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      There is nothing romantic about laundry. Nothing at all. I picked up a damp t-shirt and hung it on the line as I remembered when Quinn, my older sister, had refused to do the wash for that very reason. Her dramatic outbreak had even garnered a rare smile from our father. I wasn’t sure if I’d seen him smile again since, and it had been well over a year since my sister had even lived at home.

      Quinn had followed her quest for romance into an early marriage—one that my father whole heartedly supported, yet I’d fought against. My sister and I didn’t need to settle down with men when we had each other. Marriage and romance were the things of books—made up stories that filled the pages of the fairytales our mother left behind. If it had been up to my father, he would have burned the hardcover books covered in bright images of princesses in ball gowns and princes on steeds. He would have, but he didn’t. He could never say no to Quinn.

      I hung up the last of the clothes onto the line. I’d spent the better half of the morning bent over the washboard. Although there was some electricity available in our town, my father refused to let us use it. It would draw too much attention, and attention was the last thing we needed.

      Every piece of clothing I’d washed that day was off-white. The color of un-dyed cotton. We didn’t have the time or use for anything else. I didn’t mind the monochromatic colors of our clothes. When I wanted to see color I’d run out to the green grass of the meadow behind the house and stare up at the seemingly endless blue sky. It was only there—far away from the rest of my life— that I allowed myself to think about another life. But not Quinn. Quinn had thought about it constantly. She made her own make-up and jewelry while she endlessly daydreamed about meeting her Prince Charming. When Prince Charming never showed, she’d settled for the closest thing she could get.

      I pinned up one last shirt and took a seat on the old wooden stool. I was working ahead of schedule. If I could get my work done early I might get some time to read. The one guilty pleasure Quinn and I shared. The difference was she believed in the happy endings. I didn’t.

      The sound of a bell ringing made me freeze. After a sliver of a second of shock, I headed for the barn. That bell only meant one thing, and hesitating—even for a single moment—could be disastrous.

      I headed right for the loose floorboard, opening it up and sliding into the hole my father had dug for us years before. I covered myself with straw before replacing the heavy wooden board above me. I tried to steady my breathing. They’d be listening for it.

      I heard the crunch of boots outside and curled up into a ball. This wasn’t the first time the traders had been to our farm. They ran raids at least once a month, more if they heard about sightings. This was their third visit in two weeks. I’d been reckless and let a boy from outside town see me. Even wearing pants and a hooded tunic he’d known me for what I was, a girl.

      The barn door swung open before slamming into the wall. I pinched myself to stop the shaking. It might give me away.

      “We know there’s one here. I heard she might even be a blonde.” The scratchy voice came from across the barn. I could see a dark shadow through the floor boards. Maybe he wouldn’t walk all of the way in.

      “I don’t know where you got your information, but there is no girl here.” My younger brother’s voice filled the cavernous barn, and my chest tightened with fear. What was Thomas doing with the trader? He was going to get himself killed.

      A loud thump made me jump. “Quit the bullshit. Where’s the girl?”

      “No. Girl.”

      I realized with sickening certainly that the thump was Thomas being thrown into the barn wall. Based on his difficulty speaking, he was also being choked.

      Another bang. “If I find out you’re lying, you will be extinguished.”

      My stomach lurched, threatening to spill my breakfast. I bit down on my tongue in a desperate attempt to keep quiet.

      “Until then.” The trader laughed.

      I covered my ears, selfishly trying to block out the sounds of the beating I knew was occurring above me. If I actually believed the beating would stop with my appearance, I would have shown myself in a second, but I knew it would help nothing. The male members of my family meant nothing to the traders; they’d kill them once they were no longer deemed useful. The trader only spared Thomas now in the hopes he’d give me away.

      As the door slammed closed I let my mind wander to my sister and niece. I hoped with everything I had that Benjamin had been able to hide them in time.

      “You can come out.” My father’s gentle voice calmed me. I brushed off the hay and moved the board.

      My father reached a hand down to pull me out. His eyes weren’t on me though. They were on a bloodied body across the barn.

      “Thomas!” I barely looked at my father before running to my brother. He was cut up and swollen. I cursed silently as I carefully touched the imprint of a boot over his forehead. Thomas was only fifteen—far too young to be forced to play the part of protector.

      “Oh, Thomas.” I pulled him into my arms. Relief flooded me when he moved his hand to grab my skirt.

      “It’s okay, Kayla.” He opened one of his grayish-blue eyes, and I cradled him against me.

      The tears spilled down my face. How was it okay? There was nothing okay about grown men beating up a teenage boy in search of a girl, but it was the norm when you lived in a society of ninety-nine percent men.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the entire night at Thomas’ bedside. I couldn’t bear to leave his side even though I knew the medicine my father had given him would keep him sound asleep all night.

      “You have to eat.” My father came to sit down next to me at the foot of the bed.

      “I don’t have an appetite.” I placed a hand on Thomas’ leg over the blanket. He looked so young lying there, but the welts and bruises on his face told a different story.

      “Benjamin and I decided it isn’t safe for Quinn to come see Thomas yet. We can’t have you all in the same place.” My father’s eyes filled with unshed tears.

      I nodded. “Quinn shouldn’t see him this way. She has too much to worry about with Bailey.” I thought about Quinn’s little girl.

      “Sometimes it sounds like you’re the older sister.”

      I tried to smile, but it was a pitiful attempt. “I promised Mom I’d always be there for Quinn, and I will be.”

      “You also promised your mother you wouldn’t cut your hair short—and I don’t agree with that promise.”

      “She didn’t want us to lose ourselves. She wanted us to resist.”

      “At what cost? It only makes you more of a target.” His eyes reflected a mix of anger and hurt. He loved my mother as much as a man could love a woman, but he didn’t like the legacy she left with us. It was more than her fairytales that filled Quinn’s mind with dreams. She’d hated our life in hiding, and she’d told us every chance she had we needed to strive for more.

      “I was a wearing a hood when I saw the boy.” I looked away, too ashamed to face my father.

      “This wasn’t your fault.” He put a gentle hand on my shoulder. Everything about him was gentle except when it came to protecting his girls.

      “Yes it was. I should have been more careful. I shouldn’t have left the farm during daylight.”

      “You were bringing medicine to your sick niece. It’s not as though you were out gallivanting.” He gestured wildly with his hands.

      “Gallivanting? I don’t think I’ve heard you use that one before.” I closed my eyes, giving myself a single moment to recharge. I opened them right back up.

      His lips twisted into just a hint of a smile. My father’s face was wrinkled from years working the fields in the hot Georgia sun. He’d been a farmer his whole life. His parents had moved from the city right as the clubs took over. They were one of the few families reproducing like normal—therefore they were a target.

      “If you won’t eat, you should at least rest.”

      “I should. With Thomas in bed I’ll need to help in the fields tomorrow.” I smoothed the blue quilt again.

      “Absolutely not! That’s exactly what the traders are hoping for.”

      “I can’t stay inside forever.”

      “I will not lose you.” He pulled me into his arms. “I lost your mother; I won’t lose you girls.”

      “You won’t. I promise.” It wasn’t a promise I could keep, but it’s what he needed to hear.

      “Have you thought more about Jonathan?” His eyes pleaded with me to give him a particular answer.

      I swallowed hard. My family came above my own desires even if the thought of marriage made me sick to my stomach. I never wanted to be at the mercy of someone else, and that was all a marriage in our world could be. We were a prisoner of whatever men protected us. I preferred my father to any other man. “I’ll do anything you want me to do.”

      “He can keep you safe. He has the resources and the land. You know I’d only give you to someone I could trust.” My father’s voice sounded strained. He didn’t want to be having the discussion any more than I did. He knew how I felt about the subject.

      I patted his arm. “I know. But I’m still so young.”

      He shook his head. “You’re eighteen.”

      “Once upon a time that was young.”

      “Once upon a time? Have you been reading those old books in the attic again?”

      I smiled, for real this time. “I love those books. They were Mom’s.”

      “She’d be glad you enjoy them even if they do fill your head with unrealistic thoughts.” He stood. “Don’t stay up too late.”

      “I won’t.”

      He left, closing the door behind him. He knew I’d be spending the night with Thomas. There was no chance I’d leave my brother alone.

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Three weeks later

        

      

    

    
      “Another letter from Ethan? Does this one have money too?” I refused to even look at the letter tucked inside the bright white envelope. We couldn’t get regular post anymore, but occasionally a letter for us would be delivered to the local tavern. Even as the human population neared extinction, bars and taverns were still in business.

      “More money than last time.” Thomas sat at the long wooden kitchen table and pulled out the crisp bills from a piece of mail addressed to my father but designed for my eyes.

      “Put them away. I know we need more money, but I won’t touch anything from him.” Ethan’s name brought back painful memories I didn’t like to think about. He was my one folly, the only one who ever made me think love was possible. He was also the one to show me how silly that thought ever was.

      “You’re right about one thing. We need it.” Thomas’ face had started to heal, but even after three weeks the boot imprint was still visible.

      “I’m surprised he even remembers us.”

      “Of course he remembers us.” Thomas nudged me with his shoulder. “He especially remembers you.” Moments like these gave glimpses of Thomas’ youthfulness. I missed his toothy smile. Like everyone else, he didn’t have many occasions to use it anymore.

      “Ethan made his choice when he left. You know Father would have consented to a marriage between us if he’d been willing to wait a few more years. I was only your age.” I tried to keep the bitterness from my voice, but it was impossible.

      “He was stupid. What man would turn down the promise of a woman of his own?” Thomas read through the handwritten letter. I was way beyond caring if he read any personal sentiments.

      “I think he realized that around the same time he discovered the city wasn’t full of thousands of women like he thought.” I wished my voice didn’t sound so cold, but Ethan had hurt me in a way I didn’t think anyone could. He’d rejected me for only the chance of something better.

      We’d all grown up together. He lived on the farm next to ours, and like most kids he was an only child. With so few children being born, it was almost unbelievable my mother had three, including two girls. Ethan had counted himself lucky to get to spend time with two girls, but he always paid the most attention to me.

      I’d made the mistake of reading the first few letters from Ethan. They started within months of him leaving. As soon as he realized things weren’t as wonderful in the city as he hoped, he wanted to come home. He wanted me. I wasn’t willing to be any man’s consolation prize, and my father wouldn’t have allowed it. What if he’d changed his mind again? Father wanted stability for his daughters, and Ethan was the furthest possible from that.

      “He says he’d come back if he knew he could have you.” Thomas set aside the letter.

      “As if. You know I’m going to Jonathan. Ethan gave up his chance when he got on the train that day.”

      “There’s worse people than Jonathan.” Thomas didn’t need to say what he was really thinking. At least I’d have a marriage. The population was only dwindling further, and as far as we knew, there were no other girls within a hundred miles of us anymore. The traders had seen to that. They’d sold off most of the girls to the elite clubs of the city. The other ones, the ones who could bear children, were given to Central. Our government allowed trading as long as all breeders went to them. Central claimed to be doing everything to save humanity, but rounding up women and children for purposes of breeding and experimentation was inhumane. Allowing the sale of the non-fertile was just as bad. We feared Central as much as we feared the traders.

      “I know.” Thomas was right. Jonathan was nice enough, but he barely ever made eye contact with me. He wanted me for one thing, and one thing only—sex. My father pretended not to see it. It wasn’t that he didn’t care. He wanted me safe. I couldn’t fault him for that.

      “I hope you don’t leave soon. I’d miss you.” Thomas smiled in that way that brought his dimple out.

      “I’d still come home, and you could come over anytime.” Jonathan lived less than five miles from us. He was further away than Benjamin but still within walking distance.

      “I know, but it wouldn’t be the same.” Thomas picked up the letter again.

      “Throw out that letter. I don’t want to see it.”

      “Are you sure?” He turned the envelope in his hand.

      “Absolutely. I’m going to go check on the animals.”

      “Want help?” His offer sounded forced. He still didn’t have his full energy back.

      “No. Have some lunch. I’ll be back soon.”

      I walked out toward the barn but didn’t make it even halfway there before I heard the sound of a truck coming down the dirt road. I doubled back to the house, hoping I could reach my hiding place in the attic. I looked for Thomas in the kitchen but he’d left. I prayed he wouldn’t be hurt again. There was no way the traders would spare him a second time.

      I searched the house top to bottom when I heard Thomas calling from the front door. “We need to go!”

      “Why? Where’s Father?” I hadn’t heard the bell. My father always rang the bell.

      “He’s trying to hold them off. I promised him I’d get you out.” He ran upstairs to where I stood frozen with fear.

      Thomas may have been younger, but he was much stronger. He dragged me down the two flights of stairs and out the back door.

      “Come on!” Thomas pulled on my arm again, leading me through the cotton fields.

      “What about Quinn and Bailey? I'm not leaving without them.” I dug my heels in the dirt.

      “We have to leave.” He pulled on me harder. “Benjamin is with them. We have to get you away.”

      “No.” Self-preservation meant nothing when Quinn and Bailey were at risk. I'd promised myself when Bailey was born I’d do anything to protect her. I wasn't changing my mind.

      We crept through the fields, taking the longer but safer route to Quinn's new home. She'd been living there with Benjamin for over a year now, but I still wasn't used to it. Quinn had left willingly, eager to start a more exciting life. I wondered if she would have been as willing if she’d know how quickly she'd become pregnant. Bailey was a blessing, but raising a girl in our society was torture. If our future was bleak, hers was terrifying. Things were only getting worse.

      Even before we reached the barn, I knew we were too late. The loud male voices carried far over the otherwise silent landscape.

      Thomas's hand tightened on me. “We have to turn around.”

      I shook my head. I needed to find Quinn and Bailey. "No."

      The men were congregating around something, laughing as they smoked a substance that I knew wasn't the tobacco Benjamin grew. The smoke smelled earthier.

      We needed to get closer. I tried to step forward, but Thomas pulled me back.

      "No. Turn around," Thomas hissed. His fear came through in his voice and his shaking arm. The fear wasn't for him.

      Quinn's screams moved me to action. I elbowed Thomas with enough force to release my arm from his iron grip. “Look for help. They'll kill you if they get you.” I prayed he wouldn’t try to be heroic. He'd be of much more help, and might stay alive, if he ran back the way we'd come.

      I made a dash for the back door of Benjamin’s house but didn't get far. This time it wasn't Thomas holding me back.

      “What do we have here?” A low and gravelly voiced asked. I froze, hoping beyond hope he wouldn't believe it was possible to find another girl. They'd found Quinn, and I prayed they hadn't found Bailey.

      He pulled off my hood, causing my long wavy blond hair to fall down my back.

      “Another blonde, and a young one too.” He yanked on my hair, pulling me back into his chest.

      “We've hit the jackpot, boys.” The men broke out of their circle and moved toward me. In the process they revealed two bodies. I fell to my knees, heaving as I watched a man kick the bodies of my father and Benjamin.

      “Kayla,” My father crocked out my name.

      “A fighter, eh?” One of the men grinned, and I knew what was about to happen. My body convulsed as I watched him step on my father’s neck, snuffing out the last bit of life he had left.

      “No!" I screamed. My entire body shook in anger, hurt, and loss.

      The man holding me laughed. “Sorry little girl, they were in our way.”

      The cruelty in his words and eyes made everything worse. How could these men have no remorse for killing the innocent? Something died inside me that day. I knew I’d never view the world the same way again.

      Despite the agony of loss, I needed to keep a clear head. I'd be of no use to Quinn or Bailey if I fell apart. Father and Benjamin gave their lives protecting them, now it was up to me to make sure their sacrifice wasn’t in vain.

      “Bolton, put her upstairs with the other one. This load is going to bring us a fortune." The first man handed me over to a younger man who happily took hold of my arms.

      The man who'd kicked my father grinned. "Yes it will. I'm glad we held onto those other two women. Having them together at auction will bring in the crowds."

      Bolton led me toward the front door. He pushed me down the hallway and closed us into the den. His orders had been to take me upstairs, and my skin prickled with fear. I needed to get to my sister, and this man stood in my way.

      "I've never seen girls with this color hair before." He pushed me down on the couch, kneeling in front of me as he ran his hands through my hair.

      I said nothing.

      "This is my first capture. I was beginning to think I’d signed up for a dumb job."

      He looked at me like he was waiting for an answer, but I had none to give him.

      “Was that your man out there?”

      I shook my head. "No."

      “You weren’t given to anyone yet? Married off?" Bolton knew about our traditions, which meant he wasn’t from the city. The concept of being given to one man had all but disappeared outside the countryside, more often referred to as the Rurals.

      I kept my mouth closed. No answer would change anything. Even if he was from the Rurals, he didn’t care about me or my family.

      He stared at me the way someone would stare at a ghost or apparition. It was like he was trying to determine if I were real.

      His face suddenly turned serious. “If I had the money I’d buy you for myself.”

      There was an ounce of compassion in his expression, and I decided to see if that could get me anywhere. “Where’s my sister?”

      “The other yellow haired girl?”

      I nodded. “Where is she?”

      “What’s it worth to you to find out?”

      “I need her.”

      "Bolton! What are you doing in there?" A voice boomed from outside the door. Whoever it was tried to force the lock.

      “One second,” my captor murmured. “You probably have such a nice body under there.” His eyes moved to my chest. “I really want you for myself.”

      “Have you touched a woman before?” I knew it was the right question to ask. The trick would be winning him over to my side. It was the only chance any of us had of escaping before auction.

      "No." He gave the answer I knew he would. He couldn't have been more than a couple years older than me. Twenty at most. As a low level trader he'd probably have to wait a long time for his chance. The upper echelon raped their captives, but they didn't share with the new blood very often. At least that’s what I’d heard.

      Desperation made me say words that turned my stomach. "You can have me later if you help my sister and niece escape.”

      A look of excitement crossed his face then faded to disappointment. “No. I'd be killed for that.”

      “Bolton!” The door burst open, and the first man wrenched me off the couch.

      “What were you doing, boy? I told you to go upstairs."

      “Oh. Sorry sir. I got confused." Bolton cast one more glance at me before bowing his head to his superior.

      "Go out and help the others. I'll watch this one while we wait."

      I needed to see my sister and Bailey but showing emotion wouldn't help.

      “Are you a breeder too?" The man's eyes roamed over me, as though the outside of my body held the secret of whether I could bear children.

      "Not confirmed." Suspicion was enough for Central to buy me. I needed to stay with Quinn.

      “Have you tried?” He chewed on something with a sweet aroma. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a sweet.

      Tried? He was asking if I’d had sex. I was in dangerous waters. Admitting my untouched status might be worse than admitting I was less likely a breeder.

      I chose my words carefully. “I’m not untouched, but I might be a breeder.”

      “Either way you’ll bring a good price.”

      Loud motors sounded outside, and I stiffened. Our chance of escape was narrowing.

      "Time to move, pretty one." He took my arms and pulled me back outside.

      “Kayla!” Quinn yelled, and I turned to watch her being rushed down the stairs by one man. Another man held my niece. Less than a year old, Bailey looked so tiny. Her light brown hair blew in the breeze, and I wanted to rip her from the dirty man’s arms. I’d have given up my life without hesitation to save her. She deserved more than this. She deserved a chance.

      “It’s okay, Quinn." It wasn't okay, but she needed to hear the words. She needed to believe we had a chance if she was going to stay strong for Bailey. Quinn wasn’t weak, but she panicked. I was on the other end of the spectrum. My recklessness usually got me in trouble. Watching Quinn’s and Bailey’s terrified faces turned the knife of guilt already in my gut. I was to blame for everything. I was the one who was spotted. I was the one who brought the traders back so many times in one month.

      "No more talking." The first man put a cloth over my mouth and another bound my hands. I didn't fight it. It wasn't going to do any good with an entire line of men outside. Especially not when Bailey was being held by one of them. I needed to get Bailey back to Quinn. Then we could plan escape.

      Quinn got the same bindings. She struggled hard, reaching out for her daughter.

      “Stop squirming, you bitch.” A man slapped her across her face, knocking her over.

      My body lurched forward, reacting on instinct, but I was pulled back.

      “You should be more like this one. She didn’t fight at all.” He ran a finger over my cheek.

      I recoiled. If he only knew the fight I had in me just waiting to come out.

      I tried to send Quinn a wordless message. To reassure her and let her know I’d make sure we got out. She didn’t look at me; she was watching Bailey.

      We were led to a line of trucks. They were separating us. Quinn’s panicked expression said it all. Bailey started crying.

      “Shut up, kid!” A man snapped.

      The first man got a little sense. “Keep her with her mama. That's what babies want. She probably still drinks from her tits.”

      I swallowed down my fear and felt a surge of relief when Quinn and Bailey were put in the same truck. I was picked up and thrown into a different one. I stumbled into the back cab between two men. My throat constricted, and I felt like I couldn't breathe. Both men looked at me with such hungry eyes, eyes I’d rarely seen thanks to my father’s protection.

      The truck lurched forward, and I was nearly thrown from my seat.

      "You can take that cloth off her mouth now, can’t you?" Bolton turned around from the front seat.

      "I don't see why not." One of the men next to me pulled the cloth down so it hung around my neck.

      "What's your name, pretty?" he asked.

      I expected these men to hurt me, not talk to me. I wasn't sure what to do.

      "Can't she talk?" The man on my other side asked.

      "Yeah, she talked to me before." Bolton grinned, proud of himself.

      "Tell us your name." The man next to me asked, this time less politely.

      I swallowed. Maybe it was worth playing nice. "Will you all tell me yours?"

      They broke into laughter.

      The driver turned around. "You’ll have plenty of new names to learn soon.”

      “You mean all the doctors at Central?” They needed to sell me to Central. The likelihood of it waned now that I had been separated from Quinn, but I needed to change their minds.

      “Central? That’s not where you’re going, honey.” The guy on my right picked up a piece of my hair and rubbed it against his face.

      “What do you mean? Quinn’s a breeder, you have to sell her to Central. I’m her sister.”

      “She and that baby are on their way there now.”

      “On their way? What about the auction?”

      “New rules at Central. They’ll pay you more if you transport directly.”

      “Then bring me there too!”

      “You’re not a breeder.” He responded calmly, not raising his voice to meet my screaming.

      “But I could be.” My chest tightened. I couldn’t be separated from Quinn and Bailey.

      “You’re a blonde. The Reine will pay, besides we need to keep them happy.”

      “The Reine?” My body shook. I had heard enough stories about the notoriously ruthless club to know it was the last place I wanted to be.

      “I suppose someone else might pay more, but I can’t imagine.”

      The younger man turned around again. “I hope you survive them.” There was something real in his eyes; a mix of regret and guilt and something else I couldn’t place.

      I tried to swallow. “I will.” I had to. I’d have to escape and get to Quinn. Failure wasn’t an option.
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      We drove for over an hour. After leaving the paved roads behind, I felt every bump of the gravel road we traveled. Every minute I was getting further and further away from Quinn. I cursed my recklessness. If I’d only listened to Thomas and waited, I wouldn’t be in this mess. I could have made it to Central. But there’s no way I could have stayed quiet. I couldn’t have sat back and watched Quinn and Bailey taken away.

      Had Thomas stayed to watch? I couldn’t imagine it. He’d been fiercely protective of us for years. I closed my eyes tight and prayed he made it to safety. He was too young to give up his life. He was too important.

      The truck stopped another few miles down the road and the driver opened the door. “Don’t let her out until I get back.”

      The men on either side of me nodded in agreement, and Bolton turned to look at me again. If I wasn’t imagining things his expression held some sympathy. They all knew what they were turning me over for. My guess is they knew even better than I did.

      The right side door wrenched open and the driver showed up beside it. “Let’s go. They’re ready for her.”

      The man on that side tugged me out with him. The man on my left followed behind me. With a man holding both of my arms I was dragged over to an outdoor makeshift stage.

      “Take her around back to wait,” a small wiry man ordered my captors. “We’ll do the older ones first.”

      Blocked by the stage, I couldn’t see how large the crowd was, but by the jeers and screaming, I could tell a woman was being auctioned off. I’d heard of these auctions before but the reality was so much worse than I’d imagined.

      I tried to ignore what was happening. I needed to focus. How was I going to get to Central? Would they have sent a representative to the auction? Maybe he’d notice my age and bring me in just in case.

      “She’ll go for more without this on.” One of my captors unbuttoned the rest of my cloak and tossed it off.

      I wrapped my arms around myself. Without the extra fabric I felt completely exposed.

      “She’d go for even more if we stripped her.” The other man laughed. My stomach churned.

      “But then we’d start a riot. You can see plenty through this flimsy thing.”

      My dress wasn’t flimsy but it was homemade from light cotton. The weather had been unseasonably warm so I’d put on a summer dress.

      “Show time. Good luck, girlie.” The men lifted me up and pushed me forward onto the stage.

      I stumbled, unable to see much of anything as my eyes struggled to adjust to a bright light. The jeering started immediately. The cat calls, the yelling. I lost track of the numbers being offered up as I finally looked out at the crowd. I didn’t recognize a single face. I wasn’t surprised. The men of my village didn’t have the money to buy women.

      I blocked it out. I closed my eyes and waited to find out where I was going next. Escape was impossible at that moment and running into that crowd would only make it worse.

      “She’s ours.” A tall, dark haired man stepped through the crowd. “We’ll beat any bid.” Without hesitating he stepped up to the stage. “Bring her around.”

      The men from earlier grabbed me from behind and yanked me from the stage.

      “Who was that?” I dared to ask even though I feared the answer.

      “Gregory. He’s a Reine.”

      My heart sunk. “You really are selling me to the Reine.”

      “They always pay the most.” He patted me on the back. “But you seem strong. Maybe you’ll survive.” He shoved my cloak over the bindings on my hands before leading me over to a large black vehicle. It was the type I’d only seen a few times. Large and bulky, Central used them when they drove through town. My father had explained the vehicle offered greater protection from guns and other forms of attack.

      “Well, well, well.” Gregory watched our approach. “Even prettier than I first thought.”

      “We found her out in one of the farming villages. Had a pretty sister too, but she was a breeder.” My nervous captor sputtered out the details.

      “I’d have preferred both, but we can make do. See Marco for payment.” He reached for my arm.

      “Payment first,” one of my captors demanded.

      “That’s not how it works anymore. You know that.”

      “How do I know we’ll get paid? She’s valuable. We could have taken her to Central instead.”

      “You’ll get paid, and I agree she’s valuable.” He licked his lips.

      “I want half now, or we don’t release her.”

      “Fine,” he barked, pulling a thick stack of bills from his pocket. The man was prepared which meant the refusal was just for show.

      With a sickening feeling, I watched the money change hands. Freedom shouldn’t be so easily bought and sold.

      As soon as Gregory let go of the cash, he pulled me roughly against him. “Hello, beautiful.”

      The traders turned without a second glance. They walked right over to their truck. The driver was already at the wheel, and the tires squealed as the truck sped out of the field.

      “What’s your name, little one?” Gregory ran his hands down my arm, pressing himself against my back.

      I went as rigid as possible.

      “None of that now. There’s no reason to be unfriendly.” His hand wandered down to my hip, and I pushed him off.

      “Feisty one, huh? The boys are going to love you.”

      I kept silent, knowing anything I said would just make me an easier target later.

      “Have you lain with many men before?” He pressed himself against me, physically revealing his desire in a way that terrified me further.

      I stood silent.

      “There are ways to make you talk,” he whispered in my ear. “Ways that will be fun for me but maybe not for you.”

      I shivered while he laughed.

      “Relax. You’re safe for a while. I have to give you to my boss first.”

      Did that mean he wouldn’t touch me on our journey to the city?

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t sample the merchandise a little though, does it?” His lips brushed against my neck. I recoiled.

      “Still uptight. We’ll have to find ways to loosen you up then.”

      I tried to quiet my shaking.

      “It’s going to be a long trip, so I think we’ll find a place to stay tonight.” He opened the door of the vehicle. I expected it to be empty but I found two men sitting in the back. One was Bolton, the young trader.

      Gregory noticed my surprise. “He’s petitioning for membership. He seems stronger than half the new system boys.” The word ‘system’ was one I’d heard a few times. It was what they called the organization that raised the male babies born in Central.

      The other man in the back grabbed my wrist and pulled me into a seat next to him.

      “A real nice young one,” he called to Gregory.

      “We barely paid half of what she’s worth. The boss is going to be very happy.”

      “The whole club will be happy. Have you seen this hair?” He picked up a few strands. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

      “I’ve seen it, but not in a long time.”

      Everyone seemed to be making a big deal out of my light hair. I hoped that wasn’t going to give Quinn more trouble too. I assumed Central wasn’t concerned with appearance.

      The vehicle lurched forward, and I was catapulted onto Bolton’s lap.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.” He wrapped his arms around my waist as though they were a seat belt.

      I struggled to move off him, but he held tight. I felt his body respond to me. “You’ll be more comfortable right where you are.”

      “Leave the girl alone. You’re lucky you even get to look at her,” Gregory yelled back. “If you want membership you need to fall in line.”

      Bolton reluctantly let go of me, and I fell into the empty seat beside him. His eyes raked over me longingly, and I devised a plan.

      Bolton was desperate. He’d do nearly anything to get with a woman, and it would take him months, if not years, in the Reine. But he was ambitious. He’d had less than twenty minutes to make his petition to the Reine during the auction.

      I caught him staring at me again. He was my chance. He’d get me where I needed to go.

      I returned his stare, and he moved his head back a tiny bit in surprise.

      I forced a smile, hoping it looked friendly and not terrified.

      He grinned back, reaching out a hand to touch mine. He was awkward about it, and I knew how inexperienced he was. I wondered if he’d even talked to a girl his age before me.

      I didn’t pull my hands back, and he took it as an invitation to move his hand onto my leg. My dress was long, but the fabric was thin. He rested his hand just above my knee.

      “We’re stopping soon. This storm’s going to be a bad one. There’s no way we’ll make it,” Gregory called back.

      “All right,” Bolton replied absently. He was running his fingers over my leg and trying not to grin like a fool.

      “What are you so happy about?” Gregory looked back and noticed Bolton’s hand.

      “What? You’ll play nice with him?” His expression darkened.

      I needed to respond. I couldn’t stay silent forever. “He’s my age.”

      Gregory laughed. “Your age? Don’t you prefer men with experience?”

      “She understands skill is about more than age.” The other man next to me grinned. He touched my other leg, and I tried to resist recoiling.

      “Both of you stop touching her. If I can’t have her yet, neither can you imbeciles.”

      “Imbeciles?” The unnamed man seethed. “I’m going to be higher than you on the chain before you can blink an eye.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      I let the two men argue. I didn’t care what they said. I needed to find a way into Central, and I knew that meant somehow reaching the city.

      The road got bumpy, and then the vehicle came to a sudden stop. The sky was pitch black. Until Bolton helped me down from the car, far more gently than anyone had handled me so far that day, I couldn’t tell we were in a field.

      “We’ll make camp here.” Gregory and the unnamed man pulled a tent out of the vehicle while Bolton held onto my arm.

      “Are you afraid of the dark?”

      “No. Why would I be?” The dark was just a normal state of life when you lived without electricity.

      “I don’t know. Lots of people are.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Okay. I was just going to tell you that you didn’t need to be tonight.”

      “Oh.” I let my fingers find his in the darkness. I had to make him feel like I needed him. Maybe feigning fear and playing to his protective side would help. “It is a little scary out here.”

      He squeezed my hand. “I knew it. You can stay close by me tonight.”

      I rolled my eyes, glad he couldn’t see me in the dark. “Okay.”

      The rain started right as Gregory finished with the tent. “Maybe it would be better to sleep in the Humvee tonight,” he suggested.

      Humvee. That was what the vehicle was called. “I’d prefer the tent.” My plan depended on it.

      All four of us moved into the tent, and it wasn’t surprising when I found myself squished between two men in the small space. I moved as close to Bolton as I could.

      I waited until Gregory settled into a light sleep. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “What?” Gregory sat up. “Now? In this weather?”

      “Bolton, would you take me?” I hoped he’d be smart enough to give the right answer. He’d been eager to please earlier.

      “Sure. It’s only water,” he replied sounding completely awake.

      “Be quick about it. And Rob you go too.”

      I stood up, wrapping my cloak around me. “Do you have a light?”

      “A light?” Rob asked.

      “I can’t go in the dark.”

      Gregory grunted. “There’s one in the Humvee. Don’t let her out of your sight, boys.” He handed Rob the keys.

      I tried to hide my reaction. Having Rob follow would complicate things, but it could still work.

      Bolton gripped my arm and led me out of the tent into the pounding rain.

      Rob stopped by the Humvee and grabbed a large metal flashlight before slamming the door.

      Bolton whispered in my ear. “Follow my lead.”

      I didn’t dare breath. Did he know what I was trying to do? Was he going to help me?

      We walked a small ways from the tent. “Get it done.” Rob barked at me.

      “We should give her privacy.” Bolton suggested.

      Rob grunted. “Privacy? She’s not going to be getting any of that where we’re taking her.”

      Bolton adjusted his hold on my arm. “You make the girls pee in front of you too?”

      “No, idiot. But what the hell does she care? She could run if we turn around.”

      “Run where?” Bolton gestured to the woods and field. They were barely visible in the stream from the flashlight.

      “Who knows, but I’m not taking a chance. Do you know how rare it is to find one like this?”

      I stiffened. One like this? It’s like I wasn’t even a human being in his eyes. I wasn’t. I was just an object worth nothing more than my body could offer. The thought made me so angry I wanted to burst, but anger would only hurt me. I needed to stay calm.

      “Can I see that flashlight?” Bolton held out his hand.

      “Sure.” He handed it over. “Are you just going to stand there all night?” He turned and snapped at me.

      “Sorry about this.” Bolton bashed Rob over the head with the flashlight.

      I took in a breath in surprise as I watched his body crumble on the floor. “Did you kill him?”

      “I don’t think so, but we have to go.” Bolton dug out the keys from Rob’s pocket and tugged me over to the Humvee.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Just get in.”

      He unlocked the driver’s door and ushered me in. We were back on the dirt road before I even processed what had happened.

      “You all right?” He glanced over at me.

      “You’re asking me that question?” I looked down at my bound hands. That was the next thing that needed to be fixed.

      “Yeah. That all happened pretty fast.”

      “That it did. Why?”

      “Why should I let the Reine have you? I’m sick of this. I’m from out in the Rurals too. You’re more mine then theirs.” He sounded resolute. His logic made complete sense to him.

      “So then where are you taking me?

      “My family has land near here. We can hide out.”

      “I need to get my sister.”

      He shook his head. “I just went through all that to get you. You’re crazy if you think I’m just going to let you go.”

      “I thought you were helping me.”

      “I am. Did you want to be used by the Reine? Do you realize how many men you’d have to answer to?”

      I shuddered.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to put that image in your mind, but it’s true.” He rested his hand right next to my leg on the seat. “Isn’t it better to just be mine?”

      “How did you do it? How’d you convince them you wanted to join the Reine?”

      “It wasn’t hard. Plus I paid him more than the usual initiation fee.”

      “You had that kind of money?” I asked with surprise.

      He turned away from me. “I may have borrowed it.”

      “From where?” I felt suspicion set in.

      “That house. Your sister’s house.”

      “You bought your way into the Reine with Benjamin’s money?”

      “I used it to save you.”

      “Is that why you took it?”

      He pressed his lips together tightly. “No.”

      “Please. Help me get to the city.”

      “You were supposed to be Ethan’s.” He spoke so softly I barely heard him.

