the fabric, securing it to Olive’s leg. “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Olive said, as if she didn’t believe him. Her grip loosened, but she didn’t let go of Evalene’s hand. 
 
    “Very,” he reassured her, awkwardly patting her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh…” she blinked once and flushed bright red. “About what I said… you see, I, well…” 
 
    Sol tightened her bandages, even though they weren’t loose.  
 
    Evalene felt like an eavesdropper. Might as well help them out a little. “He still likes you, Olive. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Really?” Olive asked. “You do?” Her eyes lit up hopefully. 
 
    “No,” Sol said. His hands stilled and he looked up at Olive. “I don’t like you.” Olive’s entire demeanor fell, and Evalene was about to kick him, when he added, “I’m in love with you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Olive said, gripping Evalene’s hand even tighter now. Evalene felt a slow smile spread across her face at the admission and Olive’s stunned reaction.  
 
    Jeremiah crashed through the underbrush, almost trampling them, a crazed look in his eyes. “What happened? Olive, are you okay? I thought we’d lost you! Where did you get hit?” 
 
     At that same moment, the wall fell eerily silent.  
 
    Evalene stood, pulling her hand free, feeling icy fear return. “We need to keep going!” 
 
    Sol picked Olive up, cradling her carefully so he didn’t jostle her leg. “I’ll follow you.” Together they jogged through the woods alongside the road, trying to stay out of sight, until they reached the bend in the road where they’d left the bus. 
 
    As they ran, Olive said between grunts of pain, “I um, just need a little time to think, you know…” 
 
    “I understand,” Sol said between breaths, weaving around the trees. 
 
    “But I like you a lot—”  
 
    “Olive, let him focus,” Evalene yelled. “You can talk about it later!” 
 
    “Right! Okay,” Olive agreed, as Sol almost tripped.  
 
    Hurdling through the trees and foliage, they found the bus right where they’d left it. Noble was lifting Pearl inside the bus, and Evalene climbed up after her to pull Olive in next, while the men ripped off the tree branches they’d used for camouflage. Olive winced in pain, but dragged herself across the floor to lean against the kitchen cabinets next to Pearl.  
 
    As Sol leapt into the bus, moving to the driver’s seat, Pearl sank toward the floor as if even sitting was too difficult. Evalene caught her just in time to help her lie down. She didn’t know what to say to her mom, but she couldn’t ignore her pain either. Olive struggled to pull off her Archland disguise layer, folding the stolen dress into a soft pile and handing it to Evalene, who gently placed it under her mother’s head as a pillow.  
 
    Noble and Jeremiah climbed in, and Noble raced to Pearl’s side, dropping down next to Evalene. Jeremiah slammed the bus’s side door shut, yelling to Sol, “Go!”  
 
    The engine rolled over as Sol obeyed, backing up until they reached the road and pulled out onto the highway.  
 
    “Just get as far away from here as possible,” Noble told him as he knelt over Pearl to take her hand in his. “If the virus works like we expect, they’ll be too overwhelmed to come after us!” And to Pearl, he squeezed her hand, clasping it in both his own and bringing it up to his lips to kiss it. “It’ll work,” he encouraged her.  
 
    And Pearl smiled. “It did work,” she told him. Evalene frowned. Her mother sounded very certain.  
 
    “Why is she still bleeding?” Evalene asked Noble. 
 
    Noble pulled away the clothing by her shoulder, frowning as well. “It should’ve stopped by now,” he muttered. Placing the fabric back over the wound, he directed Evalene to put her hands over it. “Keep pressure on it,” he said, standing. “I’ll look for something to bandage it up properly.” 
 
    Pearl ignored their concern, reaching out to take Evalene’s free hand in her own with an elated smile. “Let me look at you,” she said beaming up at her. “My beautiful daughter. I asked God to let me see you one last time, but I didn’t think it was going to happen.” 
 
    Evalene swallowed, glancing at Jeremiah where he knelt beside her. She didn’t know what to focus on first. Her mother spoke of talking to God directly, like one of the true believers back home. Until she’d met Jeremiah, she’d been taught that this was blasphemy—only priests could talk to God.  
 
    Yet Pearl talked as if she prayed as well. Evalene’s heart swelled in excitement. “I prayed I would find you too, mom,” she whispered. But confusion tampered her joy as she registered her mother’s other words. “What do you mean one last time?” 
 
    Pearl’s beatific smile didn’t fade. “Oh, thank you Jesus,” she said, closing her eyes in joy, “my baby has found the Lord. Now I can die happy.” 
 