      “You know Ethan?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. We’re cousins.”

      “Oh.” Cousins were almost as rare as siblings nowadays.

      “He used to brag about it. Pissed me off.”

      “Why did it make you mad?”

      “Cause why should he get you? Why should he get a girl when I knew I couldn’t?” He gripped the wheel tightly.

      “Yeah well, he left.”

      “He wanted more than the Rurals could offer I guess. So stupid. He gave you up for no reason. I don’t mind it here.”

      “He wanted more than me,” I said softly.

      “I don’t. I want only you.” He moved his hand onto my leg. “I’m going to protect you.”

      “I can protect myself. I need to get to Quinn and Bailey.”

      “That’s not an option.”

      The rain pounded down on the Humvee. I had no idea how Bolton could even see well enough to drive.

      “Then you might as well let me out. I will not come with you willingly.”

      “I don’t want to rape you, Kayla. I’m not like that.”

      “Then take me to the city. Help me get them back.”

      “Then you’ll be mine?” His eyes, full of longing, set on my face.

      “That’s what you want?”

      “Haven’t you been listening to me at all?” He returned his eyes to the road.

      “We don’t have anywhere else to go,” I admitted. “We will come back with you.”

      “No. You’re not just coming to live with me. You’re coming to be with me. The two of us, we know what family is. Not everyone does anymore. I want that.”

      “Family? In this messed up world?”

      “You want it too.” He wasn’t asking a question.

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t. I want to help Quinn raise Bailey and hope that by the time she’s our age things have changed.”

      “You’re scared.”

      “Who knows what could be happening to them. We have to get them back.” I rubbed my wrists together.

      “That’s not what I mean. You’re scared you’re a breeder too.”

      “I’m not. I know I’m not.”

      “You can’t know that.” He watched me again. He should have been keeping his eyes on the road.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter, but you’ll find out one day.”

      “If I live long enough.”

      “Keep that up and I’ll tie you down and drag you home.”

      “Excuse me?” I turned in my seat.

      “I’m just saying I’m not taking you to the city if you have a death wish.”

      “I don’t have a death wish. I’m just thinking realistically.”

      “Thinking realistically, we have to find a place to stop. We can’t keep drive through this.” He leaned forward in his seat so he could see better.

      “We need to hide the vehicle. What if the Reine are looking for it?” Just the thought of the Reine sent off a new wave of fear in me.

      “We’re too far from my house to go back, besides they may trace us back to it. But I told you we have land here. There’s also a truck.”

      “Do you have shelter there?” We needed to stay out of sight if we were stopping.

      “My dad’s old hunting cabin.” He drove a few more miles before turning onto a gravel road.

      “Are you sure we won’t get caught here?”

      “Absolutely. No one uses it but me and my dad, and he’s not there. I know it.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t really have another choice. We needed to ditch the Reine vehicle and lay low until the storm passed.

      We drove about a quarter mile from the main road before the small cabin came into view. I could barely make it out in the darkness. Bolton drove the Humvee into the trees and parked it. “No one can see it from the road.”

      He got out and came around to my side. He untied my hands, and then held out a hand to help me down. Bolton was impossible to understand. Was he really just desperate to find a normalcy that no longer existed? He had the wrong sister. He would have been better off with Quinn.

      He turned on the flashlight and took my hand leading me to the small house. He opened the front door and led me in before locking the door behind us and double checking it. “Don’t try to run away tonight, Kayla. You’ll only get yourself hurt.”

      “The only place I want to go is the city.”

      “Don’t try to go alone. We’ll take the truck when the storm dies down tomorrow night.”

      “Tomorrow night?” I asked with alarm. “I thought we’d go in the morning.”

      “Driving during the day will make us an easy target. We’ll use the day to plan. I’m not losing you in all of this.”

      “When I met you this morning, I never thought we’d end up here.”

      “I pictured taking you to my own bed, not this one. But it’ll have to do.”

      I froze. “I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “You are sleeping with me. I won’t touch you, but I’m not letting you out of my sight.” He said it matter of fact, like there was no other conceivable option. “I’ll light a fire. Go find a blanket and get out of those wet clothes. You’ll freeze.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have plenty of clothes here. I’ll find you something too.”

      I helped him move some firewood into the fireplace, and he easily started a fire. The warmth surged through my freezing body.

      “Here. Use this.” He handed me a heavy blanket. “I’ll find you clothes.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You can’t help your sister if you’re sick. Get out of those clothes.” He turned and walked out of the room. He was right, whether I wanted to admit it or not. I peeled off my wet clothes and wrapped up in the blanket.

      Moments later he returned with a pile of dry clothes. “We can hang up your clothes to dry. Try this shirt tonight.”

      “Thanks.” I waited for him to turn around. “Bolton?”

      “Yes?” He pulled of his shirt and dropped his pants and shorts.

      “What are you doing?” I gasped.

      “Taking off my wet stuff.” He stood there completely naked. Even with just firelight I could see everything. I knew enough about male anatomy to know what his current state meant. I’m sure I blushed before I snapped out of my shock enough to avert my eyes.

      “Can I at least see you?” His lustful eyes pleaded with me.

      “I’m not having sex with you tonight. Only if you help me get Quinn and Bailey.”

      “No sex, but something?” A funny expression crossed his face. “You get to see me naked, don’t I get to see you?”

      I felt my jaw drop. “I never asked to see you. I’d actually prefer if you put on more clothes.”

      “I’ll get dressed after I see you.” His eyes were playful.

      “Only for as long as it takes me to get dressed.” I dropped the blanket and pulled the white cotton t-shirt over my head.

      I didn’t look at him until I was covered again.

      His eyes were big. “I hope we get Quinn fast.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I needed to change the subject. The way he was looking at me, and the fact that he was completely naked was too much.

      “What?”

      “You said you’d get dressed after.”

      “Oh yeah.” He grinned.

      “You can’t expect me to sleep beside you after seeing that expression on your face.”

      “I can control myself. I’m not an animal.”

      “Not an animal, but a man. A starved man at that.” Food wasn’t the scarcest thing in our world.

      “But a man who knows patience will reward himself with something much better.”

      An idle thought entered my head. “You aren’t thinking… you don’t plan to have us both.”

      He coughed. “Wouldn’t that be nice? No. I know of plenty of good men who would deserve your sister and would help with the baby. It’s you I want. No need to be greedy.”

      “Did you know there was a time when some men had two wives?” I picked the blanket back up and wrapped it around me.

      “I really can’t picture that. Here, sit.” He led me over to a small couch by the fire. I sat down, enjoying the warmth again. He sat down right beside me. “Think you can share that blanket?”

      “I suppose I don’t need to be greedy either.” I opened the blanket so he could get under. Wearing only a t-shirt while he only wore shorts made things seem too intimate. He wasn’t a bad man. I knew that now. I also knew being his wouldn’t be terrible. He’d treat me well enough, and if I could keep Quinn and Bailey close it might just be good.

      He seemed to read my mind. “We’ll make sure your sister lives near us.”

      “Good.” I closed my eyes, the warmth finally forcing me to succumb to sleep.

      “You should lie down.” Bolton took my arm.

      I opened my eyes long enough to let him lead me to the bed and help me slide underneath the sheet. I felt the bed shift beside me as Bolton laid down, but I couldn’t fight the exhaustion enough to stay awake.
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      Sun streamed through the window, and I struggled to push through the fog of sleep. I was in a bed, but it wasn’t my own. The shirt I wore wasn’t mine either. Most importantly, the hand on my breast certainly wasn’t mine. After a moment I realized where I was, and what man lay beside me.

      “Bolton,” I hissed. When he didn’t stir I pushed away his hand.

      His leg was draped over mine, reminding me that I was wearing absolutely nothing under the oversized t-shirt.

      I pushed back the covers, hoping by some luck my clothes had dried by the fire overnight. Although a section of my dress was still a touch damp, my underwear and bra were completely dry.

      I found the bathroom and happily changed back into my clothes.

      “Kayla?” Bolton called from outside the door.

      “Be right out.” I finished dressing, washed up, and opened the door.

      Bolton was dressed in a clean shirt and pants. “You worried me.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought you’d left.” He leaned against the door frame.

      “You really thought I’d just skip out?”

      “If you didn’t trust I’d help you.” He crossed his arms.

      “Well, I’m still here.”

      “Yes you are.” He grinned. “I slept well, did you?”

      “I’m sure you slept well.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Your hand wandered.”

      “Oh.” He smiled. “I guess that’s why my dreams were so good.”

      I shook my head. “Think you can push off those thoughts long enough to do all that planning you promised we’d do?”

      “Yes, but not until I find us something for breakfast.”

      “Breakfast? Here?”

      “Just give me a second.” He walked into the tiny kitchen and started opening cabinets. “Peaches okay with you?”

      “Yeah. Sure. You leave canned fruit here?”

      “Uh huh. We buy the fruit and can it all summer.” He opened a jar and handed it to me before searching through a drawer for some spoons.

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s not fancy, but not so bad, right?”

      “Nope. Not so bad.”

      “I hear in the city they eat food that has no taste or flavor. It’s like this artificial mush.”

      “Why? They have more money than we do.” I ate a peach, savoring the sweetness.

      “Yeah, but they grow everything inside now. It’s more efficient and safer.”

      “Efficient but useless if you don’t get to eat the good things in life.”

      “Let’s grow a peach orchard.” He took the can from me and scooped up a peach with his spoon.

      “A peach orchard? Do you know anything about growing fruit?”

      He finished his can and set it aside on the counter. “No, but it can’t be that hard. I wonder how different it is than growing wheat.”

      “Or cotton. That’s what we grow.”

      I finished my fruit and washed off the spoons. “All right, time to plan.”

      “First off, you can’t wear that.” He pointed to my dress.

      “You want me to dress like a man, right? That’s not a bad idea.” In fact it was a great one.

      “Yes. Then we cut your hair and—”

      “No.” I cut him off before he could continue.

      “No, what?” His brow furrowed.

      “We’re not cutting my hair.”

      “Listen, I love it too, but we have to be practical.” He ran his hands through my hair.

      “I promised my mom I wouldn’t cut it, and I’m sticking to that promise.”

      He nodded. “Then what’s your suggestion?”

      “Do you have a hat I could borrow?”

      “Yes. Okay, so that covers appearance. The hope is that no one even sees you until we get to Central. You’re going to sit in the back and cover up under something if we see anyone on the road.”

      “Then what?”

      “Oh no. You’re the one who wants to break into Central. I will get us there, and then it’s your turn to figure things out. My guess is it won’t be easy to walk in.”

      “Except for me. I’m a young woman, they’d take me in.”

      “No. Absolutely not.” He shook his head. “Who knows if you can ever break out? There has to be another way.”

      “We need help.”

      “Ethan.” He said the name and then looked away.

      “What about him?”

      “He might be able to help.”

      “You think we should find him?”

      “It will be easier to find him than to break into Central.” He spoke quietly. He wasn’t thrilled about getting Ethan involved. Neither was I.

      “That’s true. But it’s not going to be easy.”

      “He’d do anything for you. We just have to get in to see him.”

      “Do you know anything about the Sray club?” From the letters Thomas read to me that’s where he lived now.

      “Not much, but they aren’t supposed to be as bad as the Reine.”

      “I’d hope Ethan would never join something like that.”

      Bolton’s face fell. “Me too.”

      We spent the rest of the day packing up supplies. As much as I hated weapons, I proved to Bolton I could load and use a shotgun. If using a gun was the only way I could make it to Quinn, I’d be prepared.

      We packed the truck and left about a half-hour after sundown. We rode in silence. I couldn’t see much in the pitch black night, but every so often a set of glowing eyes pulled my attention. The animal population was thriving. With fewer humans they had more places to roam. We were the only ones at risk of going extinct now.

      I fought to keep my eyes open. I couldn’t afford to fall asleep. I knew I could trust Bolton, but I had no idea what we might run into.

      “You can rest,” he said gently as if reading my thoughts.

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not. I can tell.”

      “You’re tired too,” I pointed out.

      His eyelids were heavy. “Yeah, but I have to drive.”

      “Do you want me to do it instead?” I gestured at the wheel.

      “Do you know how?” he asked with a smile.

      “I can drive a tractor.”

      “Of course you can.” He laughed. “I’m fine driving. Thankfully we’re going to have just enough gas.”

      “Have you ever been to the city?”

      “Yes, once. It’s big, dirty, and dangerous.” He rested his hand on the seat next to me again.

      “Is that your way of trying to scare me?”

      “Why would I want to scare you?”

      “I don’t know.” I could think of one good reason. He didn’t want me running away.

      “It’s dangerous for everyone, but you’re going to be even more at risk.”

      “Because I’m a girl.”

      “Yeah, and you’re young.” He turned onto another road. “Central is snatching up everyone young now. Even the big clubs are getting desperate.”

      “We’re all desperate.” We were. Every last one of us.

      “What’s that?” I squinted to get a better look at the lights up ahead on the road.

      “I don’t know.” Bolton gripped the wheel. “But get in the back. Find something to cover you up.”

      My years of hiding on the farm paid off. I crawled into the back and found an old tarp. I lay flat on the floor and pulled it over me.

      Bolton slowed the truck, and I took in a deep breath.

      “State your business.” A booming voice called in through the window.

      “Bringing this truck into the city for sale,” Bolton’s voice remained calm.

      The sound of footsteps had me panicked. “No one is buying trucks in the city. The gas prices don’t warrant it.”

      “Oh?” Bolton feigned innocence. “I heard there were some buyers still.”

      “Get out of the vehicle,” the voice boomed.

      “I am on a tight timeline. I have committed no crime, and I respectfully ask to be allowed to continue on my journey.”

      “Respectfully declined. Get out of the vehicle.”

      “I can’t do that.” Bolton stepped on the gas.

      I flew across the back, smacking my head as he cruised forward.

      The sound of sirens in pursuit made my head injury seem like nothing.

      “I’m going to slow down as close to the train station as I can get. While they’re busy with me, you need to run.” Bolton kept his eyes focused on the road. “Do you know how to tuck and roll?”

      “I can’t just leave you.” I felt a surge of guilt. He’d helped me so much already.

      “I’ll be fine. You need to get Bailey and Quinn.”

      He was right. This was no time for sentimentality.

      He slowed down the car. “Get ready.”

      “Get out of the vehicle!” A voice boomed.

      “Run,” Bolton whispered. “Go now.”

      I didn’t wait. I pushed open the door and rolled out onto the street below.

      I stumbled to my feet as he continued driving forward slowly.

      I heard the sound of gun fire and ran, trying to block out the shouting coming from behind me.

      I refused to think about Bolton. He might have made it. They might not have killed him. I fed myself the lies as I ran without any idea of where I was going. He’d said a train station was nearby, but I couldn’t find that now. It was far too risky.

      Instead I kept running. I reached the woods and kept running. I didn’t stop until all the noise from the road disappeared. Then, and only then, did I stop to find a place to hide. I climbed into the branches of a tree and hoped for the best. I also mourned the loss of the one ally I had. I may not have seen the bullet pierce his skin, but I knew how likely it was. He’d sacrificed himself to give me the chance to save Quinn and Bailey. I wouldn’t waste my chance.
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      I spent the rest of the night in the woods. I waited while dogs ran through the woods, presumably to find me. I waited while trying to ignore the sound of boots crunching on the leaves below me as men searched the forest. They knew I was there. Whether they’d seen me run, or the Reine had filled them in on my disappearance, they knew I was out there. Thankfully they didn’t know my name. I wasn’t forced to listen to my name being screamed through the darkness. Instead it was girl and blondie, or Goldilocks, a reference to a story I vaguely remembered my mother telling us as a child.

      I waited until the sun was up to leave the woods, going with the opposite logic Bolton and I had used. I hoped it would be easier to blend in when more people were out and about.

      I found the train station easily enough. The problem was figuring out how to buy tickets when I had no money. Sneaking onto the train was risky, but I had no other options.

      I adjusted the hat on my head and tightened my borrowed coat around me. The station was busy, which was both good and bad. The crowd made it easier to disappear, but it also meant greater potential of getting caught. I avoided eye contact whenever possible. I allowed myself to get pushed along with the crowd onto a train. Evidently you didn’t need a ticket to board, but I knew they’d check for one later.

      The few seats on the train were taken, which was fine by me. I felt far more vulnerable sitting down than I did standing.

      I positioned myself as close to the door as possible in case I had to make a run for it.

      I kept my eyes down, but even then I couldn’t help but notice a man looking at me. He raised his cap ever so slightly and seemed to be trying to meet my eye. I turned away from him. I didn’t need to attract any attention. I needed to reach the city and disappear into a crowd. It would be my best chance.

      The same man inched closer to me. I saw his boots moving closer to my own. I tried to quiet the shivers running through my body. I had to stay calm, or I would give myself away.

      “Tickets!” A booming voice called. This was it. We’d just left the first station so I knew I wasn’t going to get off the train anytime soon. I need to come up with another way out.

      “Two tickets please.” A male voice said from right beside me.

      I kept looking down hoping I’d get lucky and the conductor wouldn’t notice me.

      A hand clamped down on my shoulder and squeezed. “I’ll hold onto your ticket for you, son.”

      Son? I was too afraid to look up to see who had made the statement, but I had a nervous feeling it belonged to the same man who had watched me earlier. That set of boots was now right next to mine.

      The train lurched on past two more stops that looked similar to the one I’d gotten on. I wasn’t sure what the city would look like, but neither of these stops looked anything like the city that had been described to me. There were no large buildings, and there was still the occasion patch of woods.

      The hand clamped down on my shoulder tighter as we pulled into the next station. “Follow me, or your secret is revealed on this train.”

      I froze. I’d known the guy wasn’t helping me for my own good, but his words sent a chill through me.

      When the door opened, he yanked me out. I had no choice but to follow. To yell would only attract more attention and put me in even more danger. I could handle one man. I just had to stay alert.

      He tugged me away from the train as it started to leave the station.

      I didn’t fight. I would be better off if I could get rid of him in private. Then I’d at least have a shot of making it to Ethan undetected.

      “Stay quiet,” the man hissed.

      I was being completely quiet, so I wasn’t quite sure what he meant. I didn’t respond as he moved further away from the station.

      I watched everything as he pulled me down the street. I studied street signs, cracks in the sidewalk, anything I could use later to retrace my steps.

      His grip tightened on me as he pulled me into an alleyway.

      He pushed off my hood. “Blonde?” He grinned, running his hands through my hair. My father was right. I should have cut it. My hair was only getting me in more trouble.

      I said nothing. Instead I bided my time.

      “Are you listening, girl?”

      I nodded.

      “I am taking you back to my apartment. You will say nothing and make eye contact with no one on the way. If you disobey, you will be punished.”

      “I understand,” I said in barely a whisper.

      He smiled. “Very good.” He looked into my eyes. “I don’t know how you came to be on that train, but I don’t care. You are mine now. Do you understand?”

      I nodded, understanding playing along would be to my advantage.

      “Are you sure you do?” He leaned in, his lips inches from mine. “Will you prove it?”

      I nodded, and he grinned. I noticed a paper in his pocket, and recognized it as a map. I had no idea if I’d be able to make any sense out of it, but I had to have it.

      He reached out to touch me, but I didn’t give him a chance. Instead I kicked him hard between the legs with my boot, the way my father had taught me. The man fell to the floor. He grabbed for my ankle, but I shook him off after pulling the map from his pocket. He crawled to his knees, so I ran. Remembering at the last minute to replace my hood before disappearing into a crowd.

      I opened the map while I walked, hoping that if I stayed in the rhythm of the crowd, no one would notice me, and I wouldn’t walk into anything. The map wasn’t particularly detailed, but it listed the major clubs. I found Sray; it wasn’t too far away. I needed to pass a large warehouse, a building with a spire on top, and then take a right. I folded the map and put it in my pocket.

      I looked up at the tall buildings, trying to find one that looked like a warehouse. They all looked the same. Then like a beacon I saw the spire. I tried to turn right, but the crowd was too dense.

      “Watch it!” A man yelled when I knocked into him.

      I didn’t reply, afraid my voice would give me away. Instead I ducked down and slipped away to the right.

      The street was empty. The further down the street I went, the quieter it got. The crowd had been dangerous in its own way, but at least I felt hidden. Now I was out in the open. I wrapped my arms around myself as I searched each building for a sign that it was the Sray club. Finally, I saw it. A small bronze plague on a large metal door.

      I took a deep breath as my father’s old saying swept through my head: Out of the frying pan, and into the fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      After everything I’d been through, knocking on a door shouldn’t have been so hard. It took me three tries. The first two attempts I dropped my hand before my knuckle could make contact. The third time I forced myself to do it. I hit my knuckle against the hard blue door of the Sray Club.

      Nothing happened at first, and I contemplated knocking again. Before I could try, the door flew open.

      “What do you want?” A deep voice bellowed.

      I startled, not quite prepared to come face to face with the largest man I’d ever seen. He was at least 6’5 and solid muscle. Wearing a suit, he didn’t look like any man I’d ever seen before.

      “I need to speak to one of your members.” I planned to deepen my voice, but with the nerves I’d forgotten.

      “Are you a girl?” He pulled off my hat, and my long hair fell down my back.

      Before I could answer, he picked me up by my arms and easily moved me inside. The door slammed closed behind me. Even if I’d been able to reach the knob, the door would have been locked. I looked up at the impossibly tall ceiling. How was it possible it spanned to that height? The walls were brick and metal. Everything about the room was cold.

      “Who are you Corded to?” His voice was gruff, and it took courage just to look up at him. “Who do you belong to?”

      I didn’t know much about Cording, just that it marked you as belonging to a club. I’d never seen one before, but I envisioned it as some sort of tattoo.

      “Myself. I belong to myself.” I stood up as straight as possible.

      “Impossible. There haven’t been any un-Corded girls in this city for months. If there was one, we’d know about it. Show me your arm,” he demanded.

      I reluctantly slipped off my coat. He ripped it from my hand and tossed it on the floor before grabbing my arm roughly and examining it from every angle.

      “Get Mason,” he bellowed, and I suddenly realized we weren’t alone.

      So focused on the man speaking to me, I’d somehow failed to notice I was surrounded on all sides by men hovering in the darkness who looked identical to the first one. I didn’t know who Mason was, but I hoped he wasn’t any larger than these men.

      “Marcus and Elliot, go out and make sure she isn’t a trap.” The first man ordered, while still holding me by the arm like he was afraid I’d make a run for it if he let go. If I wasn’t so desperate to save Quinn and Bailey, I might have considered it.

      “A trap?” I didn’t realize I’d said it out loud until the grip on my arm tightened.

      “Yes. Forgive me for doubting an un-corded girl—and a blonde one at that—would just show up on our doorstep.”

      “I didn’t just show up here.” I tried to make myself look as imposing as possible. It wasn’t an easy task with the size of the men around me.

      The man holding me laughed and released me. “A tough one, huh? I’m Jarrett by the way.”

      “I like to think I’m tough.” I held my chin up.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Kayla.” Making up a name wouldn’t help me get to Ethan.

      “That’s a pretty name.”

      I spun around and came face to face with a man who had the most piercing green eyes I’d ever seen. He wasn’t as large as the others, but he was more imposing somehow. Dressed in a charcoal gray suit, he screamed city.

      “Hello Kayla, I’m Mason.” He held out his hand, and I nervously put mine in his palm. His strong hand was smooth—it didn’t have the callouses of all the other men I knew.

      “Hello.” My voice was softer than usual. Something about Mason made me less confident than I’d ever been.

      “Why don’t we go into the next room and talk?” He didn’t wait for any sort of answer. He moved his hand to my lower back and led me from the lobby. I wasn’t used to such intimate contact from anyone but my family. The touch felt different than the way George and Bolton had touched me. Instead of the touch of an inexperienced boy, this was the touch of a man who knew how to handle himself. The difference made him more frightening.

      “Have a seat.” He gestured to a small sofa. He pulled a chair over right next to it.

      I sat down practically on top of the arm rest on the side furthest from his chair. He scooted his chair to my side.

      “Tell me, Kayla, what brings you to Sray house?” He gently touched my left arm.

      “I need to speak with one of your members.” Now that we were seated, I was feeling braver. Maybe Mason wasn’t as frightening as I originally thought.

      As if reading my thoughts he smiled. “One of my members? Who is it?”

      “Ethan. Ethan Wayne.”

      “Ethan?” A look of surprise crossed Mason’s face. “Do you know him?”

      I nodded. “Yes. We grew up together.” I swallowed. Those words didn’t come close to what things were like with Ethan and me.

      “I’m shocked he never mentioned you. I can’t imagine a man forgetting such a beautiful woman.” He moved his hand down my arm a few inches. The slight movement gave me goose bumps.

      I let out a deep breath. “May I speak with him, please?”

      “Only if you tell me what you need to speak with him about. You need to understand something, Kayla.” He leaned in close. “Nothing happens in this club without me knowing.”

      I mustered my strength. Concentrating was difficult with Mason’s face so close to mine. “I understand, but this conversation is of a personal matter.”

      “A personal matter?” He leaned back in his seat. “That doesn’t change the rules, baby.”

      Baby? No one had ever called me that before. “I’m not a baby.”

      He laughed. It was a deep melodic sound. “I’m quite aware you’re not a child.” His eyes raked over me in a way that made the looks from the traders and Reine seem like nothing.

      I looked down, moistening my lips that were suddenly dry.

      He put a hand under my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “What are you here to discuss with Ethan?” His green eyes locked on mine.

      “I’m here to discuss my sister.” I hoped that was enough.

      “Your sister? You have a sister?” His hand returned to my arm. “Do you mean to tell me Ethan knows not one but two girls that he never mentioned?” The unmistakable look of anger crossed his face, and I knew I’d gotten Ethan in trouble.

      “Please don’t be angry with him. We weren’t his to reveal to anyone.”

      “Where is your sister?” Mason looked over my shoulder toward the door like he expected her to walk in. How I wished that would happen.

      “She’s been kidnapped.”

      “Kidnapped? By who?”

      “Traders.” The less details the better.

      “Where are you from, Kayla?” I didn’t like the way he said my name. It felt like he was sampling it—like he was sampling me.

      “The Rurals east of the city.”

      “Of course. You said you grew up with Ethan. I make it my business to know the history of each of our members. I run an orderly club. It’s the best place for a girl in this city.” He studied me as he said it.

      “I’m sure it is.”

      “What were you hoping Ethan would do with that information?” Mason continued to hold my arm.

      I was taken aback by the switch in conversation. “I expect him to help me if he’s capable.”

      “Help you? How could he do that?” He released my arm and settled back in his chair once again.

      “I don’t know, but I’m out of any other options.”

      He nodded. “Who brought you here?”

      “What does that matter?”

      “Answer the question.” For the first time he raised his voice.

      “No one.”

      “You expect me to believe you traveled that far by yourself?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “I got a ride most of the way. But then…” Thoughts of Bolton flooded me with guilt. “He’s gone now.”

      “And your family?”

      “My father died trying to save me. Please, sir. May I speak with Ethan now?” I hoped using a more formal title would win me some help.

      Instead of answering he called for Jarrett. “Get Ethan in here.”

      “Yes, Mason.” He disappeared just as quickly as he came.

      My stomach churned just thinking about seeing Ethan again. How would I explain Bolton’s death on top of everything else?

      We sat in silence. Mason continued to study me with an amused expression. I crossed my arms self-consciously. I wanted my coat back.

      “Mason, I heard you wanted to see me?”

      I knew that voice.

      I started to stand up, but Mason pushed me back down. “There’s no need to get up, Kayla.”

      “Kayla?” Ethan’s face reflected the shock I’d expected. His brown eyes were wide as he took me in.

      I took in a deep breath. “Hi, Ethan.”

      “What are you doing here? What’s going on?” He asked me, but his attention had already turned to Mason.

      “It looks like you’ve been holding out on me. You knew where two girls were, and never felt the need to share?”

      “Two? You know about—” Ethan’s eyes returned to me.

      “The sister, yes. Kayla and I have had the chance to chat.”

      A look of panic crossed Ethan’s face, but he tried to hide it.

      I gathered all my courage and turned to Mason. “It wasn’t his place to reveal us.”

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. Why don’t you tell Ethan what you told me?”

      I let out a slow deep breath. “Quinn’s been taken.”

      “By traders?” Concern flooded his face. Concern he shouldn’t have had since he left us behind.

      “Yes.” I left it there. I didn’t want to explain more than I had to in case it changed things. I wasn’t ready for anyone to know I might be a breeder.

      “I’m sorry, but that still doesn’t explain why you’re here. Does your father know you left?” His expression turned cold.

      I folded my hands in my lap. “He’s dead.”

      “Why’d you come here?” Ethan’s response was emotionless.

      “To find you. I need your help.”

      “You can’t get her back.” He crossed his arms. “You must know that.”

      “Of course I can, why else would I be here?”

      He scowled. “You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t have come.”

      This was it. After everything, my only hope was saying ‘no’? I wasn’t about to give up. “What else was I supposed to do? Just leave her with them?”

      “Quinn will survive. She’ll do what they say, and they won’t need to hurt her.”

      If he only knew who she really was. Or about Bailey. I couldn’t tell him any of that—especially if he wasn’t helping. “They’ll hurt her no matter what. You and I both know she isn’t strong enough to survive.”

      “But that’s why she’ll be okay. She knows how to do as she’s told, unlike you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I sat forward, itching to get up.

      He sighed. “What was your plan? What do you expect me to do?”

      I looked down at my hands. “I don’t know.”

      “This was a mistake, Kayla.”

      “Yes, it was. I should have realized what kind of man you were when you left. If you won’t help me, I’ll find someone who will.” I rose, ready to get as far away from Ethan as possible.

      “That’s not fair. I was a kid. Eighteen. I’ve tried to change things. I know you read my letters. You wouldn’t know how to find me otherwise.”

      “Actually Thomas read them. You had your chance.”

      “This just gets more and more interesting,” Mason said from behind me. “I’ll help.”

      I turned to face him. “You will?”

      He took a few steps toward me. “I tend to be very helpful to the girls of this club.”

      “But I’m not part of the club.”

      “Not yet.” He wrapped his hand around my upper arm. “It would be a simple exchange.”

      “Exchange?”

      Ethan paled. “Kayla, don’t do this.”

      Mason turned to look at Ethan. “You better watch it. You’re walking a thin line.”

      “You don’t know what you’d be agreeing to.”

      “What other choice does she have? Do you plan on walking out that door with her? Are you going to take a willing girl away from the club?” The threat in Mason’s tone would have terrified anyone.

      Ethan’s face went blank. “No, of course not.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “Let’s talk, Kayla.” He led me back over to the couch, but this time he sat next to me.

      “I’m listening.” I tried to calm my rapidly beating heart.

      “If you agree to a Cording, I will help you get your sister.”

      “All I have to do is agree?”

      “Do you know even know what a Cording means, Kayla?” Ethan strode towards us.

      Mason glared at him “Either keep quiet or leave.”

      Ethan lowered his head. “Yes, Mason.”

      “I know what it means. It means I’m marked as the club’s. I have to make myself available to the members.” I looked down, embarrassed to even acknowledge it.

      Mason once again moved my chin so I would look at him. “We only take willing girls in Sray. We are not like the Reine.”

      “I understand. I’m willing. I’d do anything to save my sister.” If I wasn’t determined before, I was determined now. My father flashed through my mind. My body wasn’t worth more than his life. It wasn’t worth more than Quinn, and definitely not more than Bailey.

      “How many men have you been with?” Mason’s question took me by surprise.

      I wasn’t sure what the significance of my answer would be to a man like Mason, but I went with the truth. “None.”

      “Shit, Kayla.” Ethan had his head in his hand.

      “What? Is it shameful my father protected me?” I knew why he was upset. I should have lied, but I was too exhausted. Besides, then he’d expect me to understand things I didn’t.

      Mason put his hand under my chin again, forcing me to look up at him. “Are you saying you’re a virgin?”

      “I have never been with a man.” I crossed my arms, and I wished Mason would release my face.

      “Not even Ethan?” He finally moved his hand. “From the way you two talk, I’d have thought there was a history.”

      I tried to scoot away, but I was out of room. “I was fifteen when he left.”

      “That wouldn’t stop most men.”

      I shivered. “My father never would have allowed something like that.” I looked Mason straight in the eye. “Does my lack of experience somehow disqualify me for a Cording?”

      Mason laughed dryly. “Quite the opposite.”

      I nodded. “How soon can we do it? I need to get Quinn.”

      Mason smiled. “We’ll do it as soon as we can. I’m glad you’re in a hurry; I’m in a hurry myself.” He ran a finger down my cheek. “My first virgin…and a blonde one.” He seemed to be considering something. “I’m changing the terms. I want a personal Cording.”

      “A personal Cording?” Ethan spat.

      “What does that mean?” I asked nervously.

      “It means you’ll belong to me and me alone.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was better or worse.

      “Do you agree to the terms, Kayla?” Once again he used my name. And once again the way he said it affected my entire body.

      I nodded.

      “Good. Then we have a deal.” He reached out a hand, and I shook it.

      “Damn it, Kayla.” Ethan’s face twisted in concerned.

      Mason punched him square in the face. “You are excused, Ethan.”

      Ethan covered his nose, trying to catch the blood.

      I gasped.

      “Jarrett,” Mason summoned. “Take Kayla to the girls’ wing. Have Johanna put her in something special tonight.”

      “I’ll see you soon, Kayla.” Mason lightly kissed my neck. “Oh and leave the personal Cording part between us for now.”

      I dared a glance at Ethan before I was led out of the room. He didn’t look at me, but I saw the blood dripping down from his face onto his now blood stained shirt. I stifled the emotion welling in me. I couldn’t worry about it. I’d take help where I could. Rescuing Quinn and Bailey was the only thing that mattered.
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      “So you’ve agreed to a Cording then?” Jarrett ushered me from the room and down a long hallway.

      “Yes.” I breathed evenly, trying to keep my head.

      “The men are going to be happy to meet you.” He opened a door and then pushed a button for an elevator. I’d never been in a working elevator before, but I recognized them from the broken ones at the shop in town.

      I heeded Mason’s words and only nodded.

      “Where’s my feisty one gone? Did Mason scare you, or was it something Ethan said?” He pressed for answers.

      “It’s just been a tiring few days.” That was technically true.

      “You should probably get some rest in now then. It’s going to be a long night.” He raised an eyebrow.

      I nodded, pushing away thoughts of exactly what Jarrett was implying. Anything was worth saving Bailey I reminded myself. She was so little and innocent. She deserved a chance at life.

      “Cheer up. There are worse places to be. We treat our girls well here. Who knows, maybe you’ll even prefer it to your life in the Rurals.” He gestured for me to enter the waiting elevator car.

      “I doubt that,” I mumbled.

      “Why’d you come?” He pressed a button and we started moving.

      I startled but found my footing. “To see Ethan.”

      “Did you want him to leave with you?” Jarrett pushed for more. He needed to stop asking questions.

      “Mason agreed to help me instead.”

      “In exchange for a Cording?” The elevator doors opened, and Jarrett ushered me down another hall.

      “Yes.” I went with one word answers when they worked. Otherwise I might say too much.

      “I see.”

      “What do you mean?” My stomach turned. What wasn’t he telling me?

      “Nothing.”

      I didn’t have time to dwell on it long. He opened another door that opened into a large suite of rooms.