    “Die?” Evalene’s voice shook, and she had to remind herself to keep pressure on the wound. “What are you talking about? You’re not dying. It’s just a little scratch on your shoulder. It won’t kill you.” 
 
    “Baby,” Pearl’s eyes opened and she ignored Evalene’s words as if she hadn’t even heard them. “I love you so much.” She reached up to cup Evalene’s cheek. “I want you to know that. No matter what happens, that will never change.” 
 
    “Mom, you’re scaring me,” Evalene felt tears come to her eyes, even though she didn’t know why. Her mother was fine. Maybe the surgery had side effects that were causing some delusion.  
 
    But Pearl just shook her head, closing her eyes again.  
 
    “Mom,” Evalene lost control, forgetting to hold the wound, shaking her mother. Dread filled her. “Mom, what’s wrong? What did you do?” 
 
    Because suddenly, she knew. 
 
    Her mother had been in a recovery room.  
 
    Recovering from surgery. 
 
    “No…” the word came out on a sob. Pearl’s eyes fluttered weakly. Evalene returned her hand to the wound, applying pressure again. “No, please,” she begged her mother as tears flowed down her face. “I just found you. You can’t die now.”  
 
    She ran her hands along her mother’s skin, checking her arms and legs for marks of surgery, stitches, something. Noble dropped his search for bandages and came back to Pearl’s side as understanding dawned on him and the others. 
 
    Gazing down into Pearl’s eyes, Noble just whispered, “Where?” 
 
    Pearl pulled her hand out of his briefly to reach up to her collar. The glow from that strange barcode on her neck had dimmed. Pearl’s hand brushed past it, tugging the neckline of her hospital gown and scrubs down to reveal what had been hiding there all along, just out of sight.  
 
    Rough stitches stood out like spiders on her chest. A strange glow lit up underneath her skin where she tapped it below her collarbone. “The newest tech,” she whispered, exhausted, letting her eyes fall shut and allowing Noble to take her hand again. “It’s meant to run the entire body.” She smiled weakly, peacefully, as if falling asleep, eyes closed. “I think it might’ve worked.” 
 
    But it was a BioGrade.  
 
    Designed to keep her body functioning. 
 
    And it was clearly failing.  
 
    Noble clasped both her hands in his, bringing his head down until it rested against her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a BioGrade?” he said softly. And then he cursed. His next words came out in an anguished yell. “I never would have insisted on this path if I’d known the virus would hurt you!” 
 
    Pearl’s eyes blinked open. As a tear leaked out of her eye, she stared up at Noble. “That’s why I didn’t tell you,” she said simply. 
 
    Evalene’s fists clenched as she pictured her mother back in the square in front of the Bio Lab, dropping the green vial. The expression on her face in that moment returned to her: solemn, sad, as if making an impossible choice. She understood now. 
 
    But she also didn’t.  
 
    “Why would you do this?” she yelled, pulling away from her mother. Her anger threatened to overwhelm her, but when she spoke her voice cracked. “You’re leaving me again. Just like you did last time.” Her vision blurred. 
 
    “No baby, no,” Pearl pleaded with her, reaching out a weak hand to take Evalene’s again. “I’ve never, ever wanted to leave you.” Evalene stared at the floor, unable to look at her, but Pearl squeezed her hand and then reached up to touch Evalene’s chin and pull it toward her until Evalene finally met her eyes. “I swear to you: I’ve never wanted to leave you, baby girl. I love you more than anything in this world. This is just something I had to do.” 
 
    “If you really loved me, you wouldn’t leave,” Evalene said through tears. But she placed her hand over her mother’s where it rested on her cheek, leaning into it, wracked with sobs.  
 
    “I’m not leaving forever, sweetheart,” Pearl’s voice was fading, and her hand slipped lower, held to Evalene’s cheek now only by Evalene. “I know where I’m going when I die, and I’ll be seeing you in heaven before you know it.” 
 
    “No, please…” Evalene wept. Jeremiah drew closer and held her with an arm around her shoulder as she leaned into him.  
 
    Slowly they realized Pearl’s chest wasn’t rising and falling any longer. Evalene rocked herself back and forth, sobbing into Jeremiah’s shirt as her mother’s hands grew cold.  
 
    They stayed like that for a long time.  
 
    “She’s gone,” Noble said finally. 
 
    Evalene couldn’t think, couldn’t move. Only one thought repeated in her head, over and over. She whispered it out loud, “I just found her.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    Pearl’s Funeral 
 
    THE FUNERAL IN EDEN was nothing like that day three months ago when the five of them gathered in the dark over a forest grave.  
 