      A beautiful middle aged woman with long brown hair and deep brown eyes greeted us. “Hello, Jarrett.” She adjusted the tie on her floor length wrap dress that appeared to be made out of silk. I had to resist the urge to reach out and touch the fabric.

      “Hi, Johanna. This is Kayla. She’s being Corded as soon as Allen returns.”

      “I see.” Johanna ran her eyes up and down me as if to appraise me. I was tired of being seen for only what I was on the outside. I was tired of being seen as nothing but a body.

      “Mason wants her looking nice for him.”

      “My girls always look nice,” She gave him a hard look. “You can go. Kayla’s fine here.” She put an arm around my shoulder.

      “See you later, Kayla.” Jarrett smiled before leaving.

      “All right, you can relax now.” She put a hand on each of my shoulders. “I’m sure you’ve been through a hellish experience getting here, but you are safe now.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Your name is Kayla?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. The girls are all sleeping. We’ll have some privacy for a while. How about we start by letting you shower?” Her eyes were kind yet sad. She didn’t want to be here any more than I did.

      “That would be nice.”

      “It’s right this way. You should find everything you need in there. But let me get you a fresh razor.”

      “Thanks.” The mention of a razor reminded me this wasn’t just a shower for my own good. This was to get me ready for Mason. I shuddered.

      “You okay, sweetie?” Johanna returned with a pink razor.

      “Yes. I’m fine.” I accepted the razor and a thick pink towel.

      “We’ll talk clothes when you get out.”

      I stepped into the bright white bathroom. The only contrast from the white floor tiles, white walls, a white tub, shower, and toilet, were the pink shower curtain and plush mats. Several towels identical to mine hung from bars, and it provided a reminder of the other girls currently sleeping. What were they like? Why were they Corded to the club?

      I turned on the shower, taking a moment to figure out the settings. I was used to our very basic shower at home, but this one had all sorts of different settings. After fooling with the buttons, I made it work. As I stripped off my sweaty, dirty clothes, I was reminded of the dirt my father lay in when he died. The tears I’d so carefully kept in suddenly broke free.

      I stepped into the shower, hoping the strong stream of water would mask the sound of my sobs. I needed to get it out. Holding in tears always backfired. They found their way out at the worst possible time.

      I found shampoo and washed my hair, following up with conditioner. I scrubbed my body, wanting to get rid of every reminder of the traders and what happened with Bolton. He wasn’t innocent I reminded myself. He only met me because he was working with the traders.

      Finally I shaved. I tried to be careful, but I still nicked myself. Watching the red blood flow down the drain once again brought me back to the sacrifices of my father and brother. I leaned against the wall for support.

      “Kayla?” Johanna’s voice echoed in the now steamy room.

      “Yes. I’ll be right out.”

      “Are you okay?” She opened the curtain. I used my arms to cover myself.

      She reached over to turn off the water. “No need for modesty here. You’ll get used to it. You cut yourself.” She took a tissue from a box beside the sink and pressed it against my leg. “Oh, you must be cold.” She handed me my towel, and I graciously accepted it. Wrapped up in a towel I felt slightly better.

      “We’ll put a bandage on that cut, but it should be fine later.”

      It was just a nick. Why was she so bent out of shape? That’s when it hit me. Once again she wasn’t concerned with me, it was whether I was in perfect condition for Mason. Good thing my emotional condition didn’t matter. I was a mess in that department.

      She put an adhesive bandage on the cut. “Let’s get your measurements.”

      I squeezed out some water from my hair and stepped out of the shower.

      Johanna tugged away my towel and proceeded to measure me while I stood there completely naked. Still a little bit damp, I shivered from the cold.

      “I’ll go find you something to wear. You’ll find a brush and some moisturizer on the sink. Start getting ready.”

      She left the room, and I wrapped the towel around me again. I used the lotion and brushed out my wavy hair. Satisfied I’d done what was asked, I left the bathroom.

      “I’m in here,” Johanna called. I followed her voice into a room completely surrounded with clothes.

      Johanna handed me some lacy undergarments. “These should fit well.”

      Still wearing the towel I slipped into the tiny fabric.

      “Let me see.” Johanna adjusted the bra so that a small amount of cleavage spilled from the top of the cups. “Perfect.”

      Perfect? What was the point of wearing a bra when it didn’t even cover you fully? I only hoped whatever I wore on top would provide more coverage.

      “Mason loves green.” Johanna held a stretchy, sparkly green shirt in her hand.

      “Are the pants green too?”

      Johanna laughed. She laughed so hard she had to hold onto a rack for support. “You really are from the Rurals. This is a dress, honey.”

      “A dress? But it’s tiny.” I examined the teeny bit of fabric.

      “That’s the point.” She shook her head. “Now let’s get you into it.”

      I swallowed hard. “You really expect me to walk out of here in just that?”

      “In a few days every man in the Circle will have seen you naked, honey. Stop worrying so much.”

      Circle? I had no idea what that was, but the idea of being personally Corded was starting to sound better. At least I’d only have to deal with one man, and if he helped me free Quinn and Bailey, it was all worth it. I’d find a way to escape the club after they were safe.

      “Gorgeous. Just a little bit of makeup and some more work on your hair, and we’ll be set.” Johanna grinned.

      I dared to glance in the full length mirror. My heart stopped. All I could see was skin. The pale skin of my legs, my arms, and way more of my chest than needed to be seen.

      “I figure you’re what, a size 7 shoe?” She pulled down a pair of shoes that looked like a weapon. The only time I’d seen heels like that were in my great-grandmother’s old trunk.

      “I’ve never walked in shoes like that.”

      Johanna laughed again. “You are going to be so much fun.”

      I tried on the black shoes. “I’m going to fall over.”

      “It takes practice. Start walking.”

      Compared to everything else I was doing, shoes should have been the least of my concerns, but it seemed like too much. Why would he care what I wore on my feet?

      “Johanna?” A girl close to my age walked into the room. “Oh hi!” She belatedly noticed me.

      “Hi Addison. This is Kayla.”

      “Hi.” She said quietly.

      “Are the rest of the girls up?” Johanna asked.

      “Yeah. I just needed a different dress.”

      “Have at it.” Johanna took my arm and towed me toward some sort of sitting room. I struggled to keep up with her as I walked in the uncomfortable shoes. If I wasn’t careful, I would break an ankle. “Girls, this is Kayla. She’ll be joining us.”

      Eight pairs of eyes set on me. One or two girls waved a hand in greeting but the others just turned away. I’d never seen so many women in one place, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. So much of this experience was new.

      “They’ll warm up to you,” Johanna whispered.

      “Do you want me to help with your makeup?” Addison asked, walking into the room dressed in a black dress about the same size as my green one.

      “Sure.” I’d never worn makeup nor ever seen it beyond what Quinn made herself.

      “Good idea. Addison here is an artist with the stuff.” Johanna patted Addison’s shoulder.

      Addison put a hand on my arm. “We can do it in my room.”

      I followed her out into a small hallway. We stopped in front of a small room without a door. A small bed was the only real furniture in the room. Covered in a purple bedspread, it was a nice change of pace from all the pink.

      “You can sit down here.” She pulled out a stool.

      I watched as she pulled out a whole bunch of bottles, tubes, and brushes.

      “Mason prefers the natural look, but we need to do something.”

      I sat patiently while she applied a few things to my face, but eventually I had to speak up.

      “What is that?” I pointed to the pencil in Addison’s hand.

      She laughed. “You’ve never seen eyeliner before?”

      “Of course not. She’s from the Rurals,” A girl maybe in her late twenties taunted from the hallway.

      “Can we help you, Mora?” Addison put a hand on her hip.

      “Just getting a closer look at the new recruit.”

      “Ignore her,” Addison said quietly. “And eyeliner is just to make your eyes stand out. It doesn’t hurt.”

      “Okay.” I held my breath as she touched my face with it. She was right. It didn’t hurt, but it felt funny.

      “Have you warned her about what she’s in for tonight?” Mora walked into the room and sat on Addison’s bed.

      I sat there nervously.

      Addison smiled reassuringly “Mason can be rough. He’s not the worst, but he likes to make sure you know he’s in charge.”

      “Tell her the truth, Addy. Rough is putting it mildly. Some of the guys actually care. Most of them try to make it at least a little bit decent for you, but Mason only cares about himself.”

      “Don’t all men just care about themselves when it comes to sex?” I asked. It’s all I’d ever heard at least.

      Mora laughed. “I take everything back. You’re all right, kid.”

      I smiled and looked away. I wasn’t quite sure why my comment was funny, but if it kept Mora from taunting me, I was all for it.
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      I was glad for Addison’s arm as we walked into the lounge. Even after over an hour of practice, I could barely walk in those shoes. Why anyone would willingly wear such footwear baffled me. The other girls seemed comfortable in them. Maybe you just had to get used to them.

      All eyes were on us as we moved down the dimly lit hallway lined with closed doors. Groups of men watched us from inside the doorways of dimly lit rooms. I was immediately self-conscious of what I was wearing—or rather what I wasn’t wearing. All of the girls were dressed similarly, but I felt completely exposed. A cool breeze from a vent in the ceiling froze me.

      “They do it on purpose.” Addison leaned in. “They want you cold and uncomfortable in the hall so that you’re relieved to enter the lounge.” She laughed, and I realized it was a joke.

      “Seems that way.”

      “Just keep your head up. Don’t be afraid to make eye contact.” She squeezed my arm. “You can get through this.”

      “Will it hurt?” I asked the question I’d pushed off. I had high pain tolerance, but I didn’t often have to anticipate pain.

      “Yes, but it fades fast. It’s better if you drink something before and after.”

      “Alcohol?” I adjusted the top of my dress when it looked like no one was watching.

      “Yeah. The Sray make the best.” She flipped some of her long dark hair behind her ear.

      “We didn’t have alcohol in our house, but we did have a tavern in town. I’ve never tried it.”

      “Oh. It’s kind of the way of life here.”

      I shrugged. “I guess I’ll find out if I like it.”

      She smiled. “Way to go, positive attitude.”

      We reached the door, and Addison practically pulled me through. I was terrified, but thoughts of Bailey kept me moving forward.

      The room was large, almost endless, and it was surrounded by mirrored walls. A large bar dominated the center, while couches and upholstered chairs dotted the room. Bright lights in various colors lit the room creating a superficial effect unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      There were already at least a hundred men inside, all of whom turned to watch us, and I knew most of them were watching me, trying to figure out who I was. I wondered if they’d already heard about me. I turned back to the doorway, but it was already full of the men we’d seen in the hallway.

      “We’re going to have to separate now,” Addison whispered. “Mason’s going to come get you, and I have to go mingle with the Circle.”

      The Circle. There was that term again. “Ok. Thanks for everything.”

      “Of course. Stay strong. It will be morning before you know it.”

      Addison dropped my arm, and I was left standing in the center of the room with absolutely no idea what to do. Hungry eyes watched me, and all I wanted to do was hide under an oversized sweater.

      “I have no words for how stunning you are,” Mason crept up from behind. He placed a hand on my hip, making me jump.

      “Thank you.” I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to stay calm.

      He pulled me back against him. “You are going to make life so much more interesting.”

      I said nothing. I was hyper aware we were being watched.

      “Do you prefer your drinks straight from the bottle or do you want it sweet?” His teeth grazed my ear.

      “I don’t know. Whatever.”

      “Do you like things sweet?” His hand brushed against my backside.

      “Sure.”

      “I figured that.” He moved his arms so that we could walk.

      I tried to steady my breathing as he led me over to the bar.

      “Get me a shot of whiskey. She’ll have a Moonglow.”

      He pressed a cold glass of a shimmering milky white substance into my hand. “Drink up, you’ll need this.”

      I would have resisted, but I was afraid of angering him. Addison’s warning about staying on his good side rang through my head.

      I touched the glass to my lips. Some of my lip gloss transferred to the glass as I took a tentative sip. Sweet as sugar, the beverage went down easily.

      “You do like sweet.” His hand knotted in my hair and he pulled my head back. “As do I. But not in my drinks.” He ran his lips over my neck.

      I said nothing. Instead I waited for him to release my neck and proceeded to drain the whole glass. I finished and handed Mason the empty glass.

      “I guess you’re in as much a hurry as I am.” He finished his drink and set both down on the bar. “Shall we?”

      “Yeah.” The sooner we got the Cording over with, the sooner I could concentrate on finding Quinn.

      Mason motioned to Jarrett who leaned against the wall watching us. He walked right over. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. Watch her. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

      “Gotcha.” Jarrett winked at me as Mason walked away. “You clean up well.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled. Something about Jarrett put me at ease. “Where’s Mason going?”

      “Missing him already?” Jarrett raised an eyebrow.

      “I was just wondering.”

      “He’s just taking care of some business.”

      “How long does it take?”

      “Depends how long winded Mason is. He likes to get a little theatrical sometimes.” He took a seat on a bar stool and gestured for me to do the same. “Between you and me, he enjoys the spotlight.”

      I jumped up onto the stool, trying my best not to give the entire room more of a show then they were already getting.

      “In all seriousness, you look real nice tonight.”

      “I feel ridiculous.” I wrapped my arms over my chest.

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m barely wearing anything.”

      He grinned. “You say it like that’s a bad thing.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It is. My father would have a heart attack if he saw me.” My chest clenched. He was gone.

      “Yeah well, he would be proud of you too I bet. Not many girls could make the kind of trip you made. And all to help your sister. That’s pretty crazy.”

      “I’d do anything for her.”

      “How much younger is she? You are only barely of age yourself.”

      “She’s older by eighteen months.”

      “And you have the same mother?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Crazy. I wonder what’s in the water out in the Rurals.” He took a sip of a brown liquid in his glass.

      “If only it was as simple as the water.”

      He didn’t reply. He didn’t have to.

      Talking to Jarrett was easy; it didn’t take any effort. I decided to take a chance and ask a question. It was always better to understand a place. “What’s the Circle?”

      “The elite. There’s ten of us.”

      “So you’re on it?”

      He smiled. “Yeah. Five of us always have a spot, and the other five spots rotate.”

      “What makes it so special?”

      “You girls.” He nodded toward where Mora talked with a man.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The Circle gets what they want when they want it. Do I need to spell it out?” He raised an eyebrow again.

      “And everyone else?”

      “Lottery and reward system.”

      “Oh.”

      “Your friend Ethan there is gunning for a spot on the Circle. He may have earned it by bringing you in.”

      “But he didn’t bring me in. And Mason wasn’t happy about that.” I couldn’t worry about Ethan. I had enough to worry about already.

      “Why’d you show up here? Why didn’t you go to another club?”

      “You’re right.” I glanced around the room, looking for Ethan.

      “He’s playing cards in one of the back rooms.”

      “Oh.”

      “He’s pretty good at it. He’s also good at helping us move the whiskey. Business and cards involve the same skills. That’s how he’s risen so fast.”

      “He used to play cards back home.” I had spent hours watching him. I loved watching him do anything. I shook away the memory.

      “I can’t believe he’d leave a girl like you.” Jarrett took another sip of his drink.

      “Me neither,” I said it quietly, not sure I wanted Jarrett to hear.

      “Why did he?”

      “I guess I wasn’t worth waiting for.”

      “What do you mean?” He turned on his stool.

      “My father said I was too young. Ethan heard there were lots of women in the city…. took a train out.”

      “How long was he supposed to wait?”

      “Three years at most.”

      “Man. I thought he was smart, but he’s dumb as a doornail,” Jarrett ran a hand through his hair.

      I smiled. “I think he realized that pretty quickly after arriving.”

      “Sray is a great club, but choosing this over a guaranteed woman? How many would he have had to share you with?”

      “None. My father was firm on that.”

      “What?” He slammed the glass down so hard it broke. A number of people turned to look at us. If Jarrett noticed, he didn’t show it. “Imbecile. And you thought a guy that dumb could help you?”

      I shrugged. “I thought he’d care.”

      “This life isn’t easy on any of us, but it’s worse for outsiders that come in. It’s better than the system, but probably not better than farm life.”

      “Boys where I’m from want more. Life’s too boring, monotonous I guess.” Not for all. Bolton didn’t want city life. Neither did Thomas. I hoped Thomas was doing all right. He was strong.

      The music faded out, and the crowd quieted down. “Show time,” Jarrett whispered.

      I held onto the sides of the stool. Without Jarrett’s distracting chattering my nerves kicked in again.

      “Gentleman, ladies.” Mason’s deep voice carried through the room.

      No one spoke, and I watched as more men moved into the room. I caught sight of Ethan, and our eyes locked for a brief moment. He looked empty. There was no sign of the boy I’d known before.

      “Tonight is a momentous one for the Sray, as we welcome in our newest member. Kayla comes straight from the Rurals. We can thank Ethan for her presence.” The crowd turned to look at Ethan. He looked down, but I could tell he was muttering to himself. I guess he hadn’t lost all of his old habits.

      “For his contribution to the club, Ethan will be getting a reward he’s been waiting a long time for.”

      Ethan glanced up.

      “Ethan will be entering the elite when Daniel’s term ends next week.” Mason looked right at him. “The Cording with occur soon, but for now make her feel at home.”

      Mason nodded to me before disappearing into the crowd.

      “You doing all right still?” Jarrett leaned over.

      “Fine.” I looked down, not sure if I wanted to see anything or anyone.

      “You’re going to make it through this.” Jarrett patted my back. “I’m certain of it.”

      I wished I were as sure as him.
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      When I got back from the lounge, I had a room. The same size and setup as everyone else’s, the only thing distinguishing it as mine was my name written on a small sign to the right of the doorway. My bedspread was purple, the same color as Addison’s.

      There were only three of us in the suite. I was almost positive it was because the others were spending the night with men. I wondered how often the girls actually spent the evening in their own beds. I guessed it wasn’t often. As eager as I was to find Quinn and Bailey, I needed sleep. I had already gone days without it. Getting the opportunity for sleep was the one good thing about having to wait for Allen, whoever he was.

      I found a set of soft pajamas lying on my bed. I happily slipped out my dress and into the warmer and more comfortable clothing before heading down the hall to the bathroom. I washed my face, trying to get off all the make-up, but some of it remained. After a while I gave up, brushed my teeth, used the bathroom, and went back to my room.

      It was strange sleeping alone like that. I had my own room at home once Quinn moved in with Benjamin, but Thomas was right next door. The first night Quinn was gone I’d been unable to sleep. In so many ways she was my other half. Lying in a strange bed now I missed her even more. What was happening to her? Was she allowed to keep Bailey with her?

      I turned off the lights and closed my eyes. I needed rest. I couldn’t be certain I was safe, but I wouldn’t be any safer after the Cording when I was expected to share a bed with a man. I tried to clear my mind, but I knew it wouldn’t be restful sleep. I’d probably never get restful sleep again, at least not until I saved my family.

      The nightmares started early in the night, and by the time I heard the girls returning in the morning, I was covered in sweat and even more exhausted than when I’d first laid down. My dreams alternated between chasing after Quinn and watching my father’s death.

      I kept my eyes shut, pretending to sleep as the girls got washed up and ready for the day. When it sounded like they were done, I headed down the hall to the bathroom.

      “Hey, wait up!” Addison called. She was wearing a pair of loose pants and a purple sweater.

      “Hey.”

      “Did you find something to wear yet?”

      “No. Where would I find more clothes?”

      “Down here.” She took off toward the giant closet room, and I followed. Instead of opening the door from the night before she opened the door next to it. She opened a few drawers and pulled out an outfit similar to hers. “These are really comfortable.”

      “They look it. Where do you get all these?”

      She blushed. “I actually designed these. I work in the textiles sector.”

      “You can choose what to do?”

      “Sure. You should come with me. It’s mostly some of the older women and me, but Kimmie is there too.” She turned giving me privacy to change.

      “Really? What do the other girls do?” I slipped on the new shirt and pants. The pants were a little long, but otherwise they fit perfectly.

      “All sorts of things. We can work anywhere we want.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. I pretty much did a little bit of everything on the farm.”

      “I can’t imagine what that’s like.” She walked out of the room.

      I followed. “We always had to worry about raids, but otherwise it was nice enough, especially when my sister was around.”

      “You have a sister?” Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah. Quinn. That’s why I’m here.”

      “What do you mean?” She grabbed her toothbrush from the rack.

      I did the same, and I used the time brushing to help me come up with a good way to describe my situation.

      I lowered my voice to close to a whisper. “She was kidnapped by traders and sold to Central. I need to get her back.” The words flowed out naturally. Addison was trustworthy. I knew it instinctively.

      Addison rinsed out her mouth. “Yes. Who knows what they’ll do to her to try to make her a breeder.” She shuddered.

      “Did you grow up in the city?”

      “Yeah. My mom was in Reine. She escaped before they could sell her to Central. We hid out for a while, but the Reine found her and took her back.”

      “What happened to you?” I asked.

      “I was supposed to go to Central to wait until I was old enough to be of use, but instead Johanna found me. She convinced the current leader here to let me stay.”

      “Really? What happened to him?”

      “Mason took over.” She didn’t say anything more about the power shift, and I assumed that was intentional. I’d have to find out more later.

      “Mason will get your sister, and then she can join too.” Addison smiled, and I didn’t like having to keep the truth from her. Quinn had Bailey, which meant we had to leave. Unless. Johanna had been allowed to keep Addison, maybe we could keep Bailey too?

      I brushed out my hair and found a new pair of shoes. They were also comfortable and nothing like the heels I’d worn the night before.

      “It really is night and day. They don’t care what we wear to work or around here. We have to dress up at night, but that’s not so bad.”

      “Do you have to go home with someone every night?” I hated asking, but I needed to know.

      “Not every night. Nothing’s forced, it’s expected though. Although we all take breaks.”

      “By the Circle?”

      “Mostly. Every man hopes to get his spot one day.”

      “Why are five spots permanent?”

      “They’re the most elite. It’s Mason, Jarrett, Giles, Allen, and Greer.”

      “Jarrett seems nice.”

      Addison smiled. “He is. He’s the closest thing to a friend Mason has.”

      “Wouldn’t Mason have lots of friends? He is the leader.”

      “You don’t get to his position by being anyone’s friend.” She shivered. “Mason’s not a bad man, but he’s ruthless. You don’t even want to get on his bad side.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      “I saw the way he watched you last night.” She gave me a knowing look. “I’d worry more about getting on his good side.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s what the girls said last night. He’s not the easiest man to be with. And he’s also in charge. We all do what he says, but so far he hasn’t taken too much interest in any of us. I wouldn’t want to spend multiple nights with him. Once every month or so is enough.”

      “He was watching me because I’m new. That’s all.” I tried to keep my expression neutral even though panic was starting to set in.

      “Maybe… Giles was asking about you last night though.”

      “Were you with him?”

      “Uh huh. I think I’m his favorite, but don’t tell Mora, she has a thing for him.”

      “Does anyone just stay with one man?” I asked as casually as possible.

      “That would be pretty hard. There aren’t enough girls to make that fair.”

      “I guess not.” It was all too foreign for me. Sleeping with one man seemed scary enough.

      A knock at the door made us both fall silent.

      The door opened, and Mason stepped in. “Hello, girls.”

      “Hi,” we both said nervously. I was glad I wasn’t the only one who he made nervous.

      “Addison, shouldn’t you be at work?”

      “I stayed back to make sure Kayla had everything.” She folded her hands in front of her. “I’ll stay late to make up the time.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I appreciate you taking the time to help out. “

      She nodded.

      “I’m going to be taking Kayla on a tour of the club. Maybe you’d like to walk down with us. We’ll split off after we leave textiles.”

      “Absolutely. We’re ready to go.” She shot me a look. I was supposed to agree.

      Mason held open the door for us, and we left. He walked right over to the elevator and pressed a button. “We’ll start on the bottom and work our way up.”

      “Thanks for giving me the tour.”

      “Of course. You need to know your way around. This is your new home now.” He watched me closely as he spoke.

      I made sure to keep my face clear of my real thoughts. He was testing me. He wanted to make sure I planned to uphold my end of the deal. I was—but only until I got Quinn back. The only exception was if they’d take Bailey in. And Thomas. I had to think about him too.

      The elevator doors opened, and Mason gestured for us to get off. “This is the hydro floor. It’s where we grow our food.”

      I’d heard it wasn’t safe to grow anything outside in the cities anymore. Keeping the necessary security to protect crops was impossible except for even the largest clubs, but even they couldn’t keep all the animals out, or fend off the waves of pilferers.

      “We have one of the most advanced hydroponics systems anywhere. We grow fruits and vegetables year-round as well as keeping a constant stock of wheat and flour.”

      “We don’t have the biggest variety, but having our hydros is the more cost effective way.” He looked up at the ceiling which had large lights that seemed to be mimicking the sun.

      A few of the men tilling the fields turned to look at us. A few smiled. This was where I wanted to be. It was what I knew. I didn’t see any girls down there, but Addison hadn’t made it seem like that mattered.

      The next floor was the distillery.

      I learned that the Sray made their money selling their potent liquors. Even rival clubs stocked their four different varieties of whiskey. Mora and Annabelle both worked in the distillery. Neither gave us much more than a cursory nod when we walked through.

      The third floor was textiles. Addison’s face lit up where she showed me where she worked. She’d started working there as a kid and never stopped. It turned out she’d even made the dress I wore the night before.

      Kimmie was already at work, but she smiled in greeting. Textiles would probably be a nice place to spend time. Too bad I was horrible at sewing. Quinn used to make fun of my sloppy stitch work.

      “Well it’s time for me to work. I’ll see you for lunch maybe?” Addison asked hopefully.

      “Kayla will be eating lunch with me today, but you’ll see her later.” Mason nodded at her before leading me back out.

      “What do you think so far?” He asked as soon as the elevator doors closed on us again.

      “Impressive. It’s hard to believe you have so much underground.”

      “We had almost none of this when I took over. Things were a mess.”

      “Then you’ve done a great job.” I’d been around enough men to know playing to their ego was a powerful tool.

      He saw right through me. “Kissing up to me isn’t going to get your sister back any sooner.”

      I tried denial. I remembered Addison’s warning about getting on his bad side. “I’m not kissing up. It’s the truth.”

      “It is the truth, but you said it for a reason.” He pressed a button, and the elevator stopped moving. “I don’t mind your flattery, but I want you to speak the truth with me. He moved toward me, backing me up to the back wall of the elevator.

      “Okay.”

      He ran his hand through my hair. “I want to Cord you now. I want you in my bed tonight.”

      “Is there a reason you’re waiting?” I tried to ignore his warm breath on my face.

      “I need the whole Circle here, but Allen is away. I’ve sent word to bring him back sooner.” He brushed his lips against my neck.

      I wanted to ask about Quinn, but it wasn’t the time. His eyes were hungry. He wasn’t thinking about helping me. “Is there more to see?”

      He stepped back and pushed a button. “Yes. Plenty more.” The elevator started moving again.

      “These are the general living quarters.” The floor was made up of suites much like the one we lived in. The big difference is their rooms had doors.

      We returned to the elevator and went up another few floors. We got off again. “This floor is general entertainment and dining.” He took my hand for the first time, running his fingers over my skin. “So soft,” he murmured to himself.

      “Dining rooms are all located here. We have a main one for the men, a smaller one for the women, and a third one for the Circle.”

      “Why all separate?”

      He smiled. “We aim to make this a comfortable environment for everyone.”

      “I see.” If everyone else could use that expression, so could I.

      “This wing is for fitness. You have your own fitness area on the women’s floor. This pool is for the general population’s use.” He gestured to a set of glass doors.

      “A pool? You have a pool?” I couldn’t imagine they had space for something like that inside.

      “We have several. I’ll show you the one you’d use.”

      “Do all the women live on the same floor?” I knew it was a small number, but I hadn’t discovered where Johanna and the handful of middle aged women I’d seen lived.

      “Yes. There are two other suites on the other end of the floor.” He dropped my hand when he opened to door to a room with a large screen. “This is for film viewings for the whole club. We have a private viewing room on the floor above the lounge. The top floor.”

      “Oh.”

      “We’ll go there next. You already saw the lounge floor last night.”

      We skipped the women’s floor and the lounge floor. The elevator stopped, and we stepped out.

      “This is the elite floor.” He slipped a hand around my waist. “We have a more private viewing room, a second pool, and our own bar. The Circle lives on this floor.”

      “Both the permanent and the rotating?”

      He smiled. “Someone’s been filling you in?”

      I hesitated.

      “Addison? She’s not in trouble. It’s good that she’s making sure you understand how things work.”

      “She’s been so nice.” I didn’t tell him Jarrett had shared the information with me too. If Mason wasn’t mad at Addison, it didn’t matter.

      “She grew up here. She knows it well.”

      I wondered what it was like for him after being intimate repeatedly with every girl.

      “But yes, we are all up here. My quarters are separate, through this door.”

      My chest tightened. He was showing me where he slept?

      He used a key to open a double set of doors. “This is where I live. My bedroom is through there.” He pointed to another set of double doors. “I have an office in here, but I primarily use the one outside the circle common room.”

      “Extensive.”

      He smiled. “I work hard, Kayla. I deserve a decent place to come home to.”

      I nodded.

      “I think that’s everything. Do you have any questions?” He gestured for me to take a seat on a small love seat.

      I sat down, and just like the day before, he sat right next to me. “May I select any job I want?”

      “Yes, but you are not required to until the Cording. For now you are our guest.”

      “I’d like to work in the hydros.”

      A smile crossed his face. “It reminds you of home.” It was a statement and not a question.

      “Yes. It does.”

      “Then you can start working there after the Cording.” He put a hand on my arm. “It’s nearly lunch time. Afterward, the girls usually take some free time. The nights are long around here.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Did you enjoy the lounge last night?” He put his arm behind me on the love seat.

      “It was a new experience.” A frightening and uncomfortable one I wasn’t sure if I would ever fully get used to.

      “I hope to see you there again tonight.”

      “I didn’t think my presence was optional.”

      “Like working, it’s optional until the Cording.” He ran his hand over my arm. “After that you’re expected to show up.”

      “And girls are expected to start sleeping with the men.” I let the words slip out.

      “You will only be sleeping with me.” He ran his fingers over my neck.

      “Addison made it sound like it isn’t every night, but it’s a lot?”

      “No one is forced to do anything in this club. However, our girls are generally more than willing to do their part.”

      “I see.”

      “You have been so protected.” He ran his fingers through my hair.

      “My father did his best.”

      “He gave his life to do it. That’s noble.”

      “Do you understand noble?” I winced as I realized the words had accidentally slipped out.

      “What do you mean by that?” He put his hand under my chin again. He made me look at him. “Have I been anything but fair with you since arrived in my club looking for help?”

      “No. Sorry.” I shook my head. I needed to be more careful.

      “Don’t apologize. Explain.”

      “Explain what?”

      “What you meant by the comment.”

      “I just didn’t know if men could be noble in the cities. The world has changed too much here.” I had made a mistake. I remembered Addison’s words. I needed to stay on his good side.

      “And it hasn’t changed in the Rurals?”

      “Not as much.”

      “So you lived the way you wanted? You never feared anything?” His hand slid down my neck under the fabric of my shirt to my shoulder.

      “Of course I feared things!” I always worried about being discovered, about Quinn and Bailey being discovered. I spent half my life expecting a raid.

      He dropped my chin, probably surprised by my near shout. “Exactly. You’ll be safer here than you were there.”

      Common sense kept me in check. “How are you going to get Quinn for me?”

      “We’ll discuss it after the Cording.”

      “You don’t trust I’ll go through with the Cording.”

      “Trust doesn’t matter here. It’s a deal. After you’ve been Corded, we will discuss it.” His face softened. “I already told you I was in a hurry for it too.”

      “You have your own moral code here, don’t you?”

      “How so?”

      “You won’t take me to bed until the Cording. Who defines that rule?”

      His eyes danced with amusement. “Are you asking me to take you to bed now, Kayla?”

      “No.” I sat up straighter. “Of course not.”

      He laughed. “Then what are you saying?”

      “You follow rules here. You really view me as a guest.” I wasn’t sure why I was telling him about my surprise. Maybe I just wanted even more of a confirmation that I hadn’t made a deal with the devil.

      “All hell has broken loose out there.” He gestured to the walls. There were no windows. “But in here we’re still human.” He stood up. “I’ll let you have lunch with the girls. We can have dinner.”

      I followed him back to the elevator.

      “Thanks for the tour.”

      “My pleasure.” Something in his tone made me think he really meant that.
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      The next morning I knew exactly where I was, and I wasn’t happy about it. I’d spent most of the night awake, staring at the ceiling while trying to picture what Quinn and Bailey were going through. Was Central trying to impregnate her already? Was Bailey being cared for? A million awful possibilities flitted through my mind, flooding me with a guilt so thick it felt as if I were choking. At the sounds of girls moving around the room, I pulled myself from my sweat soaked bed.

      I got up and walked down to Addison’s room. It was empty, her bed perfectly made. The night before hadn’t been a night off. I struggled to remember who she’d gone home with. I hurried down the hall to the bathroom. I didn’t want to think about Addison spending the night with a man. I didn’t want to think about any of it. I wanted to block everything out and pretend I’d already rescued Quinn and Bailey. I couldn’t take them home, but we’d find a new home. I didn’t care where it was as long as it was far away from the city. But then reality dawned on me. I wasn’t getting out of the city, at least not anytime soon. Mason wasn’t helping me out of the goodness of his heart. I was going to be Corded, and then I’d be living a life much like Addison’s. I could handle it. Quinn could too. It would be better than a life at Central. At least I hoped it would be. Panic started to set in, but I pushed it away. I’d have Ethan sneak her and Bailey out if it came down to it. They were the important ones.

      I found an empty shower and stripped down. I wasn’t use to bathing so often, but it offered an escape from a reality I wasn’t ready to face. I let the water wash over me. I greedily used it, letting it give me a moment of peace.

      “Would you look at that.” Mona pulled opened the curtain.

      I covered myself as best I could, shocked by the intrusion and the burst of cool air.

      “What? Embarrassed?” Mona grinned. “You’re going to have to get over that quickly if you are going to survive here,” she taunted. “Might as well start right now.”

      Giggling filled the room and two other girls walked in.

      I grabbed for my towel but Mona took it. “What’s the matter?”

      “Give me my towel please.” I fought back tears that wanted to spill. I wouldn’t let Mona see what her cruelness was doing to me. She didn’t deserve to know.

      “Please?” Mona laughed. “You think that word means anything here? There are only orders here. Got it? You are a prisoner, a slave. Please means nothing.” Her eyes were dark and as unfriendly as her words, but there was a sadness in them that didn’t come through in her voice.

      “I thought you were all willing.” I reached for my towel again, but she held it away.

      “Willing because we have no other choice. What should we do instead? Run outside and get raped by the street hustlers? Or get taken in by the Reign who will beat us as they rape us, and revel in it?” There was no trace of the laughter from before. She was talking about real and horrible threats only a step away.

      I shivered, both from the cold and from fear.

      “Get over the embarrassment and get ready to do your share. If not, get out of here.” She pointed to the door as if I had a choice. As if it could be that easy to walk away. She had no idea.

      I nodded.

      Mona tossed me my towel. “Your daddy may have thought he was doing you a favor by shielding you, but he wasn’t. He failed you, and now you’re so in over your head you don’t know it. Do you even know how to be with a man? Has anyone taught you?”

      “It is something that needs to be taught?” I wrapped the towel around me. I was grateful for the coverage, but it did nothing for the chill. I still shivered.

      All three girls laughed. Mona grinned. “Or not. Maybe the surprise will be enjoyable for you.”

      “Get out!” Addison’s voice broke through the laughing. “Get out now.”

      “Calm down. We were only educating our new friend.” Mona winked.

      “Educate yourselves and get out.” Addison fumed.

      “She’s going to have to face the music eventually.” Mona walked out taking the other girls with her.

      “Are you okay?” Addison inspected me.

      “I’m fine,” I answered quickly. I didn’t want her sympathy. I was stronger than that. If I couldn’t handle these girls, how was I going to be able to handle everything else that was to come?

      “If you’re sure.” Addison eyed me warily. “I’m sorry about them.”

      “There’s no reason for you to be sorry.”

      “Please know I don’t feel that way. I’m glad you’re here. Yet sorry.” She looked down at the white tile floor.

      I adjusted the towel around me. “Sorry?”

      “Isn’t that part obvious?” She looked up again.

      “You mean because I have to be Corded?” I was so unfamiliar with conversing with other girls. My sister and I were so close we usually could guess each other’s thoughts.

      Addison nodded. “I’m sure you had a better life before. Even though it’s not awful here, well, it’s no paradise either.”

      “I did have a better life.” Even with the constant fear, it was better. We were together, and Bailey was safe. And my father was alive. A pang pierced my heart.

      “I’ll let you get dressed.” Addison turned to leave. “And I’ll make sure the girls don’t bother you again.”

      “Thanks.” I forced the tiniest of smiles. “I appreciate you defending me.”

      “We need to stick together. We’re not as different as you might think.” She disappeared through the doorway.

      I hurried down the hall to the closet and hastily threw on clothes that hopefully matched. I’d spent my whole life wearing off-white; it was hard to transition to the idea that some colors might not go perfectly together. Either way, I knew it didn’t matter. Mason didn’t have me there for my wardrobe choices.
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      The room was quiet by the time I slipped out of the suite. I figured the girls had either gone to their jobs or gone to sleep.

      I knew where I wanted to go, and it didn’t involve waiting for Mason. I walked out into the hallway and directly toward the elevator.

      I pressed the down button. The technology was still new to me, but it wasn’t difficult to understand. I wondered what else would become second nature before long.

      I jumped as a cool hand touched my neck from behind. “Kayla, is it?”

      I turned after taking a few seconds to compose myself, fearful of whoever the male was. “Yes.”

      A man I recognized from the lounge, but had never met, stared at me. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Oh. It’s okay.” I glanced back at the elevator door that was still closed. Why was it taking so long?

      He ignored my question and instead asked one of his own. “How are you enjoying Sray so far?”

      “It’s been fine.” I struggled to keep my expression neutral.

      “Ready for your Cording?” He stepped closer to me.

      “Whenever Mason says it’s time.” I averted my eyes in case he could somehow read there was more to it than a normal Cording.

      “Allen will be back soon.” He licked his bottom lip.

      “Oh. Yeah.” I tried to act calmer than I really felt.

      “Where are you headed?”

      “The Hydros.”

      “Why?” He furrowed his brow.

      “Because they interest me.”

      “The Hydros? The ones producing food?”

      “Are there others?” Had I missed that on my tour?

      “No, but I can’t imagine why a girl like you would want to go there.” He narrowed his eyes. “Unless it’s to see someone.” His confused look became one of annoyance.

      “I’m from the Rurals.” I assumed that would explain it well enough.

      “And?” He gestured with his hand for me to continue.

      “Meaning I have spent my whole life on a farm.”

      “Oh.” Understanding crossed his face. “Feels closest to home than anything else.”

      “Yes.” I nodded, grateful he understood.

      “But the Hydros are nothing like the kind of farms you know.”

      “I know that. But they still interest me.” It was the only thing at the Sray that interested me. Everything else was tainted with sex and alcohol, two things I knew nothing about and had absolutely no interest in.

      He hit the elevator button as if it weren’t already lit because I’d pressed it. “I’ll take you down there.”

      “I can find my own way.” I didn’t know who this guy was, but he made me incredibly uncomfortable.

      “I don’t mind.” He ran his arm down my arm.

      I pulled it away out of instinct. He frowned but didn’t try to touch me again.

      After another few moments the elevator appeared. I stepped on, knowing full well the man was following. He’d never introduced himself, but then again I hadn’t asked his name. My omission hadn’t been an accident. I didn’t care what his name was. It didn’t matter because it wouldn’t help me achieve my goal. If I could focus on my goal, everything else would be okay.

      I stared at the buttons on the wall trying to remember for sure which floor the Hydros were on. How could I have forgotten that detail?

      “You want the third floor.” His voice came from right beside me as the elevator doors closed. In the large elevator, he’d chosen to stand right beside me.

      I started to press the three, but he pushed my hand away. “If you aren’t in a rush, how about we take a detour?”

      “A detour?” I met his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Surely you cannot be that innocent.” He smiled, revealing two rows of unnaturally white teeth.

      “I need to get to the Hydros.”

      “You’re going there because they interest you. That doesn’t mean you need to get there now.” He pressed an unlabeled button. The elevator stayed in the same place.

      “Ok, but I want to get there now.”

      “I want to take a detour first. That way we both win.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not how this works.”

      “Oh, you sure about that?” The man laughed. “You think you know how any of this works?”

      “Yes.” I pretended to have far more confidence than I actually had.

      “Do you have any idea who I am?” He moved closer.

      “No.” I tried to step away, but the result just had me pinned to the wall of the elevator. “You didn’t give me your name.”

      “I shouldn’t have to give you my name because you should know it.”

      “I just got here.” I hoped that qualified as some sort of defense.

      “I’m in the Circle.” He leaned a hand on the wall beside me. “I assume you know what that means.”

      “I’ve heard the term.” My heart rate accelerated, but I tried to stay calm.

      “Then you understand things work differently for me here.”

      But I also knew I was safe at the moment. He couldn’t do anything. “I haven’t been Corded.”

      “You think a mark on your arm changes everything? You are here living under our protection. Corded or not, you belong to the Sray.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

      “Is that so?” He cupped my chin with his hand. “You really think that?”

      “Yes.” I shook his hand away.

      He started to undo his belt, and I shook. This wasn’t happening. Not now.

      I kicked him as hard as I could between his legs. He fell to the ground. I pressed every button I could trying to get the elevator to move. It did nothing. He reached for my ankle, trying to pull me down. I pressed another button, and suddenly it opened.

      “What the hell?” Ethan stepped into the elevator.

      I ran to his side half out of old habit and half out of relief someone was there.

      “Get out of here, Ethan. This bitch will pay.”

      “Pay for what?” Ethan stepped in front of me. “Surely she didn’t leave you in that condition for no good reason.”

      “Don’t forget who you’re talking to.” The man seethed.

      “Or what? What did you think you were going to do, Greer? Have her first? Don’t you think Mason would have been angry at you?”

      “Like he would have known.”

      “He would have… and he will if you don’t get off this elevator right now.” Ethan squeezed my arm. I wasn’t sure what the motion meant, but all I could do was stare.

      Greer walked away but not without glaring at me. He pointed at me. “You will pay for that. I assure you, you will pay.”

      Ethan glanced over his shoulder before hurriedly pressing door close on the elevator. He pushed a button, and I watched this time to see what button froze it. “You’re stupid. So stupid.”

      “That wasn’t my fault.”

      “Not that. All of this. You never should have come here. It was a mistake.”

      “I had no choice.” I wrapped my arms over my chest. “I had nowhere else to turn. I needed your help.”

      “You should have answered my letters.” His eyes filled with fear. “Then I would have been there to protect you in the first place.”

      I looked deep into his eyes, looking for a glimpse of the boy I used to know. I saw someone entirely different. “You couldn’t have stopped the traders. Benjamin tried and now he’s dead.”

      Ethan shrugged. “Benjamin was weak.”

      “No. The traders were stronger. There is a difference.”

      “We could have had a life together. It would have been a hell of a lot better than this.”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “We could have. But you left.”

      “I offered to come back. I wanted to come back.” Ethan sounded so young, and much more like the boy I once knew.

      But I wasn’t fooled. He wasn’t the same. And neither was I. “Only when you realized this wasn’t paradise. You didn’t want me. You never did. You only wanted sex, and you didn’t care where it came from. You were right about one thing; I was stupid. I was stupid to care about you. I was stupid to come here because I should have known you’d never help anyone unless it directly helped you.” I didn’t cry. I didn’t scream. Ethan didn’t deserve my tears or my anger. It had all become clear, crystal clear. “But thanks for showing up when you did.”

      “I’ll find a way to get you out of here,” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “We need to do it before the Cording.”

      “You can help me get Quinn?” I didn’t hide my disbelief from my voice.

      “That’s impossible!” Ethan snapped. “Completely impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible.” I sounded like Quinn, but for once I wanted to be lost in hopes and dreams. They were all I had left.

      “The traders sold her to Reine. You and I both know that. No one can break in there.”

      I shook my head. “No. She’s not with the Reine.”

      “What makes you so sure?” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Because she’s at Central. They took her there instead.”

      “Central?” His eyes widened. “Why? Why would they take her there when the Reine would pay more?”

      “They just did.”

      “You’re lying.” He grabbed my arms. “Tell me everything, Kayla. I can’t help you if I don’t know the whole story.”

      I debated what to do or say. If there was any chance he could help and save me from being Corded, I had to do it. “She has a child.”

      “A child?” Ethan’s eyes grew even bigger. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you a Breeder too?” He looked at me with new eyes.

      “I don’t know.” I looked down. “Obviously. You heard my conversation with Mason.”

      “You might be.” A combination of excitement and fear crossed his face. “That decides it. You have to get out of here.”

      “Yes, because I have to save Quinn and Bailey.”

      “Breaking a breeder out of Central is impossible. And they’ll keep the kid too. The system isn’t producing like it used to.” He wrung his hands. “And they’ll take you. See if they can make you breed. You don’t want that.”

      I was glad Bailey could also be a boy’s name. I couldn’t trust Ethan. I couldn’t trust anyone. “Then please leave me alone.”

      “Do you really think Mason is going to help you?” Ethan put one of his hands in his pants pocket. “When he finds out what’s really going on…” Ethan started to sweat. “Either he’s going to turn you in, or I don’t even want to know.”

      “Right now he’s my only option. And he’s not going to turn me in. I’m valuable to him.”

      “He’s messing with you, Kayla. You have to trust me. He was never going to help you.”

      “But he has a reason to help. If he can get Quinn…”

      “She’s a breeder… Central is going to raise hell if he tries to get her. A girl isn’t worth that trouble.”

      “But she’s blond. Like me.”

      “He has you. That makes her less important. And that’s all assuming he doesn’t give you away to save himself trouble. If Quinn sends Central here…”

      “She won’t. She doesn’t know I’m here. This plan came much later after she was kidnapped.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him about his cousin. I still wasn’t ready to accept that the one person who’d been so willing to help me was likely dead. “Besides, isn’t a Breeder worth something? If she had babies…” My skin crawled thinking about what she’d have to do to have those babies. But I needed to believe there was a reason for Mason to help.

      “What’s he going to do with a baby boy? Sell it to Central? Still not worth it.”

      But Bailey wasn’t a boy. And that information might be my ticket. “Either way I need to take the chance.”

      “But you’ll get no other chances. You don’t want this life for yourself. You deserve better.”

      “Better than the girls here? The ones you use?”

      He frowned. “I don’t use them. And they’re different.”

      “Of course you’re using them. You say I’m stupid, yet you’re being intentionally blockheaded.” I was done playing nice. I’d laid my cards on the table, and he still wasn’t willing to help.

      “Blockheaded?” He cracked a smile. It seemed foreign on his aged face. “Is that a new word of yours?”

      “You know exactly what I mean.” I glared at him. “I came here for your help, but you won’t give it.”

      “I won’t help you do something completely impossible. Don’t make it out to be something it isn’t.”

      “Fine. Then I’m going down to the Hydros.”

      “Why? What’s the point?”

      “I want to. These are probably my last few days of freedom. I want to use them the way I want to use them.”

      “Please, don’t do this. I can still get you out.” He put his hands on my shoulders.

      “I need to save them, Ethan.” I sighed. “I’m not sure how to explain it any other way, but they are a part of me. I can’t let anything happen to them.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Fine. I will do what I can to protect you, but you need to do your part. No more hurting members of the Circle.”

      “You know what he was going to do to me.” My skin crawled at the thought.

      “Yes, but you shouldn’t have been alone with him to begin with.”

      “Then come with me to the Hydros. You want to help, that’s a way to do it.” It wasn’t, but I wanted to get rid of the strangeness between us. We’d never go back to what we were, but he was from the Rurals. Even years away could not erase the childhood we spent together.

      He pressed the button, releasing the elevator, but we didn’t move. Instead the door opened, and Mason stepped inside. “What is going on here?” He glared at Ethan.

      “Nothing.” Ethan stepped away from me. It was still strange watching him so beholden to another. “I am escorting Kayla down to the Hyrdros.”

      “Then why was the elevator stopped?” Mason scowled.

      “Because we were speaking for a few moments.”

      “Is that so? Well since you’ve had plenty of time to catch up, I’ll take Kayla down.” Mason grabbed my arm.

      Ethan nodded. “Yes, as you wish.”

      “And Ethan?” Mason called as he left the elevator.

      “Yes?”

      “If you want to speak with Kayla again, do it in front of me.”

      Ethan sent me a deep and sad look, but he nodded. “Absolutely.”

      The door slid closed.

      “Great news.” Mason kept ahold of my arm, but he loosened up a bit. “Allen is back. The Cording will be tonight.”

      “Oh. Wow.” I was excited I was one step closer to going after Quinn and Bailey, but nervous about what else the Cording meant.

      “So we won’t be going to the Hydros for long.”

      I nodded. “I understand.”

      “What did he say to upset you?” Mason didn’t need to tell me he meant Ethan.

      “Nothing.”

      “You look shaken.”

      “It wasn’t Ethan,” I started to defend him. Then I stopped.

      “What do you mean?” Mason watched me warily.

      “Nothing.” I was an idiot. Ethan was right.

      “Are you sure?” Mason leaned in.

      “Absolutely. I’m fine. This is all new to me. That’s all.”

      “It will get better after the Cording.” He ran his fingers over my arm in the spot I’d seen the other girls marked.

      I wished his words could possibly be true.
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      I wore a different green dress that night: An Addison design with halter straps and a low neckline. I’d rolled my eyes at the neckline, but she only shrugged. Supposedly Mason had requested I wear that style specifically. There were so many things wrong with the situation; arguing about the clothing choice wasn’t worth it.

      I waited nervously inside the lounge, grateful Addison stayed close to my side. I was shaking. Agreeing to the Cording had been the easy part. It was simple to push away fears when they weren’t imminent. But the time to face reality was now. I reminded myself it was all worth it for Bailey. Anything was worth it for Bailey. I breathed slowly in and out of my mouth. It was a trick my father taught me when I had panic attacks the first few times the traders came.

      “It only hurts for a second.” Addison leaned over from her spot on the stool next to me. “It will be over really quickly.”

      I nodded. I wasn’t worried about physical pain, especially if it were temporary. Quinn and Bailey were likely going through much worse.

      “Drink something. It dulls the pain.” She held a delicate glass out to me. “Trust me on this.”

      Addison meant well. I knew she did, but I was tired of being told to dull what was happening. “No.” I didn’t want to dull the pain. Dulling difficult situations never made them better.

      “The other girls will be nicer to you after this. That’s one good thing.” Addison sipped from the drink I refused. “I know that isn’t much of a consolation, but it’s something.”

      “Why?” I had a hunch, but the conversation was helping with the nerves. I was happy to talk about anything but the Cording itself.

      “Because you’ll be doing your part.” Addison took another long sip. “Doing the things they have to do. That’s why they hate you right now. They think you think you’re better than them.”

      “I don’t.” I rested my hands in my silk covered lap.

      “But you feel pity.” Addison looked down. “For me as well.”

      I shook my head.

      “Don’t deny it. It’s normal. You’re from a different world than ours.” She swirled around her drink.

      “It’s not pity I feel.” It wasn’t. “It’s just about every other emotion.”

      “What do you mean?” She set her glass on the counter.

      “I feel angry at how we even got here. I feel sad for the lives none of can lead. I feel ashamed for the things we all have to do. I include myself in that. But not pity.” Pity was a pointless emotion. It did nothing. It only hurt.

      “Are you sure you don’t need a drink?” Addison leaned closer.

      “I’m sure.” Nothing was going to help my nerves. I had to face whatever was coming.

      Nothing happened at first. It was just like the other nights. The same loud music with the beat that made it nearly impossible not to tap my toes. It was the same groups of men swirling around and looking at me.

      “I have to mingle.” Addison stood. “You going to be all right?”

      “Sure. I’m fine.” I held onto the edge of my stool. “Do what you have to do.”

      “Obviously I’d prefer to sit and talk to you…”

      “I’ll be in the same position as you soon enough.” Or not. I wasn’t sure what a personal Cording would mean for how my evenings would go.

      “I’ll be there for you in the morning. I promise.” She squeezed both of my hands before disappearing into the crowd.

      I watched after her, focusing on her red dress before it disappeared into the sea of black and navy suits. With all the color options available, the men still choose to be monochrome. Only the girls wore bright colors—albeit on tiny strips of fabric that barely constituted clothing.

      For a moment I considered asking the man behind the bar for a drink. Maybe Addison was right, drinking would make things easier on me, but easier wasn’t always better. I pushed the thought out of my head. I took a few deep calming breaths, but all of that was for nothing as I watched Greer heading my way.

      I looked toward the door, hoping he’d get distracted before he reached me.

      “Don’t think I’ve forgotten your little game earlier.” He took the seat Addison had vacated.

      “It wasn’t a game.”

      “It was. And there will be consequences.”

      “You said as much earlier.” I pretended he was just one of the boys from town. That made it easier.

      “If you hadn’t kicked me in the balls, I might actually like you.” He scooted his stool closer to mine.

      “If you hadn’t tried to touch me, I wouldn’t have kicked you there.”

      “You are going to have to stop being so sensitive about being touched.” His words were surprisingly kind. Gone was the anger. Instead there was a thin level of understanding. People were so much more complicated here compared to my family.

      “I know.”

      “And I shouldn’t monopolize your time right now.” He brushed his lips against my cheek. “I’ll be seeing you plenty soon.”

      Before I could react he stood and started back across the room. The crowd quieted as Mason walked into the center of the room.

      Mason spoke but I couldn’t hear his words. Instead my head pounded as I thought about my future. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want a mark on me that signified the end of my freedom, but I had no choice. I couldn’t be selfish.

      I closed my eyes and thought of everything good thing I could remember.

      My mother’s voice. Reading with Quinn. Holding Bailey for the first time. Bailey’s laugh. My brother’s jokes. My father’s smile.

      I soaked it in. Tried to transport myself back to a time when I was happy—even if at any moment we’d known our happiness could disappear.

      “Jarrett, please bring up Kayla.” Mason’s use of my name broke me from my concentration. Jarrett walked over with a slight smile on his face. I couldn’t return it. Instead I swallowed hard as he took my arm and helped me down from my stool. “It’s going to be ok. I’ll look out for you,” he whispered in my ear. Normally I would have refused the help, but I was so nervous I could barely walk straight. Maybe Mona was right; someone should have taught me something about being with a man. About belonging to a man. But it was too late now.

      I nodded, in a daze as we crossed the room. I wondered if Jarrett’s promised words would hold true when he discovered I was in for a personal Cording. I also wondered how the girls would react. Would I be even more hated?

      My heart beat faster and faster, and I started to sweat. I waited for my adrenalin to kick in, to push away the fear, but it didn’t. I was terrified.

      Mason walked toward us. He took my arm from Jarrett. He looked into my eyes but said nothing. I was grateful for the silence; I had no words to speak.

      Mason held onto my arm as he led me over to where an older man stood with a heavy-looking circular metal device. There were no markings on it, instead the finish was shiny, and by the strained look on the man’s face, it had to be heavy too.

      The man looked up at me and smiled. “Do you willingly agree to become marked as belonging exclusively to the Sray?”

      His smile threw me off. Why was he smiling? What was there to smile about when I was about to give up my freedom? It was in exchange for help, but he didn’t know that. And did I do a normal Cording first? Had Mason changed his mind?

      I thought over the questions, and my heart rate accelerated.

      Mason took my hand and brushed his lips against his ears. “It will go exactly as we discussed. I give you my word. Say yes, and I swear everything will be okay.”

      His reassurances shouldn’t have mattered, but I felt as if I were drowning and searching for anything to hold onto. His words called out to me, and I held onto them. “Yes.”

      “Good.” Mason nodded and slipped my arm into the device.

      My chest clenched as the device lit up. I bit my lip to stop from crying out as it lit up. The pain started as a pinch and grew, as if a thousand needles were sticking into my arm. It ended quickly, just as Addison had promised and started to fade.

      I took a deep breath and turned to Mason, proud of myself for remaining on my feet and keeping my tears at bay.

      He met my eyes with something akin to sympathy. I didn’t want his sympathy.

      He held up my arm now adorned with the black mark of the Sray. I stared at my foreign skin. My stomach lurched. I felt sick to the very depths of my soul. It wasn’t the presence of the mark that upset me, but the meaning behind it.

      The room cheered. I averted my eyes, unwilling to find Ethan’s eyes out there. I wanted no judgement; I was doing what I had to do.

      I looked down and tried to calm myself. Everything would be okay if Mason was true to his word. I tried to pretend it was over, even though I knew it wasn’t.

      “But tonight is even more special.” Mason pulled me closer. “As you all know, it is in my rights to Cord one girl as my own. I have yet to make that claim, but I will tonight.” Mason took the device back from the man.

      I heard muffled words being spoken, but all I was aware of was Mason putting the machine back on my arm.

      The stinging pain was twice as bad this time. Mason watched me the whole time. He offered his hand, but I refused it. I could handle the pain on my own. The tiny prick grew stronger, and I waited for it to be over. I was prepared for the searing pain, but it took longer this time before it disappeared.

      When the device was removed a separate insignia with an M was added to the original design. I looked away. I couldn’t bear to see it.

      “I expect you all understand the level of respect that needs to be shown to her.” Mason spoke, but it sounded far away. Everything felt far away. I was falling, and I knew there was no way to get up again.

      “Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Mason nodded as if to dismiss the others. He took my arm and led me toward the door. I kept my eyes down, knowing full well the tears had started and there was absolutely nothing I could do to stop them now.
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      Beautiful and shaken. Those were the best words to describe Kayla as I led her down the hallway toward my room. She hadn’t uttered a word, and I didn’t press her. Although I couldn’t truly imagine how she was feeling, I could take a guess.

      I pulled open one of the heavy wooden doors separating my living space from the others, all while keeping an arm wrapped around her. She looked so fragile. I was afraid she’d fall and break if I let go.

      Without a word I led her through the doorway and locked the door behind us—trying the lock an extra time for good measure. I wanted to ensure we had complete privacy.

      I’d never seriously considered taking a girl as my own. The right was there, but it was a risky one. Taking a girl that could belong to the many for myself could be seen as selfish—and it could lead to my downfall—but I had no choice. I’d known from the moment I laid eyes on her I had to have her, and I would never be able to stomach anyone else laying a hand on her.

      I walked her through the sitting area and through a second set of double doors that housed my bedroom and bathroom. It was a space no one else entered other than to clean. I never brought the girls to my room. I saw them elsewhere—in a place where I could leave easily when I was finished with them. But I wasn’t going to want to leave Kayla. I would never be finished with her because I knew behind those haunted eyes there was something worth knowing. Something worth keeping.

      “I laid out something for you to sleep in on the bed.” I pointed to the silk nightie I’d selected for her. It was black—and I was eager to see how it looked against her pale skin. And how her blonde curls would look falling down the back.

      I went hard thinking about it. About her wearing it only for me. I swallowed hard. “I will leave you to that.”

      She nodded, and I asked for nothing else. I walked back out through the double doors to give her privacy and to give myself a few moments to figure out my plan.

      I waited as long as I could, until I couldn’t stay away any longer. I walked back through the doorway.

      And then I saw the most beautiful sight in the world. She was standing there in the black silk, with her hair free and hanging down her back. She ran her teeth over her bottom lip in a way I knew was nerves rather than a flirtatious move. She had one hand wrapped over her body, but every other part of her was on display—including her long legs and cleavage that made me ache to see more.

      I said nothing for a moment, unable to speak as I took her in.

      Then I noticed the shivering.

      “You’re cold?” I was hot. So hot I could barely stand it.

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “Then why are you shivering?”

      “There are other reasons to shiver.” She blinked a few times as if trying to fight off tears.

      Other reasons meant me. She was afraid of me.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I tried to reassure her, to get rid of the worry in her stunning blue eyes.

      “I don’t understand any of this. You might find that to be a good thing, but I don’t. I’m not so proud I won’t admit I’m afraid.”

      “There’s no reason to be afraid. You’re safe with me.”

      “Safety is in the eye of the beholder.” She tightened her arms around herself.

      “Do you expect me to force myself on you?”

      By the look in her eyes, she absolutely did.

      “Didn’t you listen to what I told you? Nothing is forced here. We’re not the Reine.”

      She shivered, and I hated it. I hated that she felt threatened by anything. “By not forced you mean you aren’t violent about it, but it’s still forced. What would happen if a girl refused to do what she’s here for? If she refused a man of the Circle, for example?”

      “That hasn’t been an issue.”

      “It hasn’t been an issue because the girls are all too afraid to make it an issue. They’re afraid of what would happen to them.” She bit down on her lip.

      “And you’re afraid of that?” I stepped toward her.

      “Of course. But I’m more afraid you won’t help me save my sister.”

      “I promised you I would give you help. I am a man of my word.”

      “Then let’s get this over with.” She watched me. “Do I take this off or do you?” She started to slip down a strap of the black satin.

      “Neither of us will be doing that tonight.” I managed all of my resolve. “I already told you nothing is forced here.”

      “This isn’t forced.” She met my eyes. “This is part of the deal.”

      “Doing something out of desperation is tantamount to being forced.”

      “That means all the girls are forced. Don’t treat me differently.” Her hands twisted into fists at her side. “I need help saving my sister.”

      “When you are ready to willingly give yourself to me, we can talk about the details.”

      “I am willing.” She slipped off the fabric, revealing her completely naked body to me.

      I hardened, and my eyes took in the absolute beauty in front of me.

      “I am upholding my side of the bargain. You uphold yours.” Tears streamed down her face.

      “I am not going to have you when you’re crying.” I picked up her discarded nightie, and slipped it back onto her.

      “I’ll stop crying.”

      “It will not happen tonight.” I pointed to the bed. “Get in bed. I will join you when I’m ready.”

      “You just told me nothing will happen tonight.”

      “You will sleep in my bed. Beside me.” I cupped her chin and made her look at me. “You will let all in the club believe you are no-longer untouched. Is that understood?”

      “Then why not just do it? Get it over with?”

      “Do you understand the significance of my having Corded you?” I held onto her chin.

      “Yes.” At least I thought I did.

      “Good, then you should know the first time I have you will not be with you crying as if you are being raped. It will be because you want me to have you.”

      “I’m never going to want that.” She gritted her teeth. “I am only doing this for my sister.”

      “You are doing as was expected, so I will uphold my part of the bargain. But not tonight. We can discuss your sister in the morning. Get in bed. I will join you in a few minutes.” I turned my back and hurried into the bathroom to shower before I could change my mind.

      There was something about Kayla that was so innocent, so precious. I wouldn’t steal from her. I wouldn’t take until she was ready to give.
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      The bed next to me was empty when I awoke. I sat up, pulling the sheet around me, not wanting to notice just how soft it was. There were luxuries here I never could have dreamed of, but they didn’t matter. Nothing mattered other than getting to Quinn and Bailey.

      Just because Mason wasn’t in bed didn’t mean I was alone. The sound of running water proved me right. I glanced around the floor for my clothes from the night before but didn’t see them. How was I going to leave without clothes? I couldn’t walk around in a tiny piece of silk.

      I was confused. I still didn’t understand what had transpired the night before. Maybe Mona was right, and I needed to know more about being with a man. I’d thought it was simple. I offered myself, and he took. Yet he’d taken nothing. No liberties beyond looping his arm around me sometime during the night.

      I waited in the bed, wondering how I could broach the subject of Quinn again. He’d refused to discuss it the night before, but it was morning now. I couldn’t wait any longer.

      The water turned off, and moments later he walked into the room wearing a towel around his waist.

      “Good morning.” He spoke formally and looked through me as though I wasn’t even there.

      “Good morning.”

      “You will spend the day in here. I’ll have clothes sent over for tonight.”

      “All day? You can’t mean that.”

      “Of course I do. Based on the response last night, I need to make sure the men understand just how off limits you are.” His eyes finally found mine.

      “What about my sister? When can we discuss that?”

      “Not yet.”

      “But when?” I fisted the sheet in my hand. “You said we could discuss it today.”

      He closed the distance between us, stopping right next to the bed. “I said not yet.”

      “But—”

      “Say ‘but’ one more time and you’ll regret it. You’re going to do as I say.” He grabbed my arm, shoving the evidence of the Cording in my face. “You belong to me now.”

      I tried to reconcile this behavior with what he’d done the night before. He hadn’t touched me. He’d refused to even consider it.

      “I will be back later.” He stormed through the double doors, slamming them behind him.

      Wallowing in self-pity wasn’t going to help anything. I needed to get out of bed and move on with the day, whether I was stuck in Mason’s room or not.

      I stepped into a steaming hot shower. The water soothed my aches and pains and gave me time to think. I was growing more and more used to the hot water and amenities found here. That wasn’t a good thing. I wasn’t going to be enjoying them for long. After toweling off I walked into Mason’s closet to search for something to wear.

      Settling on one of his dress shirts, I eagerly buttoned it up, glad to have some coverage. Satisfied with the temporary clothing, I looked for something to do.

      I made the bed. At the time it seemed completely logical. I’d always made my bed as soon as I woke up. I meticulously double checked the hospital corners and smoothed down the blanket. I went back into the bathroom and searched through the drawers, for something, anything. What I did find was a hamper containing a pile of dirty clothes, including my dress. I considered changing into it but changed my mind. The shirt provided much more coverage than that little bit of green fabric.

      A knock on the door had me scurrying out of the bathroom. Was Mason back already? When he said to be ready, what had he meant?

      “Kayla?” A soft voice called.

      I pulled open the door. “Addison.”

      She hugged me. She pulled me into her arms and hugged me in exactly the way I needed her too.

      We clumsily moved back into the bedroom, still embracing.

      “Are you okay?” She looked right into my eyes.

      “Yes.” I knew better than to tell her what had happened. Whatever reason Mason had for not touching me, it wasn’t one he wanted shared.

      “I brought you some clothes, your toothbrush, and some pills.”

      “Pills?”

      “For pain. I wasn’t sure—” She looked down.

      I felt a jab of guilt. She brought pills worried I’d been hurt by Mason. Instead he hadn’t touched me. “Oh. Thanks.” I accepted the pile of clothes. “But you better leave before Mason gets back.”

      “He told me to come. I wanted to, but I never would have come without permission. It could have made things worse.”

      “For both of us.” But I was more worried for her. Worrying about others came much more easily to me than worrying about myself.

      She nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Is everything calm?” I wanted to leave his room. I would go crazy staring at the walls all the day. Ethan was right, this had all been a huge mistake. I would have been better off trying to save Quinn and Bailey myself.

      “I think so. I’m sure some of the Circle are upset, but it was Mason’s right.”

      “Are the girls okay with it?” It didn’t matter. I knew it didn’t, yet I found I cared.

      “What choice do they have?”

      I shrugged. “So some are mad?”

      “It’s a mixed bag. On the one hand you won’t be another girl to help with the Circle, but you will take Mason off our hands.”

      “You don’t think he’ll also take other girls?” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It’s not like I wanted to spend every night with him, but somehow knowing he’d be comparing me to others made it worse.

      “He won’t.” She fidgeted. “A personal Cording means he’s taking a girl for himself. That means he doesn’t need the rest of us. He’s already promised the rest of the Circle that. I think that appeased them enough.”

      And then I remembered his words. He could only have one personal Cording. His decision was even more significant than I thought if he was limiting himself to only me.

      “When do you think I’ll be able to go back to my room?” I wasn’t sure if Addison knew, but she had a lot more information than I had.

      A funny expression crossed her face. “Mason didn’t tell you?”

      “Tell me what?” I wasn’t sure I was ready for any more surprises.

      “You’re staying here. He’s having a whole bunch of clothes and stuff delivered for you later.”

      “He mentioned sending over something, which you brought…” But I hadn’t thought that meant I was staying with him indefinitely. “I figured he’d just meet up with me at the lounge…”

      “No. A personal Cording is different. You’re his. He gets to have you in his room always.”

      “Perfect,” I mumbled.

      The door burst open, and Mason stepped in.

      Addison glanced at me. “I was just leaving.”

      “Thank you for bringing Kayla some of her things,” Mason didn’t look at Addison. His eyes were fixed on me.

      “You’re welcome.” She skirted out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      “Nice wardrobe choice.” He stepped toward me, and instinctively I stepped back.

      “That shirt looks much better on you.” He stepped toward me again, and I forced myself to stay in place. His eyes were heated, and without him saying anything I knew he was picturing what I looked like underneath.

      I sent up a silent prayer that he didn’t want to find out yet. Maybe his mysterious reason for waiting would continue—that is as long as he’d help me still. He’d alluded to a willingness to do that the night before.

      “I know Addison brought you some things. You’ll have any clothing you need by tonight. I’ll clear out plenty of space in the closet for you.”

      “Thank you,” I mumbled even though I wasn’t feeling particularly grateful. I much preferred my room downstairs, or even better my room on the farm.

      “I thought we’d stay in tonight.”

      “Stay in?” I shivered. As much as I didn’t particularly want to go to the lounge or dinner, it was better than being alone in a room with him.

      “Yes. I’ll have dinner brought in for us. We can also view a movie in my sitting room.”

      “You have your own viewer?” He hadn’t mentioned that before.

      “Yes. Do you enjoy movies?”

      “I’ve never seen one. We didn’t have electricity at home.” I was talking too much. He didn’t want or need to know that.

      “Really? What did you do for entertainment?”

      “Entertainment? We didn’t have much time for that. We’d play cards sometimes, and I love reading.”

      “Reading? What kind of books?” He sat down on the bed, gesturing for me to take a spot next to him. Why was he being so nice all of a sudden?

      “All sorts.”

      “No particular favorite?”

      “Why do you care?” I just spit it out. I wasn’t one for games. I wanted his help, and that was it.

      “Because I want to know about you.” His eyes settled on my face while he absently stroked my hand.

      “Fairytales and other romantic stories with happy endings.”

      “Really? I’d have thought you liked more action packed stories. You seem tough.”

      I shrugged. “I liked the escape.”

      “Liked?”

      “I doubt I’ll ever get to my collection again.” There was nothing left for me there anyway.

      “No, you probably won’t.” he looked away and dropped my hand. “I need to go out for awhile, but I’ll be back for dinner.”

      “Have you thought about my sister? Are you ready to discuss that?” I pleaded with him.

      “We will discuss it tonight.” He glanced back at me once before leaving again.
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      I paced the room.

      I was unaccustomed to waiting. I’d run Sray for years, and since taking over waiting had become a thing of the past. Yet I was waiting, and I wasn’t happy about it.

      “Sorry I’m late.” Ethan strolled into the room.