    No, this procession was filled with former high Number’s who’d known Pearl, including Evalene’s father, Byron, who wept openly next to Evalene, despite Ruby’s glower. The woman knew better than to make a scene though, not only because Evalene was surrounded by her friends, but also because Byron had told Ruby one more objection against his only daughter and they were through.  
 
    Excluding Ruby’s presence, this service had every nice thing a funeral should have. A beautiful, stately building with sunlight shining down on them through the stained-glass windows. Vases filled to the brim with flowers covered every available inch of space along the walls, the front, and at the start of every aisle.  
 
    The only thing it didn’t have was her mother’s body. 
 
    Evalene’s eyes were dry. She’d cried all her tears over the last three months, especially that first day.  
 
    Three months ago, they’d brought Pearl’s body to the small cabin in the woods she’d shared with Noble. By the time they arrived, and dug a hole for her casket, the first hint of dawn had been peeking through the trees.  
 
    Word had spread in the small town, when Noble went to buy a casket, and a small crowd of Pearl’s friends and acquaintances had gathered. They stood, staring down into the casket and the hole in the ground. Noble’s face revealed his pain clearly; he wept without shame.  
 
    Evalene stood alone to the side among the tall trees, tears continuing to flow without ceasing. She felt devastated. Numb. None of this seemed real, and she stood watching everything happening around her in a daze. When Noble spoke, his voice was gravelly, “Any last words?”  
 
    Men and women stepped forward, taking turns saying kind things about her mother, but Evalene couldn’t hear them. Their voices faded into the background. She selfishly wished they weren’t there, and when it was her turn, she stepped up to the casket, whispering for only her mother to hear, “I love you too, mom.” She touched Pearl’s cold hand before stepping back.  
 
    Jeremiah and Noble closed the casket and carefully lowered it on ropes into the ground. Noble took the shovel and scooped a small pile of dirt into the hole. He held it out to Evalene. She shook her head, pulling back from the group of people, further into the trees. It was hard to breathe.  
 
    Others in the group came forward to take the shovel when she declined. Each one carefully scooped up a pile of dirt, dropping it onto the wooden casket below with a thud that echoed in the morning silence.  
 
    Olive looked to Evalene when it was her turn, her face questioning if she should join in this tradition or refrain. Evalene nodded for her to go ahead. Sol and Jeremiah each took a turn after her. As they stood on the side, Evalene watched Olive scoot closer and closer to Sol until he caught on, wrapping an arm around her and pulling her into his side. When the shovel circled back to Noble, he set to the real job of filling it in.  
 
    It wasn’t until later that he told her the meaning behind everyone taking a turn. Like a last handshake or hug, the shovel of dirt symbolized the final goodbye.  
 
    Evalene had crept back outside alone that night to sit next to the fresh mound of dirt and the rugged cross resurrected at the front of it. She’d scooped up a small handful of rich brown dirt, placing it on top of the mound, packing it in gently. “Goodbye, mom,” she’d whispered. 
 
    As she stood here now among the other Eden citizens these three months later, all she could think was that she’d never told her mother she loved her back. Not once. Her mother had said it so many times, yet Evalene had never found the words. Not while she was still alive. 
 
    She stood for her turn to speak, making her way to the front of the room. Stepping up to the microphone, she cleared her throat.  
 
    There’d been a lot of things she’d wanted to say today, but the tightness threatened to choke her. So instead, she just looked up through the tears, meeting her father’s eyes, and then Jeremiah’s.  
 
    Jeremiah held her gaze, offering her silent support. His encouragement gave her strength, as it had every day the last three months. She took a deep breath and said simply, “I will see her again one day.” The reference to heaven caused some of the more superstitious in the room to suck in a breath. Whispers abounded in the quiet room at her heretical statement. How could anyone know they were going to heaven for sure? Who did she think she was, a priest? But Evalene ignored them. She knew, and equally important, so had her mother. That’s all that mattered.  
 
    After the service, Evalene hid in the coat room, behind a row of winter coats, the same way she had so many years ago on her Numbering Day. She couldn’t face anyone.  
 
    “I’m not coming home.” Olive stepped in with her parents and Grandma Mae. “And I don’t need to ask permission.” Evalene glimpsed Olive’s face between the hangers, so serious and capable as she turned to face her family. This would be an awkward time for Evalene to pop out from behind the coats. She shrank back. 
 
    Evalene couldn’t help but notice the way Olive’s family stared at their little girl impressed. Olive had grown and matured so much from their trip.   
 