      “Do you have a reason for the tardiness?” I studied his face. He was still bruised from my fist. I didn’t regret it. I couldn’t. It was my job to keep order at the club, and that meant keeping everyone in line. The second I faltered or showed weakness someone else would take over, and that wouldn’t be good for me or the club. Despite what some thought, I cared. I cared a hell of a lot more than most. I’d pulled us up from nothing and made us one of the most successful clubs in the city. I didn’t accomplish that by playing nice.

      “Yes. I was finalizing a deal with the Layman Club.”

      “Very well.” His excuse was valid. If we didn’t move whiskey, we didn’t get paid. Despite Ethan’s deficiencies, he was good at moving product. That didn’t mean I understood him. How any man could have walked away from Kayla confounded me.

      “You wanted to see me?” Ethan hovered near the doorway. He stood tall, but his expression was wary.

      “Yes.” I pointed to a chair by the wall. “Take a seat.”

      Ethan nodded before sitting down. Evidently he was listening today.

      I closed the door and waited a moment longer than necessary before jumping in with my questions. I wanted him nervous so he’d answer my questions honestly. “I want to know everything about Kayla and her sister.”

      “Everything?” Ethan raised an eyebrow.

      “Everything. Leave no detail out.” I needed to understand her, and to do that I needed to know where she came from. What caused the fear behind her eyes? It wasn’t new. It wasn’t solely from me. And perhaps more importantly, what made her so desperate she’d shown up on my doorstep? Traveling from the Rurals was dangerous. Reckless. Was her devotion to her sister so strong she’d take the chance, or was there more going on than she was telling me? Something about the situation nagged at me. I didn’t understand it, and that made me nervous.

      “I will tell you what I know, but I am sure you could get more if you asked her yourself.” Ethan’s shoulders slumped.

      “I’m asking you to tell me.” I would ask her questions as well, but I knew she wouldn’t tell me everything. I needed to be prepared.

      Ethan let out a slow deep breath. “I’ve known Kayla her whole life. Her sister too. We grew up on farms next door to each other.” Ethan appeared to be lost in memories. I couldn’t picture his childhood. It was so far removed from the one I knew. I knew nothing of neighbors—particularly not ones of the female variety. “Kayla had this spirit about her that was contagious. No matter how bad things got. No matter how little food we had, she was always smiling. She was convinced we could survive anything.”

      I tried to reconcile the image of a smiling little girl with the Kayla I knew now. I wasn’t even sure she knew how to smile anymore. I wanted to see her smile. To see her eyes dance with pleasure instead of fear. “How did her father hide them? Two girls? That seems nearly impossible.” The Reine kept the traders busy searching everywhere for women. I found it hard to believe two girls had managed to stay under the radar that long, especially since they weren’t kept a complete secret.

      “Their father was always very careful who was allowed to meet them. He kept them close to home.” Ethan seemed to consider his words. “And those of us who knew them, we felt protective. We’d have never told the traders because it would have meant two more girls taken away from us.”

      “Why were you allowed to get to know them if their father was so protective?” There was a closeness between Kayla and Ethan, and I cared to understand. I didn’t really know why I cared beyond wanting to make sure he knew to stay away from what was mine.

      “Because he knew my father. This isn’t important to understanding her.” Ethan glanced toward the doorway.

      His denial made it important. “I didn’t ask you to decide what was important. I asked you to tell me everything.”

      “I already told you, we grew up together. Her dad liked me for her because she liked me.”

      “Yet you left.” I might have been throwing salt on a wound, but he’d left for a reason. He hadn’t truly wanted her. If he had he would have waited. “And her sister is really her sister? Her mother had two children? Two girls?”

      “Yes. And a boy.” Ethan nodded. “They have a younger brother. He’s still a kid really.”

      “Three children? That’s impossible.” Three children. That was unheard of.

      “Not for her family,” he mumbled.

      “What are you implying?” A stray thought crossed my mind. Could Kayla be even more valuable than I imagined? And in more danger?

      “I’m not implying anything.” Ethan looked away.

      “You are.” I strode over to where he sat. “Out with it.”

      He looked up and met my eyes. “Did she tell you the truth about her sister yet?”

      “The truth?” Pieces of the puzzle started to fall into place, but I needed to know for sure.

      “Forget it. I’ll let her tell you.” Ethan sighed. “This is a mess already.”

      “No.” I sent him a look I hoped served as enough of a warning. I didn’t particularly want to resort to violence again. “You will tell me. And you will tell me now.”

      He buried his head in his hand. “I’m only hurting her more. I never wanted to hurt her.”

      “You hurt her the moment you left the Rurals. You know that. Your regret has nothing to do with the hurt you caused though, so don’t pretend.” The sooner he accepted that the better for all of us. I wasn’t going to allow him to wallow in self-pity. Not in my club.

      He looked up at me. “You’re a bastard, you know that?”

      “Of course I’m a bastard. Who the hell isn’t anymore?” I knew he didn’t mean it literally, but it was true. Then I realized something. “Besides you. You had a family. You had a family, and you had the chance for a wife yet you walked away. You’re an idiot.”

      “I’m well aware of that.” He looked down at the floor.

      “I’ll never understand your decision.” Even if he didn’t truly care for her, how could he have give up the chance most men would have given anything for?

      “Does it matter?” He composed himself.

      “No.” I shook my head. “So tell me. What hasn’t she told me about her sister?”

      “It’s where she is.” He stretched out his legs.

      “She wasn’t kidnapped by the Reine?” Was any of Kayla’s story true? I knew she was hiding something, but I hadn’t sensed outright lies. I was good at sensing them. It was part of my job.

      Ethan straightened in his chair. “She was taken by traders—but. I might as well tell you. I told Kayla she was crazy to think you could help.”

      “Tell me.” And I could help. Possibly. I might not have cared before, but I did now.

      “The traders sold her sister to Central.”

      “To Central? But there’s only one reason to do that.” My hunch had been right. Kayla was worth more and in a whole lot more danger.

      “Exactly.” He met my eye, telling me I was right.

      “They assume she’s a breeder?” Then why hadn’t they taken Kayla there too? I couldn’t imagine she’d escaped.

      “They know it.” Ethan looked up at the ceiling. “And that is why there is no chance you can help her. Quinn isn’t getting out.”

      They knew she was a breeder? That could only mean one thing. Her sister had a child. That explained so much. “So her son is in the system now?” That was a plight I knew.

      “Looks like it, and Kayla is crazy enough to think she can get Quinn and the kid out.”

      “That’s not crazy. It’s desperate.” Though desperation and craziness looked very similar.

      “Are they really all that different?”

      I shook my head. “Not in this case. Not in this case at all.”

      “What are you going to do?” Ethan wrung his hands. “What are you going to do with Kayla?”

      “I’m not going to do anything with her. The problem is I can’t help her.”

      “And that’s going to be a real problem. Kayla isn’t going to take it well.”

      “I’m not giving up yet.” I hesitated before leaving the room. “And it goes without saying all of this stays in this room.”

      “Of course.” He nodded.

      “I may need to speak with you on this again.”

      “You’re the boss, Mason.”

      “And it would be good for you to remember that.” I left the room without glancing behind me.
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      “Kayla.” A male voice spoke my name lightly.

      The voice broke into the end of a good dream I was holding onto, and it took me a minute to realize someone was shaking me.

      I opened my eyes and sat up. “Mason?” I blinked, trying to get used to the dark room.

      He sat next to me on the edge of the bed. “Sorry to wake you, but I didn’t want the food to get cold.” He was being nice, but I knew it could be a trap. Everyone wanted something, and there was no way he was going to help me without expecting something in return.

      “Oh. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. Like the rest of the club, Mason’s room had no windows. There were plenty of lights, but they were all artificial. I longed for the rays of the sun or the moon. Anything real.

      “It’s not a bad thing. Besides, what else could I have expected keeping you in here all day?” There was a note of apology in his voice that surprised me.

      If he was feeling bad, I might as well use it to my advantage. “When do I start my job?” I needed to get out of that room. Whether he was ready to talk about Quinn or not, I needed to move around. And if he wasn’t going to help me, I needed an escape route. I wasn’t giving up on helping Quinn and Bailey. I’d never give up on that.

      “You don’t have to work.” He rested a hand on my arm right over the Cording. The long sleeve shirt covered the markings, but he knew exactly where they were.

      I’d never changed. I hoped he didn’t read into it. None of the other clothes appeared as comfortable as the oversized shirt. The materials were also so different from what I was used to. I missed the simplicity of cotton. “All members of the club work. I’m a member now.”

      “I know you are.” He shifted closer to me. “But you don’t have to work.”

      “I want to.” I needed to. I couldn’t sit there any longer. It only reminded me that I was a prisoner.

      “Are you still interested in the Hydros?” He watched me, studying my face more than warranted by his question.

      I nodded. “Yes. I know a lot about farming. I’m not used to the advanced methods you use here, but I’m a fast learner.”

      “You really want to work down on the Hydros floor?” He studied my face as if searching for a punchline to a joke.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “You can start tomorrow. I’ll take you down there after breakfast.” He nodded.

      I put a hand to my chest, surprised by his reply. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He returned his hand to my arm. “Are you ready for dinner?”

      “Are you ready to talk about my sister?” I accepted the outstretched hand he offered and stood up. If he was so willing to give in on the work, maybe he’d be more willing to talk about our deal.

      “Yes. But I want to show you something first, and then we need to eat.” His tone left little room to argue. He pushed open the doors that separated the bedroom from the other rooms in the suite. He led me into the small office he’d pointed out on my first day.

      “I’m not sure if you’ve read these, but they’re what I could find.” He gestured to a pile of paperback books.

      “You got me books?” I flipped through the pile of unfamiliar titles. By the color illustrations on the covers, these were far sexier than the ones my mom left us.

      “You made it sound like books were important to you.”

      “That was…” I trailed off, still trying to understand his motivation. Why did it matter what I wanted? Making me happy wasn’t part of the deal. Unless… “You aren’t trying to distract me, are you?”

      “Of course not.” He flipped through the books. “I want to make you happy.”

      I asked the obvious question. “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” His honest words resonated with me.

      “You know what you can do to really make me happy.” I looked right into his eyes, needing him to know how important it was to me.

      “I’m going to do what I said I would. You have to give me time; let me do it my way.”

      “You promised—”

      “We have a deal, Kayla. You uphold your end. I’ll uphold mine.” He put his hands on his hips. “But we need to be honest with one another.”

      “Ok.” I bit my lip. Was he implying something with his words?

      “Have you been completely honest with me?” His eyes bore into mine. “Please tell me the truth, Kayla.”

      I hated the way he said my name. It was too velvety. Too possessive. I looked down.

      “Kayla.” He removed his hand from my hip and instead cupped my chin. “Have you told me everything?”

      He knew something. He knew something he hadn’t known when he left that morning, and there was only one way he would have.

      “You’ve spoken with Ethan.” I shouldn’t have been surprised Ethan had given the information up. His loyalty lay with Mason and the club. It didn’t lie with me. And to be fair neither did mine. I wasn’t at the club because I wanted Ethan. I was there because he was my only hope. A last resort. With that realization I swallowed my hurt. I had no right to it.

      Mason nodded. “I have.”

      “So you already know the answer to your question.” I waited nervously. Why did he bring me books if he was mad about me hiding the truth?

      “I want to hear it from you.” He moved his hands to my shoulders. “I run this club, Kayla, and I expect complete obedience from everyone. I am willing to overlook this one occasion because I understand you came here under significant stress.”

      “Did Ethan tell you?” I needed to know. Did he still plan to help me?

      “I want you to tell me. I want you to tell me everything, or all bets are off.” He tightened his hold on my shoulders.

      “But you told me if I upheld my end of—”

      “How can I be expected to uphold anything if you lie to me?” He ran his hand down my neck. “Tell me that, Kayla.”

      “I was going to tell you.”

      “Tell me now. Tell me before I have to drag it out of you.” His eyes were kind despite his darker tone.

      He already knew. I had no doubt about that, so it was time to come clean. “My sister has been sold to Central.”

      “Isn’t there something else you want to say?” His hand slipped down my arm.

      “My sister and her child.”

      “Your sister and her son. Isn’t that important information to have given me?”

      Her son. Of course, that was all Ethan knew. I had to make a split second decision. “You told me to tell you everything.”

      “Yes.” He leaned in.

      “Then you should know the truth about her child.”

      “What about him?”

      “That’s the thing.” I struggled to swallow. My throat felt like it was closing in.

      “What is?”

      I let out a slow deep breath. “It’s not a him. It’s a her.”

      His eyes widened.. “Kayla… are you telling me that your sister has a…”

      “A daughter, yes.”

      He said nothing for a moment. He just stared at me. “There is absolutely no way we’re getting her out of Central. No amount of money I could offer would have them giving up a breeder like that. She had a girl all on her own?”

      “Well, not on her own.” I felt a blush crawl up to her cheeks.

      “I realize how procreation works, Kayla.” His hand returned to my hip. “I mean without the aid of Central. She is so rare. She’s so important. She should stay there. Even if I could get her out… she needs to survive.”

      “She can survive elsewhere. She would be better off,” I pleaded.

      “And all of this means you may be a breeder too. You may hold the same abilities.” His voice lilted.

      “Then you plan to sell me to them too?” Maybe that was my only way in. He’d sell me in, and I’d find Quinn and Bailey. It could work. At least we’d be together again.

      He shook his head. “Not a chance. You belong to me.”

      “Then what does this mean?” I stayed as calm as I could even though my impulse was to run.

      “I don’t know yet.” He tightened his hold on my hips. “But I assure you that it doesn’t change our arrangement.”

      “So you’ll still try to save them?”

      He closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m not entirely sure that’s possible.”

      “Then how does our arrangement still stand?” I mustered all the confidence I could. “I only agreed to the Cording so you would help my sister.”

      “But you lied to me, Kayla.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t lie.”

      “You led me to believe your sister was sold to the Reine. Instead she’d being held by Central because she’s a breeder. A breeder of girls.”

      “She’s still in danger.” I shivered.

      “No. She’s safe. They wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “Of course they’ll hurt her.” I wasn’t being careful anymore. What else did I have to lose? “They don’t view her as a person. They view her as a breeder. Just like you, huh? You view girls the same way. You don’t think of me as a person either.”

      “Why would you say that?’ Mason’s eyes darkened. “Have I done anything to show you that?”

      “I’m only here to help them. I don’t care about anything else. If you can’t help, I beg of you, please let me leave.”

      “Let you leave?” Mason startled. “Why? So you can be kidnapped? Why should I give you up?”

      “Because you don’t want me anyhow. You can let me go, and blame it on me. You can Cord another.”

      “I don’t want you?” His lips twisted into a frightening smile. “Is that what you think?”

      “I don’t know what to think. All I care about is saving my sister and niece.”

      “Do you realize how hard last night was for me?” Mason’s arms slipped around me. “How hard it was to sleep beside you and leave you to rest?”

      “How would I know how hard it was? You did it.”

      “I did it to be respectful. I did it because you were afraid, and I didn’t want you to look at me with fear in your eyes. Maybe I was naive, but I hoped. I hoped I could make you want to be with me.” I forced myself to maintain eye contact even though his stare frightened me. “But I get it now. That would be impossible. You are single-minded in your wants.”

      “You say that as though it were bad. I am on a quest to save my family. What could be more important?”

      “You are allowed to want for yourself.”

      “And you think I could want this?” I gestured at the room.

      “Is there more you want?” He narrowed his eyes. “Luxuries not available?”

      “No.” I tried to pull away from his arms, but he held on tight. “I want freedom. I want the right to live the way I want to live. I’m tired of hiding.”

      “You don’t have to hide here.”

      “Yet I’ve spent the entire day hiding.” Maybe I wasn’t afraid of traders, but I was afraid of everything else. And I was afraid for my family.

      “You may start in the Hydros tomorrow.”

      “And what of my sister? And Bailey?” I knew there was desperation in my voice, and I didn’t care.

      His lips pressed into a firm line. “I need time to come up with a plan.”

      “You are going to try?”

      “Despite how idiotic I am to do so, I will.”

      “Why?” I asked with genuine curiosity. I didn’t understand the man before me.

      “Because I gave my word.” He ran his hand down my back.

      “Oh.”

      His eyes locked on mine. “You’re not afraid of me right now.”

      “I’m done being afraid. Fear has never helped me.”

      “Good.” He leaned forward and crushed his lips into mine. I froze, unsure of what to do. I couldn’t push him away—and I found I didn’t want to. The sensation was hard, foreign, but also exciting and pleasurable. I closed my eyes.

      He stepped back and released me. “Our dinner will be getting cold.”

      “You still wish to eat?” I struggled to push away the kiss. I wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      “Yes. And I want you to as well. I’ve gotten rid of the fear from your eyes, but you’re still unhappy.”

      “I’m going to be unhappy until I have Quinn and Bailey.”

      “I’ll be working on it.” He walked out of the room, and I followed, still trying to make sense of what had just transpired between us.
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      I had lost my mind. If I wasn’t careful I was going to lose everything else I’d worked for, but the girl had the ability to make me do and say things I normally never would. I was in charge for a reason. I was ruthless when I needed to be. I kept everyone in their place to ensure things ran smoothly. I commanded respect from everyone—yet this girl—this beautiful girl with the haunting eyes had the ability to completely unnerve me.

      “Is the food up to your standards?” I gestured to her plate. She’d barely touched her food.

      “It’s fine. Thank you.” She picked up her fork but made no move to eat.

      I searched her face for answers. I’d had a special meal made with specially ordered meat we saved for only the most special of occasions. And she thought it was fine?

      “You are used to better?” I tried to keep the iciness from my voice, but I knew I’d failed.

      “No. This is fine. Thank you. It’s far better than anything else I’ve had here.” She looked down at her plate.

      “Do you know how to cook?” I changed the subject in an attempt to avoid an argument.

      “Of course,” she snapped, seemingly insulted by my question.

      “Is there anything you can’t do?” I set aside my silverware.

      “Of course.” She looked up.

      “Such as?”

      “Why do you want to know my inadequacies?” She folded her hands on the table in front of her.

      “Because I want to know what’s behind that mask you wear.”

      “I’m not wearing a mask.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “Not literally, but you’re hiding. The only taste of the real you you’ve given me is that kiss.” That kiss. I’d never cared about a kiss before. But I had this time. Her lips had been far sweeter than I imagined, and now I needed to know how the rest of her tasted.

      “You’re hiding too.” She crossed her arms. “Don’t pretend.”

      I smiled. “I like you better now that you’re not afraid.” She was feisty and sexier than she realized.

      “There’s nothing left to be afraid of. Either you help me or you don’t.”

      “You make it sound like helping you would be easy.” She made it seem like I was refusing to do the most minuscule of things, not take on the government in all of its power.

      “Nothing worth doing is easy.”

      “Is that so?” I leaned back in my seat. “That’s an interesting quote from someone like you.”

      “Someone like me?” She put a hand to her chest. “What does that mean?” Then her expression softened. “It was something my father said.”

      “Your father is dead.” It wasn’t a question. I’d heard enough of her conversation with Ethan. It was the only reason she was sitting across from me at my table. Had he been alive, she’d still be on her farm.

      “Yes. He sacrificed himself to protect us.” She raised her chin.

      “He was a good man.”

      “Yes.” She looked down. “And I won’t let his sacrifice be in vain.”

      “Do you believe he’d have wanted you to put yourself at risk to help your sister?” I wasn’t a father, but I struggled to believe he’d prefer both of his daughters in danger instead of one.

      “I’ve always been at risk. It was just a matter of time before we were found.” There was no sadness in her voice, only acceptance, and that made it all the worse.

      “But now you are safe. The equation has changed. You could stay here safely with me.”

      She laughed dryly. “Safely? You mean locked up in a fortress? No matter how glitzy a cage is, it’s still a cage.”

      I considered her words and bit back the response I wanted to give. Telling her she should be grateful wouldn’t help. “I want you to go somewhere with me tonight.”

      “Where?” She picked up her fork and pushed around the food on her plate.

      “It’s a surprise.” I took in the way she looked in my shirt. Despite the clothes I’d had sent over she’d chosen to stay in my shirt. I could have read into the choice, but I knew it had little to do with me. It had more to do with comfort. Still, I enjoyed the knowledge that she was comfortable in my clothes.

      “A surprise?” She furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”

      “I’ll show you. Wear something nice.” I pushed my chair away from the table. “I’ll leave you to finish your meal.” If I stayed in the same room with her much longer I wouldn’t be able to control myself—and that would just move us backward. I was done going backward with Kayla.
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        * * *

      

      She wore a short black dress when I returned an hour later. She tossed aside a book as soon as I walked through the door.

      I smiled instead of commenting. Despite her initial reaction, she was enjoying my gift. There was something satisfying about knowing that even if I didn’t want to find it satisfying.

      “Does this qualify as nice?” She stood up, so I could get a better look at her in the dress. It was low-cut and gave an incredible view of her cleavage. It was nice, but it was also going to make the evening difficult.

      “It’s perfect.” I allowed myself a moment to fully take her in.

      “What is the surprise?”

      “I’m going to show you.” I held out my hand.

      She didn’t move to take it. Instead she stared down at the intricate pattern on her arm.

      “You’ll get used to it.” I ran my fingers over the lines.

      She looked up at me. “This is wrong, and you know it.”

      “Cording?”

      “Yes. People should never be marked as animals.” She glared at me.

      “The Cording is for the girls’ protection. Do not forget that.”

      “No it’s not.” She shook her head. “It’s so the men can feel ownership. The marks don’t matter because the women never leave the club.”

      “It’s protection. A women cannot be stolen by another club if they bear the marks.”

      “Do you really believe that?” She covered much of her mark with her other hand. “You believe if the Reine found me on the street they wouldn’t take me in and rape me? These marks would stop them?”

      “You wouldn’t be on the street to begin with.” I’d never allow that to happen.

      “My point. It’s not the marks that help. It’s the walls. So why brand us other than for your own needs?”

      “Let’s go.” I took her arm, this time not giving her the choice to refuse.

      She didn’t resist.

      We started to walk, and that’s when I noticed her feet. “You’re barefoot. Go find some shoes.”

      “It’s this or the heavy black shoes. I will not wear heels. I almost broke my neck last time I wore them.”

      “You’ll get used to them.” The other girls had no trouble with them.

      “I don’t want to get used to them.” She put a hand on her hip.

      “I thought Addison would have brought you slippers. You are welcome to wear those.”

      “Slippers?”

      “Yes.” I walked into my closet where I’d moved her stuff. I found the black satin slippers I’d wanted her to have. “You can wear these.” I held them out to her.

      She took them and turned them over in her hand. “These can be worn out of the room?”

      “I’d prefer these to you being barefoot.” I didn’t want her getting hurt.

      “Because my bare feet bother you?”

      I grimaced. Did she think that little of me? “Because I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “This hurt.” She held up her arm. “But you already knew that.”

      “Does it hurt now?” I’d been told the pain was temporary.

      “Yes, but not in the way you think.” She sat down on the edge of the bed and put on the slippers.

      I held out my hand, and she took it. Before we could get into another argument, I led the way out of the room.

      “I wish you’d tell me where we’re going.”

      “You’ll see.” The surprise wasn’t anything huge, but if my hunch was right, she’d appreciate it.

      “I don’t like surprises.”

      “Because the only surprises you’ve ever known have been bad.” I wanted to change that. I wanted to change that more than anything.

      “And I have no reason to believe this one will be any different.”

      “I can’t promise you anything, but you won’t be hurt.”

      “That statement does nothing to reassure me.”

      “Come. You were the one eager to leave the room.” I took her arm and led her through both sets of double doors. Hopefully she’d like the surprise.
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      Mason never let go of my arm. He held on firmly, yet not so tightly it hurt. I didn’t understand him. He seemed so focused on making me comfortable and happy, but how I felt should not have mattered to him at all.

      He’d kissed me, and I couldn’t forget it. It wasn’t so much the kiss as my reaction. I’d enjoyed it far more than I should have, and now I couldn’t shake it. When I looked at him I thought of his lips when I should have been thinking of his fists and the way he punched Ethan. I’d talked back to him more times than I could count, yet he always appeared calm. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, and yet I couldn’t imagine him physically hurting me. He was so restrained.

      I didn’t know what I was doing, but I couldn’t sit quietly anymore. I needed Mason’s help, and I wasn’t sure how in the world to get it. Quinn wasn’t safe, and neither was Bailey. Mason was right. I was safer than I was before, but I was still a prisoner, and freedom was worth more than I could have imagined.

      Mason pressed the button for the elevator. I pushed away thoughts of what had happened with Greer. Those thoughts couldn’t help me. They could only hurt.

      “I still don’t understand why you can’t simply tell me where we are going.”

      “That would defeat the point of making it a surprise.” He sighed, showing the first signs of annoyance. “I’m sure you understand the concept.”

      “Ok.” I didn’t actually care. Considering what Quinn and Bailey were going through, there was nothing worse Mason could do to me.

      The elevator arrived, and we stepped in. I watched as he inserted a key, but I kept my questions to myself. The elevator moved up, that much I could tell.

      The doors opened, and Mason took my hand. “No one else should be up here, but stay close to me.”

      I nodded. I may have been the one arguing to get out of his room, but that didn’t mean I was excited about facing anyone else from the club. Even though the personal Cording was definitely not my choice, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be blamed for it. Addison had told me all I needed to know. If the girls were annoyed, I was positive the men were too. Especially Greer. I hoped I’d never see him again.

      Mason led the way down a dark corridor. I was used to darkness on the farm, but usually there were some stars or the moon to add a glimmer of light. The artificial dark of the sealed up club was something altogether different. There were tiny lights every so often on the floor, but they weren’t enough to provide much illumination.

      “This way.” Mason led me with his hand on my lower back.

      I said nothing about the darkness. Instead I followed. If he wanted to hurt me he could have done it in his room. There had to be a purpose for this walk in the darkness. I was sure of it.

      We continued walking, Mason nudged my back and turned us. I wasn’t sure how he knew his way so well in the darkness, and finally my curiosity got the best of me. “How aren’t we walking into walls?”

      He chuckled. “I’ve walked this walk enough times to know it in my sleep. Besides, I have better night vision than most.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I don’t actually know. Probably something to do with what they did to make me in Central.”

      I shivered.

      “Don’t worry. I’m still human.” His voice was dry without the hint of humor.

      “Who said I was worried?” Not that being human meant the same thing anymore. We were on the precipice of extinction, and that changed everything.

      “You shivered.”

      “I shivered because I hate what they do there.” Central had no oversight. No one could stop them; therefore, they got away with everything. In theory I understood their mission, but that didn’t make it right.

      “They are trying to save the human population.”

      “There are better ways to do it. More humane ways.” Ways that did not involve stealing women and children to experiment on.

      “Saving the population has to be the highest priority.” His voice seemed so devoid of emotion, as if he was reading from a script.

      “You don’t believe that.” I stopped walking.

      “Yes I do.” He stopped beside me.

      “Then why do you keep girls here?” I turned to him even though it was too dark to actually see his face. “If you believed in the mission of Central you’d send all the girls there.”

      “Not if they aren’t breeders. If one did get pregnant we’d do the right thing.”

      “Do the right thing?” I shook my head. “Right. Send her away to be experimented on.”

      “You don’t seem to think we treat the girls well here so what do you care? Do you have some great solution? Some idea no one has thought of?”

      “No.” I sighed. “I wish I did, but I don’t think it’s the responsibility of the remaining women to shoulder this burden. It’s not fair.”

      “What in life is fair? What in life has ever been fair?” He leaned in toward me. “You think things were really much better before? You think people were living perfect lives?”

      “No. Perfect doesn’t exist.” Perfection was an ideal impossible to achieve, and the search for it made people miss out on the good they did have in their lives.

      “Exactly. It doesn’t, and it never will. People aren’t made to be happy. We’re made to struggle. That’s what life is.”

      “That’s depressing.” Depressing in a way I didn’t want to think about. I couldn’t give up. I had to save Kayla and Quinn.

      “Depressing but true.” He took my hand. “Come on, this conversation isn’t going to get us anywhere.”

      “No, it isn’t.” He was right about the conversation going nowhere. I had no suggestions—no ideas to make things better, so there was no point arguing. Arguing wasn’t going to help anyone.

      He took my hand and started walking. I followed, unwilling to stand alone in the dark, and now more curious than ever to see what the surprise was. Mason was a cynical man. He was sad and dark, and at a complete loss of hope. I couldn’t imagine what possible good surprise he could have for me.

      He let go of my hand. “Stay right here. Don’t wander off.”

      “Where am I going to go?” That was the reality of my situation. I couldn’t go anywhere. Even if I could escape Sray, how could I make it to Central?

      A low scraping and screeching noise sounded from far away, and I saw a faint bit of light in the distance. I looked around for the source of the sound. “Mason?”

      “Just give it a second,” he called.

      I listened, more because I wasn’t sure where else to go than because I cared about annoying him.

      The humming continued and brighter light spilled into the room. I followed the light, and stopped short. “Wow.”

      “Pretty isn’t it?” Mason stood in front of a window holding the strings to a massive set of curtains. It was an actual window that looked out at the city.

      I joined him, taking in the sight of neon lights and the moon. I’d missed the moon. It was my favorite way to mark the passing of time. The phases of the moon continued over and over no matter how much else changed. “Beautiful.”

      “We can’t leave this open.” He pointed to the large window that spanned nearly floor to ceiling. “It’s too dangerous, but I come up here when I need to look out.”

      “You need to look out?” I was surprised. Mason talked as though he didn’t care about anything—let alone seeing the night sky.

      “I don’t like being locked up any more than you do.” He gazed out into the night and over the empty city streets. We had to have been close to the top floor.

      “But you’re not locked up. You could go anywhere. Anytime.”

      “You really think so?” He looked into my eyes. “You think I could just walk out and leave?”

      “No one is stopping you. You don’t have this on your arm.” I held up my arm to show off the ink. I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to the marks.

      “And what happens if I leave? What happens to the girls? To the other men?”

      “Someone else takes over.” I was sure there were a least a dozen men interested in his job. Probably twice that number.

      “You think it’s that simple? Anyone can do what I do? You think I should let Greer take over? Because that’s who would. You think he’d abide by the willingness rules I have set?”

      The mention of Greer’s name made my stomach turn. “You know?” He hadn’t picked Greer randomly. I was sure of that.

      “I know everything that happens in my club.” Mason gritted his teeth. “Everything.”

      I looked out at the city—at buildings lit up with bright yellow lights that blocked out the stars. I missed the Rurals. I missed home. “If you know he’s that way, why is he in the Circle?”

      “Have you ever heard the saying you need to keep your friends close and your enemies closer?”

      “I haven’t heard it before, but I think I understand the logic. Allowing him in the Circle keeps him happy, and it’s easier to watch him.”

      “Exactly.” Mason turned back toward the window. “I know you don’t agree with many of the things I do, but I’m doing them to protect others.”

      “That is something I can relate to.” The only reason I was even at Sray was to help my family.

      “But don’t you ever want to do something for yourself?” He put a hand on my shoulder. “To do something solely for the purpose of making yourself happy?”

      “Of course.” It was why I read books. They helped no one but brought me joy.

      “Then you’ll understand this.” He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. This time it was harder, longer, he pushed against my lips. I opened up in surprise as his tongue slid into my mouth. I should have pushed away, but I didn’t. Instead I found my tongue tangling with his as he held me tightly in his arms. He tasted minty, a new flavor to me that I couldn’t get enough of. I moved a hand to his shoulder, wanting to feel his muscles. His body was hard, so different than my own. I lost myself in him—in the taste of his mouth and the feel of his hands on me.

      Then just as suddenly as he started, he stopped. He stepped away.

      I watched, not quite understanding why he’d stopped.

      “If I don’t stop now I won’t be able to. You’re addicting, Kayla.”

      “I’m not addicting.” I wasn’t. The only man I ever felt anything for ran away from me. Seeing Ethan again made me realize how inflated my memories of him were, but I’d felt something for him. And he’d left.

      “You are the most addicting thing I’ve ever encountered.” His hand balled into a fist at his side. “You see that.” He pointed out the window.

      I accepted the abrupt conversation change. I didn’t want to focus on the kiss either. “That large building?” I followed his gaze. “The one surrounded by the fence?”

      “That’s an electric fence. If you notice it goes up as tall as the building.” Mason stared out at it across the city. “Want to guess what that building is?”

      “Central.” I knew it without him telling me. No other building would have that kind of fortress of protection.

      “Then you understand how difficult it would be to break in. Impossible.”

      “Nothing is impossible.” I was beginning to believe that more and more. I’d enjoyed kissing Mason. Twice.

      “Ok. I’ll play along. Let’s say I could break in, it would be impossible to get out with your sister alive. That part is impossible.”

      “And Bailey. I need her too.”

      “You really think I can get a baby? No, not just a baby. A baby girl out of Central?” He narrowed his eyes.

      I sighed. “I need you to. I need them.”

      “I’m not giving up, but I need time to think. Do you understand?” He reached out as if to touch me, but then he dropped his hand.

      “How much time?”

      “A week at least. I need to talk to contacts, see what can be done.”

      “I can give you a week.” Patience wasn’t one of my virtues, but I didn’t have any other options.

      “Give me a week?” He smiled. “You act as though you have another choice.”

      “There’s always another choice, even if it’s not an easy one.”

      “Ready to go to bed, or do you want to watch a little longer?” He gestured to the window.

      “Watch longer.” I pressed my hand against the glass and gazed out. A light rain fell from the sky, creating an eerie effect in the lights. “Thank you for this. I needed it.”

      “There are such things as good surprises.” He stood right next to me, but he didn’t touch me at all.

      “There are, which is hard to believe in the world we live in.”
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      I’d made the right choice. I’d made mistake after mistake with Kayla, but showing her the window was the perfect decision. She needed to see the outside world—both the sky and the city. It served two purposes, showing her what existed outside and showing her where her sister was.

      I’d overplayed the possibility of helping her sister. I just couldn’t say no to her eyes, especially not after that kiss. It was not a forced kiss between strangers—it was a willing kiss between two who knew each other well. Even after only a few days, Kayla knew more about my thoughts and feelings than anyone. I wished I could say the same about her, but she still had a wall up. It was breaking down a little, but I wanted it all gone. I wanted to know the real Kayla. I wanted her trust. And I wanted her. I wanted her in a way I’d never wanted a woman before. I wanted her for her and not for the escape. I wanted to know her in a way I only could accomplish through intimacy.

      I’d had to tear her away from the window. I couldn’t blame her for wanting to spend more time there, but it wasn’t safe. Windows were dangerous in our world.

      I led her back downstairs with her hand in mine. Neither of us said anything the whole way back to my room. She wordlessly picked up the nightie she’d worn the previous night and disappeared into the bathroom.

      I stripped down to my boxers and waited for her. It was impossible to get the second kiss out of my head. Would I really be able to keep my hands to myself for a second night?

      She walked out of the bathroom before I could make up my mind. She headed straight for the bed, pulling back the sheets on the same side she’d slept on the night before.

      I stared, watching her every move. “You’re beautiful.”

      “You don’t have much to compare me against.” She pulled the blankets up around her. “Every women is considered beautiful now. Our rarity enhances our appearance.”

      “That’s not true.” I moved and sat down beside her. “You are beautiful for reasons beyond rarity.”

      “Then why do you like my hair? It’s because you’ve never seen the color before.”

      “You think I want you only for your hair?” I resisted the urge to run my hands through it.

      “No.” She shook her head. “But it’s what you noticed first.”

      “Why are you averse to me finding you beautiful?” I struggled to understand what was going on in her head.

      “Because I don’t want to be beautiful if it means I’m viewed as a thing. An object.”

      “I don’t view you that way. I wouldn’t have shown an object the window. Or given it books.” Had my gestures meant anything?

      “And I appreciate both of the things you did, but that doesn’t change the mark on my arm. It doesn’t change that you think you own me.”

      I slipped underneath the sheets beside her. She shifted away from me slightly. I moved closer. She frowned.

      “I don’t own you. And it doesn’t matter. I can’t get what I want from you through ownership.” I wanted her willingly in every way. I wanted to get to know the real her. To get close to the real her.

      “Sex.” She said the word with distaste.

      “No. You. The real you.” Of course I wanted sex, but it was more than that. It was so much more than that even if I still didn’t understand where the emotions were coming from.

      “You make no sense.”

      “How am I confusing you?” I was confusing myself, but that’s because I knew how far off this was from my usual thoughts and feelings. She didn’t.

      “A person can’t change so fundamentally. A few days ago you viewed me as a sexual object. That can’t have changed.”

      “It has.” I put a hand on her leg over the sheets and blankets. “It’s changed.”

      “How?”

      “It’s changed because of how you make me feel. Who you make me want to be.” I was uncharacteristically open and honest. I needed her to know.

      “You barely know me.”

      “I want to change that. I want to know everything about you.” I wanted to know the things no one else knew.

      “There’s not much to know. I’m a girl from the Rurals who has lost everything.” Her eyes clouded over.

      “No.” I took her hand in mine. “You’re Kayla. A beautiful, intriguing, intelligent, and giving young woman from the Rurals who is willing to do anything to protect those she loves.”

      A blush crept up her cheeks. “You don’t actually mean that.”

      “Of course I do.” I squeezed her hand. “And I am going to do everything I can to help you. I want to help you.”

      “What if you’re right?” She sighed. “What if it’s impossible?”

      “I thought nothing was impossible.” We had just had this discussion, but this time it had been flipped. I couldn’t let her give up because it might mean she lost the thing that made her unique, that made her irresistible.

      “I wish nothing was.”

      I cupped her chin with my free hand. “I never believed I’d meet anyone who could make me feel. I did. You, in yourself, are an impossibility.”

      “So what now?” She blinked a few times as if trying to hide tears. “What are we supposed to do?”

      “I’m going to plan.”

      “And me?” She put a hand to her chest.

      “You’re going to plan too.”

      “How? I know nothing about Central.”

      “You managed to make it here alive. You know more than you think.” I still couldn’t quite believe she’d made it. I worried more happened on the journey than she let on, but like many things I’d have to wait until she was ready to tell me about it.

      She relaxed back against the pillows. “I should feel uncomfortable.”

      “In what way?”

      “Sharing a bed with you.” She adjusted her pillow.

      “But you don’t?” Now that was a surprise.

      “Not the way I should. Maybe it’s because I expected worse.”

      “Or because you’re comfortable with me. That is a possibility.”

      “How can I be comfortable with a man I barely know?” There was real wonder in her voice.

      “In the same way you’ve managed to change me in a few days.”

      “If you start speaking of fate I will be worried.”

      “You don’t like the idea of fate?” I moved closer.

      “It’s too similar to fairytales.”

      “I thought you liked those stories.” I turned to get a better look at her.

      “I do, but they are only stories. Quinn got herself in trouble once she started believing in them.”

      “Got herself in trouble—meaning pregnant. Is that what you’re afraid of? That you’re a breeder?” I wondered how frightening that was for her. Or was there also excitement? I couldn’t begin to imagine.

      “Of course that scares me. I know what would happen. You’d give me to the Central, and the poor child would be tortured for their entire life. It’s horrible.”

      “You think I’d give up my own child?” My jaw dropped.

      “You said you believed in Central. You said you’d do that.”

      “I can say whatever I want. I couldn’t hand over my own child. The thought of having one...” I trailed off as I struggled for words. “Now that would be impossible.”

      “I’m probably not a breeder. I can’t imagine both Quinn and I both are.”

      “Then why are you so scared?”

      “Because I shouldn’t like you.”

      I smiled. “That’s not a reason to be afraid.”

      “I have enough in my life to worry about. I don’t want to worry about getting hurt.”

      “What if I promise I won’t hurt you?” I pulled her into my arms. Surprisingly she let me.

      “That’s not a promise you can make.”

      “Sure it is. It’s a an easier promise than the one about your sister.” I held her closer.

      “You can’t promise not to hurt me because you can’t promise how you’ll feel.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” I looked deep into her eyes.

      “You can’t promise that.” She shook her head.

      “Fine, I’m not going to argue with you about this, but I can promise that I will do everything in my power not to hurt you. Maybe this is one of those times when you have to accept next to perfect, because you’ll never find perfect.”

      “I don’t want perfect. I want safe,” she said in a whisper.

      “You are safe.”

      “Not just for me.”

      “Kayla.” I brushed my lips against her forehead. “Please put some trust in me.”

      “I’m trying.” She rested her head on my chest, and my heart rate accelerated. It felt so good, so natural to have her head there.

      “Try harder.”

      She smiled. She genuinely smiled, and my whole world lit up a little bit brighter.

      “And do that more. All the time.”

      “What?” She lifted her head.

      “Smile. There’s nothing greater in the world.”

      She laughed and set her head back down. “For now can I enjoy this?”

      “Enjoy lying here with me?”

      “Yes. Upstairs you asked if I ever want to do anything selfish. Just for me.”

      “I did.” I ran my hand through her hair.

      “This feels that way. Lying with you helps no one.”

      “I have to disagree with you there.” I kissed the top of her head. “It helps me.”

      “Are you ever going to demand more?”

      “Demand more? As in sexually?” I tried to follow her question.

      “Yes.” She closed her eyes.

      “I’m not going to demand anything from you.” I ran my lips down her neck. “I’m hoping eventually you decide you want it.”

      “Right now I like this.” She rested her hand on my chest. “And that kiss we shared before.”

      “You liked that, huh?” I teased.

      “I did. Strangely.”

      “How is it strange?”

      “Because I thought I’d hate it.”

      “I guess you got an extra surprise then.” I didn’t wait. I connected my lips with hers again. With Kayla, it was smart to never miss an opening.
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      Mason left before I woke up the next morning, but he left a note telling me to knock on the door for Jarrett when I was ready to go down to the Hydros.

      He’d promised I could, but I was still surprised to find the note. I got dressed in the pants that had appeared that morning as well and put on the work boots. I wasn’t sure what to make of what had passed between Mason and I the night before, but some physical labor might distract me from over thinking things. I had to stay focused on what was important: saving Quinn and Bailey. I definitely needed a distraction that wasn’t over six-feet tall and more attractive than any man I’d ever met.

      Dressed and ready to work, I knocked on the outer doors of Mason’s room.

      They opened immediately, and I found Jarrett grinning. “Morning, Kayla.”

      “Good morning.” I nodded. “Were you really waiting here for me?”

      “Doing some work.” He held up papers. “But pretty much yes.”

      “Oh. Sorry you had to wait.” I knew Jarrett was there just as much to put Mason as ease as to be useful to me, but it was still hard to believe he had spent his morning sitting around waiting for me. He was a watchdog I reminded myself. It was another reminder I wasn’t free.

      “No trouble. You ready for work?” Jarrett seemed to notice the change in my demeanor, but he didn’t say anything.

      “I think so.” Now that it was actually time to go out I was nervous. I might not like having someone guarding me, but there was a comfort in it. The experience with Greer had shook me far more than I originally realized. It brought back unwanted memories of the traders.

      “Don’t worry. Taylor runs that floor, and he doesn’t bite.” Jarrett nudged my shoulder.

      “That’s not funny.” I put a hand on hip. Jarrett—or any man outside of my family- could not understand the kind of fear I’d been living in.

      “He’s tame. That’s all I’m saying.” He led the way to the elevator.

      “Ok. Thanks for the heads up.” Picking a fight with one of the men who was being nice to me wasn’t a good plan. And I needed a plan of exit if Mason couldn’t help me.

      We didn’t run into anyone else on the elevator, and I had a feeling it was because I’d slept in. The only alarm I’d ever known was the sun, and it was taking me awhile to get used to finding other means to wake. I was also exhausted. My time with the traders and my trip through the city had worn me out more than I initially thought. Adrenaline had kept me going, but now that it was running out, the experience was catching up to me.

      We arrived on the Hydro floor and Jarrett waited with me. He pointed out a man with a dark beard as Taylor. He was pointing to men and shouting in a way that I assumed meant he was giving out work out assignments for the day.

      “You okay if I leave you?” Jarrett eyed the elevator. “I need to get to a meeting.”

      “I’m fine.” I was nervous, but I’d handled worse situations before. “Thanks for showing me down here.”

      “You sure?” He studied me. “I don’t want you to complain to Mason.”

      It was hard to reconcile the fear everyone had of upsetting Mason with the way he was with me. “I’m positive.”

      “Have fun.” He patted my back before disappearing back toward the elevator.

      I waited until Taylor was finished before walking over. “Excuse me.” I mustered as strong voice as possible. In the days spent in the club, my confidence was waning. I assumed Taylor respected Mason and wouldn’t hurt me, but one never knew.

      “Kayla, hi.” His eyes lit up in a non-threatening way. It seemed more out of interest than ogling. “Mason mentioned you might be down this morning.”

      “Did you see him today?” I wondered how long he’d been gone when I woke up. I couldn’t believe I’d slept so deeply I hadn’t heard him leave.

      “No. He sent me a message, but I assume you’ve seen him today though. That is unless you slept in.” Taylor winked, and it looked a little out of place on his face. Maybe forty-five, Taylor was one of the older members of the club. On top of the crashing birth rate, people were dying earlier now too. There was less access to medicine than there used to be. There was less access to everything.

      I forced a smile. Taylor was being pleasant, and there was no reason I couldn’t be too.

      “Okay.” Taylor thankfully changed the subject. “I admit to being a little surprised you picked the Hydros as a work assignment.”

      “It’s the closest thing to what I did at home.” I once again went with the truthful explanation.

      Taylor smiled kindly. “Oh yes. You’re from the Rurals. Did your father own land then?”

      “Yes. fifty acres.”

      “What did you grow?”

      “A variety of things for ourselves, but we sold cotton.” I thought about Bolton and his dream of a peace orchid. I hoped he survived and got to live that dream.

      “Then you know all about being self-sufficient.”

      I nodded, pushing away thoughts of Bolton that would only hurt.

      “That’s what it’s all about down here. We need to grow everything we need indoors for security reasons.” He leaned in. “We haven’t tried it with livestock. Too messy.” He winked.

      “Where does the meat come from?” I noticed it wasn’t served often, but they had some.

      “We’ll do routine hunts or buy it from the Rurals.”

      “But in case those aren’t successful, you’ve learned to make do without it.” As a society we’d gotten use to making due without a lot.

      “Exactly. We’ve figured out how to supplement our diets.”

      “Is there any job you’d like me to do?” There was nothing good that was going to come from discussing the need to supplement. It was a raw reminder of how desperate everyone was.

      “That depends on you.” He smiled.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t make you do physical labor. I have plenty of men for that.” He gestured to the five men tilling. “But you don’t strike me as the sort who likes to sit around. You wouldn’t have signed up for this job if you were.”

      “Exactly. I’m here to get my hands dirty.”

      He laughed. “Then so be it. I’ll quote that to Mason if he takes issue.” He handed me a standard size trowel. “I assume you know how to use one of these?”

      “Yes. Are we planting something new?”

      “Yes. I need holes two inches apart in rows about sixteen inches apart. We’re planting peas.”

      I made a mental note of the measurements. “I’m on it.”

      He shook his head. “You’re something else. Good to have you on board.”

      I spent the morning making holes and filling them with seeds. It felt great to get my hands in the dirt again. When I focused on the job, I could almost forget we were inside. The heat lamps caused sweat to pour down my face, but it reminded me of working in the sun. I thought of Thomas and Quinn and the games we played as kids. I would see them both again one day. I was determined.

      A bell rang, signaling lunch, and I reluctantly set aside my tools. I could have worked sunrise to sunset if it meant forgetting about all my other troubles, but I had to follow protocol, and working through lunch wasn’t part of it.

      “How was your first morning?” Taylor asked as we all took turns washing up in a big sink.

      “Great! I want to come back this afternoon, but I’m not sure if I can.”

      “Enthusiastic, huh?” He grinned. “You planted double the peas I expected you too.”

      “I work fast. Thanks. And I will definitely be back tomorrow.” I headed to the elevator, excited to find Addison. For the first time in days I felt useful.

      “Hey!” Addison waved from next to the elevator.

      “Hey. How did you know I’d be here?” I felt a rush of relief at finding her so easily. I wasn’t exactly sure where to go for lunch, and I didn’t want to get lost and find myself in trouble.

      “Mason sent me a message.”

      And that explained why Jarrett wasn’t waiting for me. As much as I didn’t want to find myself in trouble, I knew Mason didn’t want me to either. “Would you want to have lunch together?” It felt strange to ask, I’d never had to before.

      “Of course. That’s why I’m down here, silly.” She grinned, and we headed to the cafeteria.

      “Do you want to eat somewhere else?” Addison whispered after we filled our plates with a mix of vegetables and some sort of grain I didn’t recognize.

      “Where?” I asked just as quietly.

      “There’s an empty room across the hall. I doubt anyone would care.”

      “Sounds good.” I followed her out of the dining room.

      I pulled out one of the hard plastic chairs at the white table. Addison sat down next to me. We didn’t say anything for a few minutes, we both dug into our food—it was bland, but it went down easy enough.

      “How are you?” Her brown eyes locked on mine.

      “I’m fine.” I set down my fork, nearly done with my lunch already.

      “Are you sure?” She pushed aside her empty plate.

      “Yes. It’s been an adjustment, but I’m getting used to it.”

      “Is Mason...” She hesitated. “Is he treating you all right?”

      “Yes. He’s been nice.” Nice wasn’t the right word, but I didn’t know what to say. I’d sworn I wouldn’t reveal just how much space he was giving me.

      “Is he going to help you?” She leaned in. “With your sister?”

      “He says he’s going to try.” And I was determined to take him at his word—for now.

      “Try? He knows that’s the only reason you’re here. Why hasn’t he done anything yet?” She frowned.

      “I understand it isn’t easy.” I was surprised by her reaction. Everyone was so afraid of Mason, did she really expect him to help?

      She looked unconvinced, but the shook her head. “Ok. Are you free this afternoon?”

      “I think so.” I wasn’t sure how my schedule would work now.

      “I think it should work like mine. At least that’s what I would assume.” She sipped her lemon flavored drink.

      “Do you have plans?” Free time wasn’t something I was used to.

      “I thought I’d go swimming.”

      “Swimming? Like in a pool?” I’d never been in a pool before, but I’d been in the pond on our property many times. I learned to swim in a sloppy way, but it worked well enough to keep my head above water.

      “Yes. Where else? The men don’t mind when we use their pool during the day. They’re all out anyway.”

      “Okay. I’ll join you.”

      “Great!” Addison sounded excited for the first time. “Let’s go back to the suite so we can change.”

      The suite. I hadn’t been back since the Cording. Did I still have a room there? “Do you have something in particular you swim in?”

      “Yeah swimsuits.” She looked at me funny. “Are you done?”

      “I’m done.” I didn’t enjoy the food enough to clear my plate. Maybe helping with the farming would make it more appealing.

      We cleaned off our trays and headed back to the elevator. We shared it with several men, but not Greer. I let out a relieved breath when we reached our floor.

      Inside the suite, Addison tossed me two bright pink pieces of fabric that had to be undergarments. “Why would I need these?”

      “To swim in.”

      “You said you swam in swimsuits.” I asked with confusion. I’d never had a true swimsuit before, but this couldn’t be one.

      “This is a swimsuit. It’s a bikini.” She smiled. “You haven’t seen one before?”

      I examined the pink material. “Are you sure about this?”

      Mora walked over and laughed. I hadn’t realized she’d been listening. “None of us care about anyone seeing us half naked. All the Circle men have seen us naked already.” Her laugh was light but her face wasn’t. She was annoyed at me, which didn’t come as a surprise at all. Considering the circumstance, she was being more pleasant than expected. “That’s right. Mason’s the only one who’s seen you.” She rolled her eyes and walked out of the room.

      “Ignore her. She’s just bitter.” Addison frowned.

      I waited until we were alone again, but just to be careful I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Do the girls think I’m the one who asked for a personal Cording?” We’d discussed this once, but now that more time had gone by maybe Addison knew more.

      “Of course not.” Addison undressed without any attempt at modesty.

      I looked away and attempted to change while keeping on my shirt. The swimsuit was even skimpier than I expected. It barely covered my breasts, and I was more than a little bit uncomfortable about having my entire midriff and 90% of my lower body exposed too.

      Addison laughed lightly. “You really are concerned with people seeing your body. You have led such a sheltered life.”

      “I know. That’s not a bad thing.” I was realizing more and more just how sheltered and lucky I was. Sometimes my father’s protectiveness had frustrated me, but I understood it now. I wished I could thank him for it, but I never would. I fought back tears. I would only mourn in private.

      “No. It’s not.” Addison looked out at some spot in the distance. “But it’s not realistic. Does all that protecting help you now? No. It left you less prepared.”

      I’d never heard Addison talk that way. She was usually upbeat in her own quiet way. I realized in all of my focus on myself I hadn’t asked about her. “Are you okay?” I slipped into a pair of sandals Addison offered.

      “Yeah. Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” She responded quickly, grabbing us two pink towels from a closet. There was so much pink. I assumed it was a way to emphasize femininity in a world where it barely existed.

      “I was just checking.” I accepted one of the towels, covering as much as my body as possible with it as I followed Addison out of the suite.

      As Addison predicted, the pool and the glass enclosed room around it was empty. I dropped my towel on a chair and watched as Addison jumped into the greenish-blue water. I followed right after. The cool water was warm enough to be comfortable. There must have been some sort of heat source in the kidney shaped pool.

      “What do you think?” Addison came up for air.

      “It’s nice.” I floated on my back. Floating was much easier than swimming.

      “I come here a lot. It’s a nice escape.” Her long dark hair flowed behind her as she floated next to me.

      “How old are you?” She looked close to my age, but I couldn’t tell for sure.

      “Nineteen.” She used her arms to move around the pool but her legs remained relaxed.

      “You’re pretty much the same age as me.”

      “Are you older or younger?” She paddled closer to me.

      “I’m eighteen.”

      “All the other girls are at least twenty three. I was kind of the baby of the bunch.”

      “Was that hard?” I wanted to be better about keeping the conversation focused on her. I refused to turn selfish because of my situation.

      “The hard part was the transition. I went from completely off limits to part of the group, you know?”

      “So the men left you alone before?” I wanted to know more about her experience.

      “They noticed me once I was sixteen or so, but Mason was strict about eighteen. He said that’s the legal age they used before.”

      “Central goes with fifteen for breeding, don’t they?” That’s what I’d heard at least. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they went with twelve.

      “Yeah. They say it’s different because it’s not sex, but I think that’s worse.”

      “The implantation?” At least she understood my distaste for it.

      “Yeah. And all that. At least sex is with an actual person. There’s a relationship even if it’s not really deep.” She closed her eyes.

      I didn’t say anything for a moment. I wondered if Addison had felt anything for Mason. “Have you been with Mason a lot?”

      “No. Only a few times. I don’t think he even wanted to, but he kind of had to in his position.”

      “Why would you think he didn’t want to?” I didn’t want to press her, but I was more than a little curious.

      “He seemed to feel bad. He didn’t want to hurt me. Maybe he just remembered me being a kid.” She stopped floating and leaned against the wall.

      “Do you know how old Mason is?”

      “He’s pretty young actually. Maybe twenty-three.”

      “So most of the girls are older than him?” I’d assumed he was older. There was something about his eyes and the way he carried himself. Plus he ran the club. He was awfully young to be doing that.

      “Uh huh. Central has cracked down harder the last few years. I think almost every other girl our age is in Central if they weren’t kidnapped by the Reine or something.”

      “So it is true? Central takes girls who aren’t breeders?”

      “They’re trying to make everyone a breeder, but it doesn’t seem to work.”

      “Oh.” Why hadn’t the traders sold me to Central then? Had the Reine really paid more? Or was it out of fear of what would happen if they didn’t keep the Reine happy? It wasn’t worth worrying about. The past was the past.

      “Do you like it?” She flipped to her stomach and started to swim.

      “Like what?”

      “You know what I’m asking.” She smiled. “Do you like being with Mason?”

      “Why would you ask?” I struggled to come up with an answer that wouldn’t give everything away but wouldn’t require me to outright lie either.

      “I’m just wondering. Some girls like it, but others don’t.”

      “Do you?” I turned to question around.

      “With some guys.” She looked up at the ceiling.

      “Who?”

      “Not Mason if that’s what your worried about.”

      “I wasn’t worried.” I met up with her on the other side of the pool.

      “Giles is always sweet, and last night...”

      “What? What happened last night?”

      “Last night I went back with Ethan.” A blush crept up her cheeks.

      “Oh.” I refused to let it bother me. He’d been waiting a long time to get on the Circle.

      “Did you like last night?” I asked out of a combination of curiosity and politeness. She’d brought it up for a reason.

      “Yes and no.”

      “What do you mean?” I tried to keep all emotion from my question.

      “Physically it was good. He’s more gentle than the others, you know? But he was so distracted, and I knew I wasn’t who he wanted. He’s hung up on you.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “He asked about you afterwards.” She returned to the wall.

      “That’s not being hung up. He feels guilty.” I swam over to the side and held on to the wall.

      “For leaving?”

      “Yeah. When he left he was rejecting me, and he knew that. I’m over it. I don’t care anymore, but I think seeing me again reminded him of what he did.”

      “Oh.” She tapped her fingernails on the side.

      “What’s Jarrett like?” I needed to change the subject. Thinking about Ethan reminded me of home, which brought back so much sadness.

      “I’ve never been with him.”

      “Really?” I asked with genuine surprise. I thought being on the Circle means you got the most time with all of the girls.

      “Why do you think Mason let’s Jarrett spend so much time with you?”

      “What do you mean? Because he trusts him.”

      “Kayla, Jarrett doesn’t like girls.” She swam over to me.

      “Oh.” I let her words set in.

      “You didn’t realize that?” She squeezed water out of her hair.

      “Should I have?” Was that the sort of thing you were expected to notice? I had so little experience dealing with anyone outside my family.

      “No. I guess not.” She dove under and came back up on the wall next to me. “Sometimes I forget how recently you got here. It feels like a lot longer.”

      “I feel that way too sometimes.” My farm felt like lifetimes ago.

      “I’m glad we got to do this today. I’ve missed you.”

      I smiled. “Same here.” I meant it strangely enough. One of the benefits of Sray was meeting Addison. I’d never expected to meet a girl my age.

      “Have you missed me?” Mason walked over to the edge of the pool. His expression was unreadable.

      I said nothing. Instead I watched as he unbuttoned his shirt and slipped out of his pants. He stood there in just his shorts.

      “Are you going to join us, Mason?” Addison asked when I still said nothing.

      “Yes I am.” He jumped in, splashing us both.

      He came up from under the water, his arms snaking around my waist. “I haven’t seen you since I left this morning.”

      I laughed nervously. “Yeah, I slept in.”

      “I’m going to go.” Addison smiled before pulling herself out of the pool. She toweled off before quickly disappearing outside the room.

      “She left in a hurry.” Mason still had one arm wrapped around me, while the other hand held the side of the pool.

      “She probably thought you wanted privacy.”

      “Privacy? And why would I want that?”

      “No reason. She just thought it.” I looked away. Despite sleeping in the same bed with him, being in the pool in two tiny pieces of fabric felt more intimate even.

      He laughed. “You don’t have to pretend to be so innocent, Kayla.”

      “Who says I’m pretending?” I put a hand on my hip. I didn’t have to worry about staying afloat while Mason held me.

      “How was your first day on the job?” He changed the subject.

      “Enjoyable. Thank you.” I was grateful I’d had the chance to get out of the room and contribute.

      “Taylor says you did a great job.”

      “You’ve already checked up on me?” I wasn’t surprised.

      “Yes.” He offered no apology.

      “Oh.”

      “I was checking up to make sure you were okay, not because I don’t trust you.”

      “I didn’t talk to anyone really, but Taylor was nice.”

      “I’m not sure the men know how to be around you. You should probably come to the lounge tonight. Break the ice.”

      “If you think so.” I wasn’t looking forward to it. The lights, the music, it was all so loud. And it also meant facing a whole lot of men, including one I really didn’t want to see.

      “You are allowed to have your own opinions.” He cupped my cheek.

      “I’m nervous, that’s all.”

      “It’s Greer, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “He won’t get near you. Between Jarrett and me you’ll never be left alone.”

      I thought about what Addison said. “Jarrett is very nice.”

      “He is. He likes you, thinks you’re spirited.”

      “Spirited? Is that a good thing?”

      “Yes.” He picked me up and set me down on the edge of the pool. I shivered from the cold.

      “You look dangerous in that thing.” He put a finger underneath one of the string ties of my swimsuit.

      “It’s very revealing.”

      “It’s a pretty color on you.”

      “You’re swimming in your underwear.”

      He looked down. “I am. I had to act fast when I found you in here.”

      “Found me? I bet you already knew. You have spies all over don’t you?”

      “I told you I have to know everything that happens in my club, but you and Addison moved quickly.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself to get warm.

      In a blur he picked me up and pulled me back into the water. “That was mean of me, I’m sorry. I should have known you’d get cold.”

      “I’ve been a lot worse than cold before.” I looked at my arm without thinking.

      “You’re never going to forgive me for that.”

      “Forgive isn’t the right word. Maybe forget is.”

      He brushed his lips along my forehead. “I have a possible plan.”

      “For Quinn?” The cold and the mark were instantly forgotten. I left Bailey’s name out in case someone was listening.

      “Yes. But it means I’m going to have to leave, and it may be overnight.”

      “When would you leave?” How fast was this going to go? I had mentally prepared myself for a wait.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Ok. Good.”

      “Good?” His lips twisted into a smile. “Does that mean you’re glad I’m leaving, or you’re glad I’ll be here tonight.”

      “The second one,” I answered far more honestly than I wanted to.

      He kissed me hard on the lips. I waited for more, but it didn’t come. Instead he set me down gently in the water. He got out and grabbed my towel.

      I walked over to the side and accepted his hand to get out. He wrapped me in the towel and dried me off with no apparent concern for his own wet form.

      “Thanks.” I wrapped the towel around me tightly.

      “My pleasure.” He grabbed a towel from a cart and quickly dried himself off.

      I stared, still trying to understand this man who never ceased to surprise me.
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      I waited for Jarrett to take a seat before I closed my office door. He was the one man in Sray I fully trusted and the only chance my plan had of working. Once I ensured the door was closed, I took a seat behind my desk.

      “What’s going on?” Jarrett didn’t wait for me to settle in my chair before asking.

      “I need to do something that might get me killed.”

      He smiled slyly. “It’s for Kayla isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” No point pretending otherwise.

      He grinned. “I should have known that girl was trouble.”

      “I promised her help, and I must stand by my word.”

      “I wouldn’t expect less from you.” He leaned back in his chair.

      “She would.” She acted as if she expected me to turn into a monster any minute. Every time she stared at the Cording mark she looked at me as if I was a monster. None of the girls had ever complained about the Cording before, so I’d never considered it a big deal. Kayla was making me think about it differently. She was making me think of everything differently, and I wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about that.

      “Now that’s a loaded statement.”

      “I care about what she thinks of me. Whether I want to or not, I care.”

      “I won’t laugh, but I want to.” Jarrett rocked back in his chair.

      I’d have snapped at anyone else for acting so relaxed in my office, but I didn’t have to with Jarrett. Our relationship was different. He’d known me far longer than anyone else in the club. “Because you have self-preservation.”

      “Don’t pretend. You need me.”

      “I do.” There was no sense pretending otherwise when I was about to ask him for some serious favors.

      “What are you planning?” He straightened up.

      “To try to get a breeder and her daughter out of Central.”

      Jarrett nearly fell out of his chair. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Afraid not.” I looked up at the ceiling. “I did say what I had to do might get me killed.”

      “I thought the sister was with the Reine.” Jarrett leaned back again.

      “Nope. She’s a breeder, and the traders sold her to Central.”

      “They aren’t getting out. We both know that.” He put his feet on my desk.

      “How can I do nothing?” I pushed his feet off.

      He grinned at my annoyance. “It’s pretty easy. You tell her you value your life. Weren’t you the one talking about self-preservation?”

      “You haven’t had to say no to her. Her eyes. They kill me.” I groaned as I pictured the eyes that had been haunting my dreams.

      “You’re in love. Mason Grove is in fucking love.”

      I shook my head. “This isn’t about love.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I like who she makes me.” She made me want to be a better man.

      “It’s love. Call it what you want, you’re the boss.”

      “Does it matter?” The words didn’t change what I had to do.

      “It does if you’re willing to risk everything for her.”

      “I need to talk to your friend.”

      “Denver?” He knew exactly who I was talking about. They’d grown up together in a different branch of Central.

      “Yes.” I nodded. “Think you can get me an appointment?”

      “Yes, but he’s not going to be able to pull this off no matter what you pay him.”

      “He’s the only hope I have.” Unfortunately that was the truth. There were few men who had a prayer of helping me pull this off, and there were even less I’d dream of trusting. Denver wasn’t trustworthy the way Jarrett was, but he could be bought—for a price.

      “When Denver is your only hope, you know you’re screwed.”

      “I’m screwed.” Might as well call a spade a spade.

      “You were always the smart one, you know that?”

      “I don’t think I’d go that far.”

      “I would. You were the brains behind everything. It’s why we’re still alive. Yet all it took was one little blonde to make you an absolute idiot.” He leaned on the desk on his elbows.

      “I love her.” I let the words slip out.

      He grinned. “See, you admit it. That helps.”

      “How does that help?”

      “It means there’s a reason behind the madness. Reason is important.”

      “You going to get in contact with Denver for me?”

      “Yes. And I’m guessing you want me to stay here with her.”

      “Yes. I want her safe. I promised her she would be safe.”

      “You promised she would be safe while you go off to get yourself killed. Have you taken the time to think about what’s going to happen to her if you’re dead?”

      “You’ll protect her.”

      “Sure, until Greer gets involved. He’s pissed. I don’t know how hard the girl can kick, but it must have been pretty bad.” He straightened up again.

      “It has nothing to do with his nuts and everything to do with his ego. He’s not used to being told no.”

      “Do me a favor and live then. I don’t want to have to deal with a power struggle.”

      “I’m not dying anytime soon.” I was good at surviving. Otherwise I’d have never made it this far.

      “So she can give you a kid. A family. I understand what’s happening here.”

      “She may not be a breeder.”

      “But she might be. You’re having dreams of a family.” He put his hands over his heart.

      “What the hell does it matter? I admitted I love her. What more do you want?”

      “I just want you to think things through. If she gets pregnant—you’re going to have a dilemma. Even if you could get the sister and kid out of Central, you can’t hide another kid. You’re gonna get caught, and they’ll take them all away. Then what happens? Are you going to go crazy on the world?”

      “I’m not going to let it happen.”

      “You’re crazier than Denver.” He shook his head.

      “Maybe I am, but I have to do this.”

      “When do you want the meeting?”

      “Tomorrow.” The sooner the better.

      He laughed. “Of course you do.”

      “Have I mentioned you’re the best at what you do?”

      “Plenty of times.”

      “I’ll owe you.”

      “You owe me lots already.”

      “I do.” Jarrett had helped me more times than I could count. I helped him too, but in the balance he’d done more for me.

      “Go see her. I can tell that’s what you really want to be doing.”

      “You’ll really watch her?” Otherwise I couldn’t leave.

      “Yeah, you know I will. Despite the fact that she may be the downfall of us both, I like her. She’s different.”

      “Yeah, she is.” I stood. “Thanks, Jarrett.”

      “Thank me when it’s all over.”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      I waited for Jarrett to leave my office before I headed toward my bedroom. Jarrett was absolutely right. Seeing Kayla was exactly what was on my mind.
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      She was sound asleep by the time I slipped into bed beside her. She’d left the lights on giving me the perfect view of her sleeping form. She was wearing red tonight, and I watched her even breathing. I kept the lights on and pulled her into my arms.

      She mumbled something and curled up into me.

      I ran my hand down her back.

      “Mason?” she asked sleepily.

      “Hey, sorry I woke you up.”

      “It’s okay.” She opened her eyes.

      “You doing all right?”

      “Yes. You?” She blinked a few times.

      “Just making some plans for tomorrow.”

      “I was thinking about that.” She moved to sitting.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “I don’t want you to put yourself in danger. I can do it myself.” She nodded as if to convince herself rather than me.

      “Do it yourself?” I tried not to sound condescending even though the thought of it was crazy. “And how are you going to manage that?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I can come up with something.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I can do this.”

      “Why? Why are you willing to do this?” She grabbed my arm. “Because I don’t get it. You shouldn’t be willing. Yes, you promised to help, but that was when you thought the Reine had her. I lied to you. That negated the promise.”

      I took a deep breath. I’d said it to Jarrett, surely I could tell her. “Because I’m in love with you, Kayla.”

      “In love with me?” She put a hand to her chest. “How?”

      “What do you mean how? It’s a natural process—in theory.”

      “But how would you know?” She asked with what sounded like genuine confusion.

      “It’s something I feel.” I watched her trying to get a gauge on whether my words meant anything to her.

      “In your chest? A warmth that never goes away?”

      “Why would you ask?” I felt my lips twist into a smile.

      “Because.” She looked down at the blanket. “Because I think I’m feeling the same way.”

      I grinned. I couldn’t help it. In telling her I loved her, I hadn’t expected to hear the same in return. “I could kiss you for saying that.”

      “Then why don’t you?” Her eyes became heated, and I knew she was challenging me to do a whole lot more than kiss her.

      “Do you want me to?” I wanted her to have the choice. She’d never been given choices in her life.

      “Yes.” She raked her teeth over her bottom lip and that did it.

      My lips were on hers, and my arms were around her. I pushed for access to her mouth, and she readily gave it. I tasted her hungrily. She moaned into my mouth, encouraging me on. I slipped off one of the straps of her nightie slowly, savoring the experience, while I broke our kiss so my lips could move to her neck. I slipped down the other strap, and the silk fell down her body, exposing her beautiful breasts. I met her eyes, making sure she still wanted me to continue. She nodded, and I cupped one of her breasts in my hands. It fit perfectly, her delicate skin softer than any fabric I’d ever touched. I took her other breast in my mouth, savoring the moan it elicited.

      I slipped the rest of the nightie off of her, following it by pulling off her underwear. I’d seen her naked before, but this was different. This time she was in my bed, wanting me to undress her. It had only been a few days, but it felt as if an eternity had passed since the Cording.

      She tugged on my boxers, and I moved to make it easier on her. Her eyes roamed over my body. She reached out and then set her hand back down.

      I struggled with encouraging her and keeping my mouth shut. The former won over, and I was rewarded by euphoria as she took me in her hand.

      “I have no idea what I’m doing.” She stroked me gently.