    “I know,” Grandma Mae said with a small smile. “That’s why we came here to see you.” 
 
    “You know how she is with her visions,” Olive’s mother said. Evalene’s mouth fell open at the reminder. Back in Eden with her, standing in a church… which was exactly what had happened less than an hour ago. But they’d never imagined it would be her mother’s funeral. “She told us we had to come here because you wouldn’t come home. But you know you can change your mind.” Olive’s mother must have forgotten how stubborn her daughter was. Or maybe that trait was passed down from her. 
 
    “I love you, and I’ll come home for visits,” Olive crossed her arms, not letting them argue further, “But the Council needs my help to bring the tech here in Eden into the 23rd century.” 
 
     Sol stepped into the coat room behind them, joining the little circle. “She’s very talented,” he told them, backing her up. “We’d be lost without her.” Evalene regretted not announcing herself when they’d first walked in. If she stepped out now, they’d think she was crazy.  
 
    “Mom, Dad, Grandma Mae, this is my boyfriend, Sol,” Olive introduced him with a big grin. “He’s studying to become a doctor.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” Olive’s mother asked him. “What made you choose to change careers at this stage in life?” 
 
    “Mom!” Olive stood up for Sol, “I told you, these college programs in Eden are brand new!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Sol placated Olive, smiling at her family. “I’ve always wanted to help people. I didn’t really have a choice in career before,” he stated the facts so simply that if Evalene didn’t know his story more she might’ve missed the pain behind that. “But now I have a chance to help with the pandemic. There are so many people with failed BioGrades who still need help—who didn’t die when the virus affected their BioGrades, but now they’re suffering from an arm or leg that doesn’t work, or an implant that’s grown infected, not to mention those who got to the hospital in time but are forced to depend on life support. I want to be a part of the solution.” 
 
    They moved out of the coat room, still talking, and Evalene heaved a breath of relief. She waited a beat before following, to find another place to hide.  
 
    She was curled up in a back room when Jeremiah found her. He held out his arms and she immediately stepped into them, grateful. He was warm and comforting.  
 
    “Any chance you’re feeling ready to join us on the Council again?” His voice rumbled in his chest against her face. “I talked to Luc, and we were thinking it might be good for you.” 
 
    “You’ve been handling the effects of the virus just fine without my help,” Evalene said into his shirt. She didn’t know if she could face learning the full consequences of the virus her own mother had set loose on the world. Not just yet. 
 
    “That’s okay,” Jeremiah said, “There’s always a place for a former member on the Council, if you ever choose to come back.” He stepped back. “I got you something.”  
 
    “Mmm?” she murmured, letting go reluctantly. 
 
    “It’s not much,” Jeremiah said, pulling something from behind his back with a small shrug of discomfort. “I hope it doesn’t upset you… I wasn’t sure if I should give it to you at all,” he held out a small glass jar with the lid sealed tightly, “But I thought if I was ever going to, it should be today.” 
 
    He held out the little jar and Evalene peered at the dark substance inside. It was dirt. A deep, rich dirt unlike anything found in Eden’s deserts. 
 
    She stepped closer to him to accept it. Looking up into his eyes just a few inches from her own.  
 
    “It’s… from her grave,” he said when she didn’t speak.  
 
    Evalene nodded. She’d known right away.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, throat squeezing tight. She tilted her face up to his and pulled him down to kiss her. Against his lips, she murmured, “It means a lot.” 
 
    It meant a great deal more than that. And so did he. But she’d danced around the words for months. Pulling away she stared into his eyes, so kind and loving, so patient with her during this time.  
 
    She needed to say it now.  
 
    Her regret of never saying it to her mother floated around her. She knew if she could bring herself to say the words, it would free her.  
 
    Setting the jar of dirt on the table next to them, she wrapped her arms around him and stared up into his eyes. “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “I can tell,” he said. And kissed her again. 
 
    “But I still need to tell you,” she whispered, eyes closed.  
 
    “I’m ready,” he smiled against her lips. She gazed up into his eyes, finally finding her own smile that had been missing the last few months. “Jeremiah Bloom,” she began, swallowing hard. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I love you.”  
 
    “I can tell,” he repeated with a grin. A weight lifted off her chest, replaced by joy, as she laughed with him. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading!                                                   Please add a review on Amazon and let me know what you thought! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Amazon reviews are extremely helpful for authors, thank you for taking the time to support me and my work. Don’t forget to share your review on social media with the hashtag #PearlsNumber and encourage others to read the story too!  
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