      “Yes you do.”

      She smiled. “I do?”

      “Yes.” I closed my eyes and allowed myself to enjoy the sensation for a moment before I offset her hand and focused on her body. I slipped my hand between her legs. She tensed and tried to push me out.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “No saying sorry. You’re allowed to be nervous.” She was allowed to be anything. She wanted me, and that knowledge made me far happier than I believed possible.

      “Ok.” She opened up to me, closing her eyes.

      “Are you ready for me, Kayla?” I’d never cared so much about another person’s desires before.

      “Yes.” She opened her eyes and met mine. “I’m ready.”

      I was as gentle as possible as I entered her, afraid of hurting her. She was tense at first, but then relaxed as I sped up my thrusting. She held onto me as I continued, and her gasps slowly melted into moans.

      “I love you.” I needed her to know this was different. This was so much more than sex.

      “I love you too.” Her eyes locked on mine.

      I held on as long as I could, desperate to give her the pleasure she deserved. She was so responsive. Her body hummed, and her hands gripped me as if she were afraid I’d disappear if she let go.

      “Mason!” she called out my name. “Mason.” She whispered my name this time, and I’d never heard a sweeter sound.

      “Oh, my Kayla.” I reached my release and I stayed inside her long after, holding her as close as possible.

      I would never be able to say no to Kayla. I was a goner, and I didn’t care.
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      I was no longer untouched. The thought flitted through my mind when I woke up curled in Mason’s arms. He’d stayed in bed that morning, and I was grateful. It would have been difficult to wake up alone after such an intense evening. It had been nothing like I’d expected. There had been some pain, but nothing he’d done intentionally. He’d been so gentle and kind. And there had been pleasure. Pleasure like I’d heard of, but I had assumed was fiction.

      I opened my eyes to find him watching me with a look half of curiosity and half of contentment. “Good morning.” The words came out scratchy. My voice was hoarse from sleep.

      “Good morning.” He grinned. “I’m really going to get used to waking up this way.” He kissed me gently. “Do you like waking up with me?”

      “Yes,” I answered honestly. I enjoyed it far more than I imagined or wanted to admit. “Are you showering?”

      He smiled. “Why, you want to join me?”

      “No. I just would take one if you weren’t.”

      “There really is no reason we shouldn’t take one together.”

      I let his words soak in. A shower together?

      “Would you join me?” His words were light, but his eyes were heated.

      I looked at the clock in his bed stand. “I don’t want to be late for work.”

      He sighed. “Remind me why I agreed to let you do that?”

      “I’m guessing it had something to do with making me happy.”

      “Oh yeah, that.” He ran his fingers through my tangled hair. “What about making me happy?”

      “And my showering with you is going to make you happy?”

      “Very happy.”

      “And you’ll make sure I get to work on time?” I knew it didn’t actually matter. Taylor wouldn’t be upset, but I didn’t want to be known as a slacker. That wasn’t who I was.

      “Absolutely.”

      I pushed up against his arms. “All right then, but I hope you like your showers hot.” I was enjoying the seemingly endless supply of hot water the club had. A hot shower was a luxury back home in the Rurals.

      He grinned. “Very hot, Kayla. Very hot.”

      I waited for him to start the shower before I followed behind him. The stall was already covered in steam, and the chill of the morning disappeared as soon as I closed the glass door behind me.

      “You can go under first.” He held back, gesturing me toward the stream of water.

      I gladly stepped under the water, letting it run down my body, encasing me in warmth.

      “You look so beautiful.” Mason closed the space between us, joining me under the spray.

      I welcomed his arms around me, only slightly surprised when I felt him start to run a bar of soap over my body. I rested a hand on his chest, surprised by the effect the act of cleaning was having on me.

      “How does that feel?” He asked softly.

      “Good.” I took the soap from him, wanting to do the same to his body. I wanted to know what the strong lines of his body would feel like under the hot water. Mason brought out such a different side in me, a side I hadn’t realized I had.

      He took my breast in my mouth, and his hand moved between my legs as I ran the soap over his back.

      I dropped the soap back into the dish, unable to concentrate anymore.

      His mouth moved back to my lips, and he pushed his way into my mouth. I got lost in his kiss, overwhelmed by the water and the sensation of being so close.

      In a quick motion he had me pinned up against the wall of the shower. Without warning he thrust into me, and I gasped in surprise. This was so different from the night before in his bed. It was primal and intense, yet he wasn’t rough. There was gentleness to the way he protected me from the hard wall with his arms.

      “You’re amazing, Kayla. Amazing,” he whispered against my ear.

      I tried to hold on, tried to find myself amidst the intensity of our physical connection.

      Just as I couldn’t handle anymore he helped me slide back down to standing. One of his hands settled on my hip, and the other cradled my head. “That’s what mornings should be. Just you, me, and hot water.”

      “And soap. Don’t forget it.” I attempted a joke, something I wasn’t particularly good at.

      “Oh, that reminds me.”

      “Reminds you of what?”

      “We never washed your hair.”

      “You want to wash my hair? After that?” How he could think of anything after what had just occurred astounded me.

      “Of course. I like taking care of you.” He opened the bottle of shampoo and poured some into his hands. I closed my eyes as he massaged it into my hair. “Everything’s going to be okay now, Kayla. You’re done hiding, you’re done living in fear.”

      He led me under the water so we could wash out the shampoo. Minutes later he turned off the water and toweled me off. He didn’t seem to mind that he was dripping wet. That was the second time he’d seen to drying me before himself. Mason was not the man I’d originally thought he was, but did that excuse the way I felt about him? Did that make it okay to fall in love when Quinn and Bailey were still at risk? Guilt gnawed at me as I got dressed.

      “I don’t want to leave you, but I made you a promise.” Mason buttoned his shirt.

      “You’re going today?”

      “Yes, now. I have a meeting, it’s the only idea I have.”

      “But you’ll turn back if it’s too risky, right?” I was a mess. I was desperate to save Quinn and Bailey, but I didn’t want Mason getting hurt. That was the problem with falling for him. I was beyond conflicted.

      “You’re not going to be happy until you see them again. I wish I could be enough, but I know I can’t be.”

      “I just don’t want them going through all that. It’s not fair for me to be here, experiencing this…” I gestured between us, because it was far easier than trying to sum it up in words.

      “We’ve already talked about the lack of fairness in life, but I understand you. I am only going for a meeting. Either it’s possible or it’s not.”

      “How long will you be gone?” I pulled on a shirt and pants.

      “No more than one night at the most. Jarrett will be close by at all times.”

      I slipped on my boots. “Thank you. Thank you for doing this for me.”

      “You don’t need to thank me.” He pulled me into his arms. “Just try to stay under the radar while I’m gone. Jarrett is going to stay close, but make his job easy if you can. I’m more nervous about leaving you than I am about this meeting.”

      “I will. I don’t have to go to work if that would be easier.” He was making a tremendous sacrifice. I could make a far smaller one if it put him at ease and simplified things for Jarrett.

      “It’s fine. Jarrett has never spent much time at the Hydros. It will be a learning experience for him.”

      “He’s going to have to stay and watch me?” I didn’t actually mind, not in the way I would have a few days before, but it didn’t seem fair to Jarrett.

      “He doesn’t mind. It’s a better assignment than others he’s had.”

      “You’ve known him a long time?” They seemed exceptionally close, and I didn’t believe his lack of attraction to me was the only reason Mason kept him close. He had real trust in Jarrett, and trust was something Mason didn’t seem to have a lot of in anyone.

      “I met him not long after I left Central. He was in the old branch of Central out west that’s closed now.”

      “There were more than one Central branch?” That was news to me. As far as I knew there was just one Central.

      “They existed in almost all cities until the population didn’t warrant it. This last generation hit us hard, but you already know that.”

      “I do.” I knew it all too well.

      “You can trust Jarrett. I won’t tell you that about anyone else.”

      “What about the person you’re meeting? Can you trust him?”

      Mason’s expression darkened. “I hope so.”

      “I’ll never forgive myself if you don’t make it back.” My gut clenched. He was doing this for me. He was risking everything—his life, his club, everything just to help me.

      “You asked me to do this for the right reason. You’ll forgive yourself.”

      “I was hoping you’d promise me you’d be back.”

      Mason put his hands on my hips. “I don’t want to make promises I may not be able to keep. I’ve already backed myself into a corner on this one.”

      “This shouldn’t be so upsetting to me.”

      “You admit it’s upsetting?”

      “I admitted I loved you. That was a bigger thing to admit, wasn’t it?”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” He brushed his lips against mine. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “Miss me because of last night?” I asked.

      “Miss you because despite myself I’ve grown attached.”

      “You’re not the only one.” I looked down.

      He lifted my chin with his hand. “I hope you’re right about that.”
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      “You don’t have to stay with me the whole time,” I whispered to Jarrett.

      “Sure I do.” He kneeled next to me with a trowel. “I am under explicit orders to keep you within my sight.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you have to get your hands dirty.”

      “You think I can’t handle getting my hands dirty?” He raised an eyebrow. “Because that’s a little bit insulting, Miss Rurals.”

      “I didn’t use the words can’t handle. I was simply reminding you that this part isn’t required.” I shrugged off the nickname he used. I decided it wasn’t in a mean way, and I had no problem being associated with the Rurals. I was proud of where I was from.

      “I don’t mind it.” He dug another hole. “It’s kind of relaxing actually.”

      “Have you worked down here before?” I started a new row beside his.

      “No,” he answered. “I’ve never cared to, but I can almost see the appeal.”

      “It’s important. You wouldn’t have food otherwise.” That was one of my favorite things about growing up on a farm—the knowledge of where the things we need come from.

      “There’s lots of important things I have nothing to do with.”

      “If you don’t mind my asking, what do you do here? You mentioned paperwork the other day. What’s the paperwork for?” I wiped sweat off my forehead. The lamps were really hot.

      “I can’t tell you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Come on.”

      “I really can’t. It’s the ‘I’d have to kill you’ kind of situation.”

      “I’m personally Corded to Mason.” I set aside my trowel.

      “I’m well aware.”

      “And that doesn’t mean you can tell me?”

      “The Cording doesn’t stop you from spilling the details to someone else. Evidently Mason lets you out once in a while.” He cocked his head to the side.

      “He isn’t keeping me locked up.” I felt surprisingly defensive.

      “Defensive, huh?” Jarrett grinned, easily picking up on my emotion. “You’re falling for him too. I’m glad his love’s not unrequited.”

      “Wait. He told you how he felt?” I’d heard it with my own ears, but somehow knowing he told Jarrett made it sound more real.

      “Why else would he be doing something as stupid as he is?” Jarrett glanced over his shoulder.

      “I feel guilty about it. But then I’m also glad. I’m torn in two different directions on this.”

      “Makes sense. Means you’re a pretty good person.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re not so self-absorbed you don’t care about the risk Mason is taking, but you’re not so tied up in Mason you’ve forgotten the reason that brought you here. You’re torn because you care. That’s not something to be ashamed of.”

      “Why are you at Sray?” I wasn’t sure why I felt so bold to ask, but I was curious. Was it only out of loyalty to Mason?

      “Same reason as everyone else.” He took a handful of seeds and placed them in each of the holes. Then he smiled. “Access to a handful of girls isn’t the only reason the men are here.”

      “Then why are they?” I picked up some seeds and mirrored his motions.

      “Safety. Security. I’m sure you’ve noticed how few windows we have here. The men do their jobs, and in return they get food and the likelihood they won’t get killed. Those are two things they aren’t likely to get out there.” He pointed to one of the walls.

      “I don’t think I ever thought about that. That girls aren’t the only ones who aren’t safe.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. It’s worse for you. Men aren’t hunted. But there is violence and poverty, and all sorts of crap that only seems to get worse every day.”

      “Our world has lost its mind.” And it was only getting worse.

      “Our world has lost its way. If we don’t solve the population problem none of this matters though.”

      “Is that your way of saying you support Central?” I struggled to keep my anger in check.

      “No.” He shook his head. “It’s my way of saying this situation is bigger than any of us. Something has to give. Maybe the answer is to get rid of Central, and let it happen naturally.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Your sister did it without anyone getting involved. Maybe it would happen more if there was a way to keep you all safe.”

      “There’s still only a few of us who are breeders. At least it seems that way.” I poured some water into each hole.

      “Yet no one knew about your sister. What if there’s lots more in hiding? The fact that you have to hide messes everything up.”

      “But we have to hide.” I patted over each hole with dirt.

      “Of course you do.” His face tensed. “I just wish you didn’t.”

      “You and me both.” He reached for the water.

      We worked silently for another half hour, and it was pleasant. Jarrett was good at understanding when I wanted to talk and when I didn’t. I wondered if that was one of the things Mason liked about him.

      A loud sound echoed through the room. It started low and then got louder and louder until it was near deafening. I covered my ears with my hands and stared at Jarrett quizzically.

      “Let’s go.” Jarrett tossed his trowel and grabbed my arm.

      “What’s going on?” I yelled over the blaring noise.

      “The sirens are going off. Someone’s broken in.”

      “What?” I tried to make sense of what was happening. Men were running toward the elevator.

      “No time to explain.” Jarrett tugged on my arm and led me in the opposite direction of the others.

      I let him lead me. I had no one else to trust and nowhere else to go. Mason had promised I could trust Jarrett, and I needed to trust both of them now.

      Jarrett pulled out a key and unlocked a metal door. He ushered me through into a stair well before locking the door behind him. He put a finger to his lips in the universal sign of silence. I nodded to let him know I understood.

      I shook. I was used to hiding, but this was different than the barn. Something was wrong, and I had a sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach it had something to do with me. I didn’t have Bailey and Quinn to worry about this time, but I had Addison and the other girls. Whatever was happening likely wouldn’t be good for them either.

      Jarrett pulled me down a flight of stairs, and then another. We continued this dizzying spiral down until I’d lost track of just how many flights we’d gone. I held onto his hand as if it was my life preserver. Out of nowhere water started to spray from the ceiling.

      “Shit.” Jarrett broke the silence. “I’m sorry, Kayla. I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?” I struggled to speak through my chattering teeth. I was wet and terrified.

      “Because I have no idea if we are going to get out of this alive.”

      “It’s not your fault.” I’d placed enough guilt on myself in life, I wasn’t going to let him do it. “But you have to tell me what’s going on. Why is water spraying from those things?” I pointed to the metal attachments to the ceiling I could barely see in the dim light.

      “They are sprinklers, and it means there’s a fire. The sirens mean a breach. Someone is in the club and trying to burn it down.”

      “They knew Mason was gone.” And that meant a lot. It meant this wasn’t random. It must have been planned by someone who knew Mason had left.

      “Yes, it was an inside job.” Jarrett had slowed but he still continued down steps. “I’m sure of it.”

      “Get the other girls. Addison.” I stopped, trying to pull off his hold.

      “I can’t leave you.” Jarrett gave me a stern look. “I swore to Mason I’d take care of you.”

      “I’m not more important than them, and we both know this has something to do with me.”

      “We don’t know that.” He shook his head. “It could be unrelated.”

      “It’s not.” I gritted my teeth. “I know, and if you’d just admit it, you know it too.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I have to get you out of here.” He picked me up.

      I kicked against him. “No. Not without the others.”

      “I am sure the girls are ok. There is a protocol. There is a Circle member assigned to each.”

      “But what if a Circle member is behind this?” I stopped kicking, but I wasn’t done arguing. “That’s a real possibility.”

      “Shit.” Jarrett cursed again and he stopped.

      “Just tell me what direction to go when I reach the bottom, and I’ll be fine. You have to save them.”

      “If something happens to you, Mason will never forgive me.”

      “Remember what you told me, about being a good person. It’s okay to be torn. You’ve done enough to help me. Help them now.”

      He took a key off a key ring. “There are two flights of stairs left. At the bottom, open the door, and it will dump you into the tunnels. Lock the door behind you and keep going. I will find you or send Mason down, but if you keep going you will eventually reach the outskirts of the city.”

      I nodded, realizing we had no time for me to ask questions. “Save the others.”

      “I will do what I can do, and if I never see you again, I hope you save your sister. I hope you’re a breeder. I hope you save the world.” Without another word he turned and ran back up the stairs, leaving me in the darkened stairwell while the sprinklers continued to spray water on my already soaked form. I started down the next flight of stairs, too terrified to even think about what was going to happen next.
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      Leaving didn’t come easily. I knew Kayla was safe with Jarrett, but that didn’t get rid of the nagging feeling in the back of my mind that I was making a mistake by leaving the club. I tried to push away the thought by reminding myself I was doing this for Kayla. I wanted her happy, and that wasn’t going to happen unless I pulled off the impossible. I was in over my head, but that didn’t matter. I had no other choice.

      I considered turning back several times while heading away from my room, but I eventually reached the lobby.

      It wasn’t empty.

      “Have a good trip.” Greer smiled broadly. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure things stay in line while you’re gone.”

      I hadn’t actually planned to tell him I was leaving, but he’d overheard me giving instructions to the guards. “I won’t be gone long, and Jarrett is in charge.”

      “Of course he is. Jarrett is always in charge when you leave.” Greer’s expression hardened.

      “Is there something you want to say to me, Greer?” I dared him to actually say what he felt. I knew he wouldn’t. He was too much of a chicken to say anything.

      “No. Nothing. There is nothing to say that can’t be said later.”

      I nodded. “Good.” I had to leave. I couldn’t let him know how much he rattled me, and I had to make it to my meeting place with Denver on time.

      With a nod at the guards I hurried out onto the street.

      I boarded a train and headed east. In theory the trip would have been faster by car, but a car made you a target and necessitated going through check points. I had no patience for traffic stops on a mission like this one.

      I thought over my conversation with Greer and couldn’t shake it. I was still angry over his treatment of Kayla, but sometimes politics had to overcome anger. I could only keep Kayla safe if I stayed in power. Putting up with Greer was required for the time-being. Eventually he’d get what was coming to him.

      I waited tensely as the train took me farther and farther from the club. I had to stay focused. Things would go more smoothly that way.

      The train pulled into the final stop of the line, and I pushed my way off before the doors closed and continued up the stairs to the street.

      I reached Denver’s dilapidated brick building. It was leaning heavily to one side, and I wasn’t sure how much longer it would remain standing. If it were anyone else, I would have run the other way, but it was Denver. He was the only one crazy enough to help me.

      I knocked on the door using the silly pattern of knocks Jarrett had instructed me to use. Three long and two short.

      The door was wrenched open, but no one appeared. Against my better judgement I stepped in, keenly aware I had no idea what I was stepping into. The door slammed shut behind me, and I was surrounded by darkness.

      Denver appeared out of the darkness as he flicked on a single naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. “Mason.” He nodded to me as he locked the six padlocks inside the door.

      “Denver. You look well,” I lied. He looked even crazier than usual with his unruly long brown hair and a scruffy beard. Who knows when the last time was that he ever showered.

      “Thanks, I would say the same to you, but I won’t.”

      “That’s fine.” I had met Denver enough times to be used to his strange mannerisms.

      “Jarrett said you had a proposition for me?”

      I wasn’t surprised Denver made no attempt to offer me a seat. It saved time, and right now time was especially important. “I do.”

      “What is it?” Denver put a hand in the pocket of his worn black pants.

      “Break into Central and get a mother and child out.” It was better to just lay it out there with Denver. He didn’t do well when you beat around the bush. I suspected he understood, but he liked to pretend he didn’t.

      “Break a mother and child out of Central?” Denver asked in a monotone voice.

      “Yes. You in?”

      “You are more out of your mind than I am.” Denver shook his head.

      “Maybe I am, but I’ll pay you 50k.”

      “50k?” Denver appeared to mull it over. “You realize this is insanity and nearly impossible?”

      “Nearly, but not completely.”

      He paced barefoot across the wooden floor. “Ok. It’s crazy, but I might have a plan.”

      “A plan?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Give me a few days. I’ll get in touch with Jarrett.” He nodded in the direction of the door.

      “Good.” I wasn’t asking anymore questions. If he was at least considering the deal, I was luckier than I expected.

      He unlocked the six padlocks and opened the door.

      I took the hint and headed out. Denver was a head case, but he was also my only hope.

      I waited at the station trying to get rid of the gnawing feeling in my gut that something was wrong. It had hit me the moment I left Denver’s, and I couldn’t shake it. Cell service had been down for years, but I’d never longed for it more. I needed to get through to Jarrett. I had to know that Kayla was okay.

      The train finally arrived, and I pushed through the crowd. There was no way I was waiting until the next. The train moved impossibly slow through the stations until the train stopped.

      “All passengers must exit. All passengers must exit.” An announcement blared through a loud speaker. The doors opened and passengers started to spill out. I moved along with the crowd. The train wasn’t going to move, so I’d have to wait for another.

      “No train service west of here,” a man said loudly. “It’s all shut down because Sray’s on fire.”

      Sray. I found the man who was talking. “What did you just say?”

      “No train service going west. Sray Club is on fire, and they can’t put it out.”

      “Where did you hear this?”

      “I just came from the central terminal. They made an announcement looking for anyone with experience putting out fires. The fire department shut its doors two years ago, and now we’re suffering the consequences.”

      I turned away toward the west. It was five miles back at least, but I had no other choice. My club was on fire, and it had my Kayla in it.

      I shed my jacket and started to run. I pushed myself harder than ever in my life. I dodged the traffic of the streets and continued, running through the blockades the closer I got to the club.

      “Sir, stop!” Someone shouted, but I ignored them. I had to get back to Sray, and I refused to let anyone get in my way.

      I kept running. Smoke and flames filled the sky, and I tried not to breath it in as I neared the club. I dodged several men with water hoses attempting to control the blaze and ran into the only ground level entrance to the building.

      “Stop!” Someone grabbed the back of my shirt. I shrugged them off and smashed through the front door into the lobby.

      The smoke was so thick I couldn’t see. I went down to my knees and crawled toward the security office. The door was closed, and I hoped that meant the fire and smoke hadn’t spread that far. It might give me a chance to find a weapon. Whoever started the fire might have been hanging around. I wasn’t taking the chance of anyone keeping Kayla away from me. I tried not to breathe as I searched for my key before standing. I coughed as I found the lock and stepped inside.

      There was less smoke inside, and I hurried over to the desk unlocking the top drawer.

      “You’re too late.” I jumped aside as someone attempted to hit me over the head from behind. The metal pole instead struck loudly against the concrete floor.

      I whirled around, still barely able to see through the smoke, but I was already certain of who was there.

      “Greer, you are a fool.” I could feel the anger rising inside, but I had no time to deal with him.

      He attempted to swing the pole across my side, but I caught it in mid-air and yanked the pole out of his hands. I tossed the pole aside, and it clanked to the ground.

      He coughed as the smoke got thicker. “It’s all gone. It’s over.” He laughed.

      I crashed my fist against his jaw before he could even react. I landed hard against the ground. “You did this?”

      “The fire wasn’t part of the original plan, but I can’t say I mind it,” He choked out. “We got most of the girls out. They’re getting settled into their new home.” My heart just about stopped beating. “The Reine says thank you by the way. I’m looking forward to joining them.”

      I grabbed Greer by his collar. “The Reine?” Greer brought in the Reine? He was even crazier than I thought.

      He laughed. “They’ll find her too.”

      I flung him across the room and against the wall.

      I kicked him repeatedly out of anger until his words finally set in. Find her too. I needed to get the other girls, but right now I had to find Kayla. I kicked Greer one more time to be certain he wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon. I wasn’t worried about killing him because the fire and smoke would do that for me. I opened the drawer, momentarily dejected when I noticed the stash of weapons was gone. I unlocked the safe next and found the cash untouched. I was going to need it once I found Kayla.

      I had no time to worry about the lack of weapons. I stuffed the cash in my pockets and shirt before I crawled back into the lobby and found the entrance to the hidden staircase. I pulled myself up, unlocked the door, and wrenched it open. I locked it behind me before hurrying down the first flight of stairs. There was water everywhere, and I waded through it as I moved deeper and deeper underground. The doors had done their job, keeping out the smoke I was sure had penetrated the rest of the building. I reached the bottom and unlocked another door. I tried not to worry that the door was locked. She might still be there. Jarrett would have brought her here. He would have done anything to get her out.

      The tunnel was silent as I walked along in the darkness. There was no light, and I hoped that Jarrett had brought a light with him.

      My heart nearly beat out of my chest as I continued, hoping that Jarrett had made it this far. I couldn’t lose her. I refused to lose her.

      I continued down the dark tunnel, struggling to stay calm. I refused to give up hope. I heard the sound of heavy breathing and slowed down. “Kayla? Jarrett?” I didn’t want to risk tipping off any Reine who got into the tunnel, but I had to know if she was there.

      “Mason,” Kayla’s soft voice called from nearby. “Mason.”

      I hurried over to the sound of her voice and found her on the ground. “Kayla.” I pulled her into my arms, needing to hold her. To feel that she alive. “Where’s Jarrett?”

      “I made him go back for the girls. Did he get to them in time?” She sounded so young, so innocent. I held her close.

      “Not all of them.” I couldn’t lie to her. I didn’t want to.

      She gasped. “What happened? I don’t understand. One second we were working, and then there were sirens and Jarrett was pulling me to the stairs.”

      “Greer brought in the Reine, and the club is on fire. We have to keep moving farther away. The building is going to collapse.”

      “Addison…” She whispered her friend’s name.

      “Jarrett may have her. We don’t know for sure.”

      “We need to get them all.”

      “We will.” I made another promise I was going to struggle to keep, but it was one I made when I’d Corded each of the girls. I’d promised them protection, and I’d let them all down. But I would keep my word somehow.

      “Quinn? Bailey? Did you find out anything?” She held onto me.

      “It may be possible, but it’s going to take time.” And with the fall of Sray things had gotten even more complicated.

      She slid her hand into mine. “Let’s get out of here. We won’t be able to get anyone if we’re dead.”

      I pulled her even closer. I soaked up the feel of her in my arms. “We’re going to save your sister and niece, but we’re on our own now.”

      “Your club.” She stilled in my arms. “You must be so angry at me. You know Greer did this because of me.”

      “I don’t care about the club. I care about the people—I hope they made it out, and we will save the girls. But I am not mad. None of this was your fault. You have to stop feeling guilty. Greer didn’t do this because of you. He did it because of me. If he couldn’t run the club himself he didn’t want it to exist.”

      She rested her head on my shoulder. “You think we can do this?”

      “We don’t have a choice.” I stood and helped her to her feet.

      “I love you.” She put her hand over my heart. “Thank you.”

      “What are you thanking me for?”

      “Coming for me here. I’m not sure I’d have ever made my way out.”

      I clasped her hand in mind. “I will always come back for you, Kayla. You have more than my heart. You have all of me. But you could have made it yourself. You are so strong. You’re stronger than I am.”

      “Let’s go.” She turned and tugged on my hand. “We have no time to waste.”

      “I want to make one more promise.”

      “Another?” She kept her hand firmly tucked in mine.

      “That you’ll never be alone. You shouldn’t have been alone today.”

      “Don’t blame Jarrett. He did the right thing.”

      “You made him, didn’t you?” It wasn’t really a question.

      “Yes. Just because our world has gone crazy doesn’t give us an excuse to stop caring about others and doing the right thing.”

      I stopped and pulled her close. I didn’t think, I acted, crushing my lips into hers. I needed to taste her. I needed to remind myself happiness existed. I had Kayla. We would survive, and one day I’d give her everything she deserved. For now all we could do was survive.
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      I wasn’t weak. I wasn’t afraid. I wouldn’t give up. I repeated those affirmations over and over until I believed them deep down in my soul. My reason for living was Bailey, and I refused to let her down. She would make it out of Central and have a chance at a real life even if I died ensuring it. Kayla was out there somewhere. I felt it in every grain of my being, and I would get Bailey to her. Both of them would survive.

      Over the weeks I had learned tricks to deal with the pain and the testing. I could close off my mind, separate myself completely from my body. I’d only learned so I could teach Bailey. I had her transport her mind to a field full of butterflies. For myself I focused on darkness. It was the only thing that seemed remotely real anymore.

      I held onto the edges of darkness when I first heard my name.

      “Quinn.”

      It was easy to ignore at first, but eventually my alternative dark world disappeared, and I opened my eyes. “Dr. Morton.”

      “I am sorry I had to hurt you.” His eyes were kind, but I’d stopped caring about that. Kind eyes didn’t mean a kind person. They meant guilt.

      “No you aren’t.” I usually didn’t argue with him. Of all the doctors, he was the one who seemed to enjoy the torture least.

      “I am, Quinn. I wish you would believe me. I am only doing this to help humanity.” He took a step closer to my hospital bed.

      “No you aren’t. We both know that’s a lie.” In the beginning, I’d actually believed it, believed him. I’d taken all their claims seriously, but quickly I learned the truth.

      “Quinn.” Dr. Morton leaned over me. He was wearing a long white lab coat that nearly reached the floor. “Please. This is all for the greater good.”

      “I don’t appreciate lies, Dr. Morton. If you are done torturing me, please leave.” He wasn’t going to help me. People don’t just suddenly change without reason. My reason was Bailey—and I would never forget that.

      He rubbed the stubble on his chin. He had a very young face, but I knew he had to be in his mid-to-late twenties. “This is all about Bailey. I understand. I assure you we are doing everything we can to minimize the pain for her.”

      I grabbed his wrist without thinking. “Minimize the pain? She’s a little girl. Why should she be in any pain?”

      “We are afraid of what anesthetics would do. They might counteract the process, and—”

      

      I released his wrist. “I’m not talking about drugs, Dr. Morton. I’m talking about leaving her be. She’s a child.”

      “She’s more than just a child. She’s extraordinarily rare.” He glanced down at his wrist as if checking to see if I’d left a mark.

      “And rare means she deserves this life full of torture?”

      “Of course not. But one day she’ll understand.”

      I released his wrist. “No. She will never understand. She will never understand what you are doing to her.”

      “Do you want humans to go extinct?” His eyes held a different expression now. They were cold.

      “No. I want my daughter to live.” I closed my eyes, signaling the end of the conversation.

      “This won’t last forever.”

      “Every day is forever.” I kept my eyes closed. I refused to let another tear fall from my eyes in front of the so-called doctors that ran Central.

      “I’ll bring Bailey in to see you.”

      “Good.”

      “Rest up, Quinn.” He put his hand on my cheek.

      I kept my eyes closed and said nothing.

      I waited until I heard the door close before opening my eyes and allowing myself a few seconds to grieve for another day of childhood my daughter had lost.
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      I woke up with a start. The dream had been so vivid, so real, and the moisture from the tears running down my face was still present.

      “What’s wrong?” Mason sat up beside me in our makeshift bed.

      “A bad dream.”

      “The same one again?” He brushed hair away from my face. “The one about your sister?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “It has to mean something.”

      “You are worried about her—the dreams might just be—”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear that argument again.” I understood his need to comfort me, but I knew the dream meant something. I could not ignore the message.

      “You didn’t let me finish. I was going to add maybe it is more since you keep having the same one.”

      “Thank you.”  It had only been a few weeks since we had left the club, but it might as well have been years. I could barely remember the days we’d spent there together. I was now completely focused on finding a way into Central to rescue Quinn and Bailey. I didn’t want to wait. I had no patience, but Mason insisted, and I knew he was right. After the fire at the club, security was higher than ever. We needed to wait until the panic died down. I’d given in, accepted his words, but my dreams were becoming more and more frequent and waiting more difficult. I still hadn’t told Mason about the new dreams I was having. The ones about a poisonous gas and lots of water. “Have we waited long enough?”

      He gazed at me in the dim moonlight. “I’m not sure any amount of time will be long enough, but the hysteria should have died down.”

      “Then it’s time to go.” Any semblance of sleep disappeared.

      “Soon, but only if you swear to stay hidden. I’m not losing you.”

      “I could go with you. I can wear a disguise.”

      He shook his head. “It’s too risky.”

      “What do I do if you don’t come back?” I didn’t want to say it out loud, but I had to. “How long should I wait?”

      “I will come back.” His expression lacked the confidence of his words.

      “We need a backup plan.” I could pretend all I wanted, but sitting back and waiting on Mason was not a viable option for me.

      He pulled me back into him. I loved the feel of his strong chest behind me, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to get too used to a comfort I might not be able to rely on. I trusted Mason with everything I had, but I didn’t trust the rest of the world. I also didn’t trust myself. I loved him and would do anything for him, but I wouldn’t put my own happiness above Bailey’s. She deserved a future, and I would do everything in my power to ensure it.

      “You are only saying that because you want to come. I understand, but it’s too dangerous.”

      “But it’s also dangerous for you to leave me. What if someone is watching us?” I played on his own fears.

      “You like making this hard on me.”

      “That’s not true, and you know it.”

      “Do I?” He ran a hand down my arm.

      “You don’t want to leave me behind. It would save so much time if I went with you.”

      “And how do you plan to disguise yourself? You’d have to do a far better job than you’ve done in the past. I’m not just letting you walk in with me.”

      “We can talk about this in the morning.” I pulled away.

      He held on to me tighter. “Wait. You are giving in that easily?” Skepticism dripped from his voice.

      “I’m too tired to argue with you.” His hold told me everything I needed to know. He was never going to willingly let go of me, even if it was the right thing to do. He held me because he cared, but doing something for the right reasons didn’t necessarily make it right.

      “You are never too tired to argue.”

      “It’s the dream. It takes every ounce of energy I have.”

      That did the trick. He loosened his hold and helped me lie back down. “We will rescue them. I promise.” He kissed my cheek.

      I said nothing. Instead I snuggled into his chest. I would enjoy a few hours of comfort with him by my side because they would likely be my last.
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      Mason would never forgive me, but that didn’t mean I made a mistake.

      Quinn and Bailey needed me, and that fact took precedence over anything else. Mason would never allow me to truly risk myself on their behalf. He would always put my safety first.

      I had predicted this crossroad from the moment we left the club. Mason didn't need to say anything; it came through in his words and his touch. He valued me, he wanted to protect me, and although that kind of protection and care felt good, I couldn’t let it blind me to what was most important.

      I waited at first because it was the smart thing to do. The fire caused a commotion, and too many people would be sweeping the area for survivors—especially girls.

      I hoped the frenzy had died down, but no matter how long I waited there would always be people out there looking. There would always be risk and danger. Even hidden in the woods it was dangerous to fall into a false sense of security.

      I remembered the hours after the fire. The fear-infused adrenaline that had sent us running into the woods. It was too dangerous to risk going far and too risky to cross the city, so we were stuck in a small area with nowhere to go. We’d have to leave eventually, even Mason admitted that, but eventually wasn’t soon enough for me.

      I never went back to sleep that night. I waited until Mason was sleeping at his deepest and slipped down and out of his arms. Managing that maneuver was easier than I expected. Mason was sleeping deeper than normal. Maybe it was a result of being woken up earlier in the night.

      I kissed him gently on the forehead and slipped a small note beside his hand. Maybe one day he'd understand, but I wouldn't even pretend I believed I would see him again. I was getting too used to goodbyes, but leaving Mason would be one of the most difficult things I ever did. It was a short letter, but I hoped it gave him some semblance of closure. I knew I was doing the right thing, and I refused to let myself harbor regrets. There was far too much at stake to get sentimental.

      I watched him for a moment, maybe a moment too long. I wanted to remember him this way. Peaceful, happy, full of hope. He’d been none of those things when I first met him. Something in him had changed in the past few days. Maybe it was leaving the club. Maybe it was me. I needed to believe he would go on to find even greater happiness. Maybe not with a woman or family, but some kind happiness that existed in our less than perfect world.

      I wrenched my eyes from his sleeping form and hurried away through the woods. He might have been sleeping deeply at the moment, but I had no idea how quickly that would change. I couldn’t outrun him. I needed to move fast, both to stay out of his reach and to make sure I didn’t change my mind.

      Even in the woods the smoke from the city obscured the sky. There were no stars to guide me, so I had to rely on my memory from when we arrived a few days before.

      The ground was damp from the storm that had passed through earlier in the evening the night before.

      Thomas was the one who knew how to navigate without the stars. He remembered every overturned branch, noticed old footsteps where I saw nothing at all. I missed my brother desperately and hoped he had found an easier life now that he was no longer hiding his sisters.

      I concentrated trying to remember every step we took, but I’d been so frazzled because of the fire that most of the trip through the woods blurred together. We had mostly followed a straight line, but we’d also turned a handful of times.

      The hoot of an owl made me jump. I’d missed the sound of wildlife while at the club, but this sound wasn’t welcoming. What other animals were out here with me? Normally I wouldn’t have worried. What wild animal would be worse than facing the Reine? But falling victim to a bear would mean there was nothing I could do for Quinn and Bailey, and that wasn’t an option I could accept.
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      I stared at the off-white piece of paper again.

      Dear Mason,

      I am sorry. I know those three words cannot change anything, but I had to say them anyway. Quinn and Bailey need me. You have given me so much in such a short period of time, and I will never forget our time together. Thank you. I hope you forgive me one day.

      - Kayla 

      I will never forget our time? That line jumped out at me, blazing itself in my brain. As if our time together could be forgotten? A mix of anger and fear surged through me as I searched the clearing. Gone? She had run off? She had such little faith in me she felt she had to face the world on her own?

      I had failed. I had failed to make her understand I’d do anything for her. But I would prove it. I’d find her and show her she no longer had to fight alone.

      I put the letter in my pocket and headed deeper into the woods to search for her. I couldn’t risk yelling out. That might put her in even greater danger.

      I heard nothing. Not the sound of footsteps even. I returned to the clearing to pack up and clear away any evidence we had ever been there before heading back the direction we’d come days before. I wasn’t sure how many hours she had on me, but I couldn’t waste a second more.

      I had never cared about someone more in my life, yet here I was somehow chasing her back to danger. I’d let my need to protect her endanger her more. If anything happened to her, I would never forgive myself.

      I understood her determination. I wanted to save her sister and the child too. How could I ever live with myself if I did nothing to help an innocent child? I’d experienced life in the system, and even as a male it was awful. The system destroyed any innocence I had ever known, and I shuddered to think of what Central was doing to Kayla’s young niece.

      The first few days after the fire had been only about survival. But as the days drew on other concerns set in. Bigger, more far reaching concerns that weren’t as easily solved.

      But we had a plan. We’d discussed it. Kayla had seemed to understand we needed to find Denver so we could get into Central safely. I only waited because I knew we had to. Nothing would be achieved if Kayla was captured.

      I thought over every conversation we shared since leaving the club after the fire. One stood out more than any of the others, and I found myself lost in the memory.

      It had been night, and I’d put my hands on either side of her face. Her skin was so soft—which seemed at odds with her years spent under the hot sun of the Rurals. “I can’t lose you.”

      “You aren’t going to lose me.” Her eyes had been wide and so full of emotion.

      “There is a very good chance I will if we go through with our plan.”

      “It’s a good plan.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not a good plan, but it’s our only plan.”

      “That makes it a great plan.”

      I loved the way her mind worked. She understood survival, and she understood doing whatever it took to reach a goal. At the same time, she got that not everyone viewed the world that way.

      “Denver is our ticket in. Otherwise they’ll never believe us. We need someone with connections so they will agree to our terms.”

      “I agree completely.”

      “But if we do this, if we go back into the city, I need you to promise to listen to me.”

      “Listen?” She balked. “That implies you are in charge. We are not at—”

      “I am well aware I’m not in charge, Kayla, but of the two of us I’m the less emotional about the situation.”

      “And being emotional about my sister and niece is bad?”

      “Being emotional isn’t bad, but it makes you susceptible to making mistakes.” Maybe that sentence had been where I went wrong. Maybe she’d interpreted my words to mean I wouldn’t trust her to make the decisions.

      Either way the damage was done, and my only hope was finding her before she got herself in even greater trouble.

      I hurried through the woods while attempting to also stay quiet. The sun was on its way up, and it was impossible to know who else was lurking on the edges of the city.
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      I reached the city with no sign of Kayla. Either she’d had hours of a head start on me, or she’d hidden out. Considering her fear over wasting even a minute of time, I assumed it was the former. I’d slept deeply and longer than usual. It wasn’t like me, and I’d never forgive myself for letting Kayla slip away undetected. All of the other nights before I’d forced myself to stay awake to keep watch. Why had it been that night when I’d given in to the lull of sleep? Why couldn’t it have been one night later. She would have left the next day then. I couldn’t ignore that truth. Kayla knew what she wanted, and she would have waited until the exact right moment to go for it.

      I was a mess. My suit was in ruins, and I would stand out like a sore thumb. No worse than Kayla I reminded myself. I thought over my options. She would have gone straight to Central. She didn’t know where Denver lived, and she had no other allies. She would have recklessly turned herself in to Central for a chance to find her sister.

      Turning her in had been part of the original plan—but not like that. Not without the guarantee she would walk out the door with me when it was all over.

      I could head right for Central, but if she was already inside, I had no leverage to get myself inside or to get her out. No, I had to go to Denver first. He knew enough people. He would find a way to get me in.

      I got quite a few stares as I maneuvered my way around the city. I had money, but it was mostly big bills—the cash I’d grabbed on our sprint from the Club. I knew breaking one of the hundreds, particularly considering how threadbare my clothes were, would bring unwanted attention. I searched my pockets and found two crumpled bills. It was enough to get on the train once. I pushed through the densely packed crowd and onto the equally crowded train. I tried not to make eye contact as I read through the headlines on the newspapers several men were holding. The front page headline was still about Sray burning down. My name was bolded under the section of the missing, but thankfully my picture was absent.

      “What a waste. I heard they didn’t find a single one of the girls.” A young man with a grey coat pointed to an article inside the paper.

      The man holding the paper folded it. “Probably because he took them all with him. I heard he started the fire himself so he could steal the girls away from the men who actually did the work in Sray.”

      “I’m sure that’s it.” The first man shook his head. “He’ll get his due. No way he can hide that many girls on his own.”

      “There’s also a few members of the Circle missing. He might have help.”

      “Either way they’ll get caught. Just wait and see.”

      I turned away from both men, trying to choke down the anger boiling inside me. As if I would have started the fire myself? Still, a sliver of hope ran through me. If none of the girls bodies were found, maybe they were all alive.

      I tried to tune out all the chatter for the remainder of the train ride. I couldn’t afford to let anger get in the way of common sense. Time was of the essence, and getting myself into a brawl could slow me down for days.

      I waited by the door as the train pulled up to Denver’s stop. I jumped off and hurried toward the dilapidated red brick building where he lived.

      The last time I’d knocked on Denver’s door I had been in a completely different position. I had wanted help getting into Central, but not to save Kayla—to save her sister and niece, two people I didn’t know. Knowing Kayla was safe in my room had made the task easier, even if I still worried constantly about her. I would spend the rest of my life worried constantly about her.

      I remembered the knock sequence Jarret had instructed me to use the first time. Three long and two short.

      I heard the sound of locks moving and the door opened. “Get in.”

      I wasn’t surprised by Denver’s greeting, and I did exactly as he asked. Immediately Denver relocked all six padlocks.

      “Mason?” It wasn’t Denver who said my name but a light female voice. “Mason? Where’s Kayla?”

      I stepped into the dark room. “Addison? Is that you?”

      The dark haired girl ran toward me. “Where’s Kayla?” Even in the dim light I could clearly see fear on her face.

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “What do you mean? Jarret told me you had Kayla. He promised.”

      “I am sure Mason has an explanation.” Denver rubbed his long unruly beard. “I cannot imagine he would lose a girl.”

      “Is Jarret here?” I let my hopes go up.

      “No.” He shook his head. “He went out to search for the other girls. He never came back.”

      “But he left Addison here?” I glanced around the dark entryway.

      “He told me I’d be safe.” Addison wrapped her arms over her chest. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt and men’s pants folded several times at the waist. Clearly she had borrowed clothes from Denver.

      “And you are.” I looked at Denver. “Isn’t she?”

      Denver shrugged. “No girl is ever truly safe in the world today, but she is safer in here than she’d be almost anywhere else.”

      “You have a bunker in here, don’t you? With years of supplies?” I didn’t know Denver the way Jarrett did, but I knew he was a survivalist.

      “Of course.” Denver half-smiled. “I am not reckless.”

      “I know.”

      “Where’s Kayla?” Addison asked again. “Tell me, please.”

      There was no point lying. “She ran away.”

      “Why would she run away?” Addison’s eyes widened.

      “To find her sister I assume?” Denver led the way into a small and cramped living room.

      “Yes. I was going to take her. I had a plan. A dangerous plan, but one that at least had a chance of working, but she wouldn’t wait for it to unfold. I guess she didn’t trust me.” It was hard to admit all that out loud, but there was no avoiding it.

      “She might have trusted you, but she trusted herself more.” Denver took a seat on a couch.

      “Where is she? Her sister is in Central…” Addison sat on the arm of a chair.

      “I assume she’s tried to get in already. I need a way in so I can find her. That’s why I’m here.” I wasn’t particularly interested in sitting, but I chose an armchair so I wasn’t looking down on the others while I asked for help.

      “What was your original plan?” Denver tapped his fingers on the arm of the couch.

      This part was even harder to say out loud. It sounded awful. “To have you broker us a deal. She was willing to be tested by Central only under the condition I came in with her, and she would be released with me. Her personal Cording would give us some rights.”

      “Not a bad idea, and it might have worked.”

      “That’s what I told her, but I knew we had to be patient. It wasn’t safe to go into the city yet.”

      “In other words, you weren’t ready to let her go yet?” Denver rubbed his beard again.

      “Yes.” There was no sense pretending otherwise. I needed his help even if I wasn’t exactly sure how that was going to happen.

      “I’ll help.” Addison sprang to her feet. “I may not be personally Corded to you, but I’m Corded to Sray. Even if it’s burnt down, the Cording still has power. Right?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t let you do that. It’s too risky.”

      “I’m not doing it for you, Mason.” Addison frowned. “What I said about the Cording doesn’t mean I feel beholden to you at all. I am doing this for Kayla. I know how important her sister and niece are to her. And I know how important she is to me. I want to do this.”

      “It might work.” Denver shrugged. “I’ve seen crazier things work in a person’s favor.”

      “Do you realize what you would be stepping into?” I appreciated her dedication to Kayla, but I wasn’t sure it was truly worth putting herself in harm’s way.

      “And what is my other choice?” Addison sighed. “Hide out here for days? Weeks? Years?” She turned to Denver. “No offense, Denver, I appreciate your hospitality.”

      He leaned back against the couch. “Who has time to be offended anymore?”

      “What if they won’t let me stay with you, Addison? Have you thought of that possibility?”

      “But they might let me.” Denver’s lips twisted into a light smile.

      “Wait. You’d leave your house?” I had been hoping Denver would use some of his contacts, but I assumed he would do it from home.

      “I’m not a hermit.”

      “I realize that—”

      “Do you?” He stared me down.

      “I do now.”

      “How does this work?” Addison sat down beside Denver. “What’s the plan?”

      “Are you absolutely sure?” I still didn’t like the thought of her getting involved.

      “Do you realize what my life has been like? Do you truly think this is the most frightening thing I have ever faced?”

      “No.” I hated knowing how much she’d been through at such a young age. Although saving Kayla was still my highest priority, I now understood I needed to save anyone I could. I was done standing back. Hesitation had cost me Kayla temporarily—I wouldn’t lose her, or anyone else, permanently. I would be the man Kayla needed me to be. “We will find you a better life after this.”

      “Do you really believe a better life exists?” Addison’s expression moved from determined to sad.

      I couldn’t lie, but I refused to give up. “I sure hope so.”
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      I wasn’t prepared for the admission. I had been up all night watching Quinn. It was a bad habit, but one I couldn’t break. I’d never met anyone like her before. At first it was her physical appearance that called to me. She had such long blond hair, like nothing I had ever seen before. And her crystal blue eyes were so innocent, despite the evident fear. Clearly she wasn’t completely innocent. She’d borne a child, yet she had been sheltered and protected in a way I was unused to seeing.  But it was the mystery behind her eyes that I felt I needed to solve. There was so much passion and determination laying just beneath the surface.

      I was positive she knew I watched her. She’d caught me once, but she’d closed her eyes again and fallen back into sleep. I’d left that night, but I’d come back every night since.

      I was nothing if not a creature of habit. I checked on Bailey twice each morning even though she wasn’t on my service. As a child, she was under the supervision of Dr. Tolerson. Still, I needed to make sure she was okay. She meant everything to Quinn. The only time Quinn ever smiled was when her daughter was with her.

      The new admission brought all sorts of new questions, questions I was afraid to answer.

      “Hello, my name is Dr. Morton.” I greeted the new admission the way I always did. Polite, but professional.

      “Hi.” She barely looked up.

      “I see you have been Corded. How did you come to be here?” I tried to make eye contact, but she wasn’t having it.

      “I was separated during the fire.” She looked down at her hands when she spoke, and I got the sense she was lying.

      “The fire at Sray Club?” I led her, but it seemed like the only way I was going to get any answers out of her.

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      The girl was stunning, yet familiar. She had hair just like Quinn’s, same color and texture. They also shared the same nose. There was no question the two girls were related. I had read over Quinn’s records dozens of times. There was no mention of a sister, but that didn’t mean one didn’t exist. “Why did you come here?”

      “I was turned in for the money.” She still stared down at her folded hands.

      “Yes… I see here.” I glanced at the manila folder holding her records. “But how did you come to be in the company of the boy?”

      “I already told you. I was separated after the fire.”

      “Yet you appear completely unconcerned to be here.” In fact she seemed almost relieved to be here. Maybe it was because her situation at Sray had been particularly bad, but considering her resemblance to Quinn, I had my own hypothesis about the situation.

      “Where else would I go? The Reine? At least you aren’t going to beat me here. I mean I assume you won’t.” Genuine fear crossed her face.

      “No. No. Of course not.” I didn’t like to see her fear. She was a relation of Quinn. I was nearly positive. Whether she was a sister or cousin was left to be determined, but either way I would make sure she was safe.

      “According to your intake, you are unaware of your breeding status?” I doubted two in one family could be breeders, but then again if they were actually sisters their family genes were rare already.

      “I have never conceived, but I have only had the potential for one cycle. I don’t think that’s enough time to make a determination.”

      “One cycle? You were only at the Sray that long?” The timing fit Quinn’s so closely. “Where were you before you moved to Sray?”

      “In the Rurals.”

      “Oh? Is that so?” Her answer matched Quinn’s. We’d already sent representatives out to the area she described. There was no one there.

      “And how did you come to leave your home?”

      “Kidnapped by traders. How else would I have ended up in the city?”

      “Sray doesn’t buy from traders last I checked.”

      She paled slightly. Another lie. I didn’t press her and instead waited.

      “I knew someone who was able to get me to a better club.” She ran her teeth over her lip.

      “And this personal Cording?” I gently lifted her arm. “Is it possible the man who branded you truly let you get lost in the shuffle?”

      “With all due respect, sir. Why does that matter?” She finally looked up at me with blue eyes.

      I tried to hide my reaction, but the resemblance between her and Quinn was uncanny. “Because we need to understand your history.”

      “Understand my history? Or what? If you don’t like it, you’ll just let me go? I am free to roam around?”

      “No, of course we will not turn you out. We are here to—”

      “Then what do you care about my history other than my breeder status?” she interrupted.

      “It is important to know of any specific abuse or—”

      “Oh really? You want to know about past abuse before you abuse me?”

      “I already told you, you are safe here.” I was exhausted, so my temper was running on a short fuse.

      “Save it. I am here for one reason and one reason only.”

      I braced myself, knowing full well what she was about to say. “And what reason is that?”

      “To save mankind.”

      I blinked. What? I was expecting her to mention Quinn. Quinn, and maybe Bailey if she knew about her, was why she was here. I was sure of it. “Are you sure that’s why you’re here?”

      “Is there another reason to be here? Is there something else you do here I’m not aware of?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but we must know as much as possible about our patients.”

      “Patients?” She clasped her hands together. “Is that what we are? I never knew I was sick.”

      “You aren’t sick. It’s only terminology.”

      “What happens next?” She adjusted her pillows to sit up.

      “You get some rest.” I reached over to help with the pillows, but her expression made me step back.

      “After that.”

      “We will do some initial testing.” I kept my words as vague as possible. I didn’t want to needlessly worry her.

      “What does that testing involve?”

      “You have a lot of questions.”

      “Yes I do. Is that okay?” She stared me down again.

      She was fiery. That was for sure. I’d dealt with other women with an edge since working at Central, but this girl was different. She didn’t even pretend to have a softer side.

      “May I ask your name?”

      “You just did.” She adjusted the pillows again and sat up more.

      “What is your name?”

      “Kayla.” She stared right through me again.

      “Kayla. Pretty name.”

      “Prettier than patient # 261. Isn’t that what my file describes me as?”

      “Of course. Those numbers are only to make things easier.”

      “Then why did you ask my name?”

      “They make things easier, but that doesn’t mean I want to call you by a number.” Maybe it was useless to try to explain my position, but I always tried with the patients.

      “Oh. I assumed by easier you meant it was easier to torture me if I I was just a number to you.”

      “That’s true too, but I don’t want it to be easier. And it isn’t supposed to be torture. You said yourself, you are here because you want to help save human kind.”

      “We all say things we don’t mean.” She slumped down further in the bed.

      “Yes, we do.” I headed toward the door. “Rest well, Kayla.” I closed the door behind me.

      I was at a loss. There was no question she was closely related to Quinn. My first thought should have been about what a miracle it was that one family could have two girls, but it wasn’t. My mind was on whether this would change anything. Would this help me get through to Quinn? Convince her I cared about her?

      I still didn’t know why I needed Quinn to view me different than everyone else, but I did. And it wasn’t just for the hope she’d choose me as an active donor, even if the thought of such intimacy—though only for the purpose of procreation—thrilled me like nothing else in the world. It had been my superiors’ idea. Quinn had conceived naturally, but had that been an anomaly? There was only one way to find out.

      It wouldn’t be forced on her. Her other option was the test tubes, but I wanted her to choose the first option—with me. More than that, I wanted her to open up to me. Tell me what really happened to her. She’d been traumatized in ways I could never hope to understand, and I needed to help her.
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      Something had changed. Dr. Morton was looking at me differently. Studying me in a new way. He always watched me, but this time was different.

      "Good evening, Quinn." He always used my name even when it was completely unnecessary. 

      The change in his appraisal was odd, and a horrible thought occurred to me. "Is Bailey okay?"

      "Yes,” he reassured. “But she's sleeping."

      "Sleeping? Already?" His words gave me no comfort. Something was off.

      "It's after ten."

      "Oh." My windowless room also lacked a clock. It was easy to lose track of time.

      "I'm sorry I couldn't come in with her earlier. We had a new admission."

      "Oh?" I feigned indifference, but I always wondered about the new admits. I wanted to know who they were. I felt for whatever new girl was forced into this life.

      "Yes." He studied me again. 

      "Is she, all right? Where did you find her?" He never told me anything about the other women, but I still asked each time.

      "There was a fire at a club. Sray club."

      I knew that name. That was where Ethan was. I tried to keep my expression neutral, but I feared I'd already let on that I was familiar with the name of the club.

      "Have you heard of it?" He walked further into my room.

      "I think an old friend is a member." It was too late to come up with a better explanation or reaction.

      "An old friend?" He raised an eyebrow and inclined his head in a way that said it all.

      "Not Bailey's father." Ethan and I had never been anything but friends. It was a Kayla who grabbed his attention. Or she did until he got tired of waiting and left. Kayla never admitted it, but his decision to leave hurt her in a way very few things could. Kayla was such a strong person, but his decision to leave hurt her deep enough that she responded by building walls. 

      “I didn’t—” He started to protest.

      “Yes you did. Don’t lie. That’s exactly what you were asking.”

      “Quinn.”

      “Yes.” I crossed my arms.

      He said nothing.

      “Was there something you wanted to say?” My nerves were frayed.

      “Do you want to go for a walk?”

      “A walk?” I startled. The only walking I’d been doing was around my room. “Now?”

      “Yes. You might feel better if you weren’t cooped up.”

      “You mean I can go outside?” I hadn’t seen the sun, or even moonlight, since I arrived. Fresh air sounded good—but only if I could bring Bailey. I didn’t deserve the outdoors if she didn’t get it too.

      “I suppose I should have been more specific. I meant if you weren’t cooped up in your room. We can walk around this floor, or I can take you down to the atrium. There are some lovely trees and plants down there.”

      “Can you take me to see where Bailey sleeps?”

      He shook his head. “She’s sleeping.”

      “You already told me that. Why can’t I see her? Watch from the doorway?”

      He paled.

      “What aren’t you telling me? What’s wrong? What’s the real reason I can’t see her?” fear surged through me. I wanted to see my daughter.

      “She is fine. Absolutely fine.” He put his hands up as if in defense.

      “Then why can’t I see her?” Fear gripped me, and I could barely get the words out.

      “It’s not her you can’t see…” he trailed off.

      “Then what do you mean? The room? You told me she has a nice room.”

      “She does. But we can’t go there now.”

      “I’m not taking no for an answer.” I wasn’t going to back down.

      “Tomorrow. We can go tomorrow.”

      “Why not now?”

      He put his head in his hand.

      “Dr. Morton. I need an answer.” If something was wrong with my daughter, I needed to know about it. I wasn’t in the mood for theatrics or lies.

      He looked up. “My name is Maverick.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I want you to know my name.”

      “Fine. I know it, now please answer me.”

      “I’m not allowed. A guard comes in after 9:30 PM. I’m not allowed in there because she isn’t my patient.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not what?”

      “Why isn’t she your patient?” I wasn’t sure how things really worked in Central. I had met a handful of doctors the first few days, but after that Dr. Morton was the main one I dealt with.

      “She’s a child. I only take care of adults.”

      “Yet you bring her to see me every night?” The one bright spot of my otherwise dark existence.

      “I do before the guard comes. That’s why I always keep the visits short.”

      “Yet you couldn’t tonight because of a new admission. I see.” I felt undeserved anger toward the new girl. It wasn’t her fault, I knew that, but anger isn’t always rational. More often than not it’s the exact opposite.

      “Don’t be angry.”

      “Of course I’m angry. She’s my daughter. I’m her mother.” I put my hands over my heart. “I need her.”  Bailey was my only reason for breathing anymore.

      “I may have some information for you.” He pulled up a chair and sat down.

      “Information?”

      “And you might not be so angry with me for being late.”

      “Why do you even care if I’m angry?” I struggled to compose myself. I was tired, angry, and fed up.

      “Because I care about you, Quinn.”

      “Oh yes, you care about the patients you torture. We’ve been over this, that’s impossible.”

      “Quinn, I am going to go out on a limb here.”

      “Yes?” I waited.

      He opened his mouth and then closed it as if torn about whether to say anything at all. He opened it again. “Do you have a sister?”

      Time, the room, and everything else in the world stood still. It was several moments before I could compose myself enough to respond.  “Why do you ask?”

      He didn’t hesitate this time. “Because she might be here.”

      “Might?” My hands shook as I tried to take in the new information.

      “Yes. Otherwise she’s a cousin. The resemblance to you is clear as day.”

      “Can I see her?”

      “So is that a yes? You do have a sister?” He scooted his chair closer to the bed.

      I hesitated. What if this was some trick? What if they were trying to figure out if Kayla was out there hiding?

      “I promise no one is going to hurt her.” His reassurances weren’t helpful.

      “You make a lot of promises.” I struggled to calm my rapidly beating heart. Kayla? In Central? I was hit by conflicting emotions. Relief she was nearby, worry for her well-being, and guilt that my relief was stronger than my worry.

      “And I keep them.”

      “Where is she?” Now that the possibility was there, I had to know.

      “Answer me, Quinn. Is she your sister?”

      “How do I know if I can’t see her?” I could barely sit still. I wanted to jump from my bed, run from my room, and find her. I was already building a fantasy in my mind of us running off with Bailey and starting a new life.

      “Do you,  or do you not, have a sister?”

      I nodded, letting the day dream fade away.

      “And she looks like you?”

      “Kind of.” I needed to be careful. This could all be a trick.

      He smiled. “I will find a way for you to see her.”

      “Now?” A mix of emotions once again bubbled inside me. I needed to try to keep my hopes in check.

      “I can’t take you in to see her now. She’s new. She will be under close surveillance for at least 24 hours.”

      “Only twenty-four hours? I’m not constantly under surveillance?” I highly doubted that.

      He looked away.

      “What?” I groaned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “I am the one who controls the surveillance once you’ve been here longer than a day.”

      “Oh.” I thought about the way he watched me. Was that his excuse? Did he do that with all the women?

      “I know you don’t trust me, but I am trying to help you.”

      “The only way to help me is to get my family out of here.” I pushed back my covers and tugged down on my nightgown.

      “Your family? Not you?”

      “Kayla is stronger than I am. Bailey will be safer with her.” I let her name slip out, but there was nothing I could do once it was done.

      “But she’s your daughter.”

      “Which is why emotion can’t be the ruling decision maker. If we can’t all get out, I want Bailey with Kayla.” Bailey came first, and that would never change.

      “Why wouldn’t you all get out?” He turned his head to the side.

      “Because there’s no way you’re going to do that.” I could day dream all I wanted, but the three of us getting out wasn’t going to be the outcome.

      “Why would I let any of you leave? There is important work being done.”

      I let out a long deep breath, hoping I was right. “Dr. Tardale came by to ask whether I would like to participate in a new study, one that didn’t involve test tubes.”

      He loosened his tie.

      I continued. “He mentioned you as one of the options since your family has a history of producing children.”

      “Yes?” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “You get Kayla and Bailey out, and I will agree on the condition that it’s only you for as long as it takes.”

      “Quinn, I don’t know what to say. To think you believe...” he trailed off.

      “Am I wrong? Are those thoughts not going through your head every time you come in here?”

      “Of course they do. But I would never act on them.”

      “Not without permission.” Everything in Central involved rules. The question was how hard would it be to convince him to break some.

      “And you wouldn’t agree to that if Bailey were still here?” Maverick asked.

      “No.” I made direct eye contact so he’d understand how serious I was. “No. I will agree to nothing until I know for sure my daughter is safe.”

      “She will never be completely safe.” He spoke softly, but the words had their intended effect.

      “Please leave.” I pulled the blankets back over my legs. Any desire to go for a walk was gone.

      “Quinn, I…” he started.

      “You heard me. Get out.”

      He nodded. “As you wish.”

      As soon as the door closed behind him the tears started to fall.
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      I was about to put someone else at risk. And not just anyone—an innocent, a girl I’d sworn to protect when she was brought into Sray. Yet here I was ready to lead her into guaranteed danger? No. I couldn’t do it.

      “You’re overthinking this. Don’t.” Addison pointed a finger at me.

      “How would you know what I’m thinking?” It was odd seeing her being so open with me. She had always been timid, almost afraid of me. Now that the walls of the club had fallen, it was as if she no longer saw me as a threat.

      Addison leaned back against the couch. “You ran the club. It was in my interest to learn how to read you.”

      “I can’t subject you to this. It’s not right.” And I’d made enough mistakes in my life already. I didn’t need to make more of them.

      “I appreciate that you view my life as something worth protecting, but it’s not any more important than Kayla’s, or her sister’s, and especially not that little girl’s.”

      “You view the child’s life higher than yours?” Denver rested his chin on his hand. “You are barely over your youth yourself.”

      “But I’m not a child. I never was.” Addison crossed her legs at the ankles. “That’s even more of a reason to protect this little girl.”

      I looked at her. Addison seemed to truly mean her words, but was that enough?

      “I won’t let anyone hurt her. Remember I’m going to be with her.” Denver didn’t take his gaze from Addison, but I knew he was talking to me.

      “How are you going to manage that?”

      “I’m a man of many talents.”

      “So I’ve heard, but convincing Central to do something like this…” I didn’t need to finish the thought.

      “You were in the system too, Mason. You understand.”

      “Understand what?” I wasn’t sure what he was getting at.

      “You aren’t the only one with extraordinary night vision.”

      I was stunned. I had never spoken that out loud. Not even to Jarret who had become my closest friend and confidant.

      Denver smiled. “You thought you were the only one, huh?”

      “Are you saying you can do special things?” I spoke carefully, not sure how serious Denver was.

      “I’m saying we are evidence of what’s really going on in Central. That’s leverage.”

      “Not when they can just kill you on the spot.”

      “I won’t be going in unprepared. I have other tricks up my sleeves.”

      I thought I caught his drift. “They’ll search you for weapons.”

      “And my weapons won’t be on me.”

      “What’s really going on in Central?” Addison sat forward.

      “Bad things.” Denver stood up.

      “I know that. But what did you mean about the eyesight thing?” She studied me and then turned back to Denver.

      “Experimentation.”

      “Experimentation to solve the reproductive problem…” Addison looked between us.

      “Or so they want you to think.” Denver headed back into the foyer, pausing in the doorway.

      “Tell me.” Addison walked toward him.

      “We’ll know more soon enough. You really want in on this?” He leaned against the door frame.

      “Yes. I already told you guys. How many times do I have to say it?” She wrung her arms. “This is getting tiresome.”

      “Enough times that we know you aren’t doing this because you think you have to. You don’t. We’ll find another way in.” I touched her arm gently, making sure she really understood.

      “Is there really another way in?” She narrowed her eyes. “Because I am not seeing it.”

      “There is. There’s always a way. It might take some creativity, but we’d figure it out.” I wouldn’t let her make this decision based on desperation.

      “We don’t have time to just figure it out. We need to do this.” Addison’s eyes blazed.

      “Do you really know what you are about to face?” I met her eyes. It was time to get real. “They are going to hurt you.”

      “Which means they are already hurting others. I’m not going to sit back if there’s a chance I can help. I will make sure we get all the kids out of there.”

      Denver and I exchanged looks. “That may be impossible.”

      Addison shrugged. “Well, we won’t know until we try.”

      “If you really want to do this…” It was hard to believe she’d be so willing to step into danger.

      “Yes. I do. Please stop asking. I need to do this. I need to do something that’s bigger than me. I’ve never had choices in my life. I’ve never had a chance to do the right thing, and now that I have that chance I refuse to give it up.”

      That seemed to be exactly what Denver needed to hear. He nodded. “We leave tonight.”

      “Why wait?” Addison put a hand on her hip.

      “Because you are a female. Do you want to get caught before we even reach Central?” Denver frowned.

      “No.” Addison shook her head. “I’m just anxious.”

      “Try to rest. I don’t know how well you will sleep in the coming days.” Denver’s expression softened.

      “Is that just an excuse to talk to Mason alone?” Addison’s brow furrowed.

      “Not specifically.” Denver made no apology.

      “I must say, your honesty is refreshing.” Addison smiled.

      “Life is too short to be anything else.”

      “Is it?” Addison tilted her head to the side. “Too short?”

      There was such sadness in her voice, it cut through me. I’d known life was bad for most women, but I’d convinced myself I had given the girls a decent life at the club. Considering Addison was signing up on a potential suicide mission, I was starting to doubt that.

      “I’m going to lie down, I expect you’ll fill me in on anything important.” She strode out of the room.

      “We shouldn’t be letting her do this.” I spoke as soon as she was out of sight.

      Denver shrugged. “We’ve both done many things we shouldn’t have. That’s the story of our lives.”

      “You have a lot of sayings, don’t you?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe they are more than sayings.”

      “Care to fill me in on the rest of the plan?” I changed the subject. Addison wasn’t the only one who was eager to go.

      “No. The less you know the better.” He walked over to the door and tried the locks.

      “How do you figure?” I waited until he’d turned from the door.

      “They can’t extract information from you if you don’t have it. We don’t know what we’re up against. If we don’t share too much, we’re safer.”

      “You’ve thought this through.”

      “I’ve been thinking this through since you came to see me the first time. I did tell you I would work out a plan.”

      “And you kept working on it even after you learned of the fire?” Had he really planned to help even if the money wasn’t there?

      “I knew you survived. Jarret saw you and your girl.”

      “That didn’t mean I’d be coming back.” Or I’d have the money. I kept that part to myself. If this was about more than money, I didn’t want to insult him.

      “Sure it did. You wouldn’t have come to me at all unless your girl was desperate. She wasn’t going to give up.”

      “And you were going to go in with or without me.” Understanding dawned on me. “You’ve been waiting for a reason to get inside.” My suspicion was right. This had nothing to do with expected payment.

      “Revenge can be sweet, but it must be done for the right reasons.”

      “Saving innocent children and women are two very good reasons.”

      “Right. Make no mistake, I’m going in there for more than just the people who concern you. Addison won’t be the only one freeing the masses inside.”

      “I will do everything I can to help.” Addison’s words had stirred me. I’d thought treating the girls of the club well had been enough, but it hadn’t. I was in the position to have choices, and I needed to use them well.

      “But priority goes to your own.” Denver’s words were pointed but not judging. “I get it.”

      “If you experienced what I did with Kayla, you’d understand.”

      “I don’t need to experience it to understand. One doesn’t always have to experience something to appreciate its importance.”

      “And there you go with another sage saying.”

      “Now my sayings are sage?” His eyes brightened.

      “That one seemed to be.”

      “Are you ready for this?” He didn’t need to tell me what this was. “You’ve questioned Addison plenty, but it’s you I’m more worried about.”

      “You can’t possibly doubt my determination to do this. I won’t let this go.” I would never give up on getting Kayla to safety.

      “I know that, but are you ready? Are you ready for the horrible possibility that they’ve hurt her? That by the time we can get to her they will have changed her in some way you may not notice at first but you eventually will?”

      “That’s why we aren’t waiting long. Surely they will do administrative processing first. That should buy us a small amount of time.” I was telling myself this more than I was telling him. I wanted to run through the gates screaming her name already, but I understood the importance of timing.

      “Depends how desperate they are. If they figure out who she is—that she’s the sister of a proven breeder- well, they may not have waited.”

      “Why are you doing this to me? Why are you filling my head with horrible thoughts and possibilities?”

      “Because you need to get used to the idea. Get as numb as possible so you keep your head. Yes, this is personal for you, but it’s also bigger than you. You focus on the people you want to focus on, but don’t screw this up for everyone else.”

      “Who says I’m going to screw anything up?”

      “You’re angry. You’re afraid. You’re ready to knock down everyone in your path even if it means destroying things we need. You can’t be that way. We need to stay calm and collected.”

      “I will stay calm. I didn’t run a club like Sray without staying calm.” Coming into power there and keeping it took calm and collected thoughts.

      “But you weren’t in love when you did that—Kayla was only there with you for a few days and look how well that turned out.” Denver spoke to me as if we knew each other far better than we actually did. There was something reassuring about that. I needed to put my trust in him.

      “I wasn’t responsible for the fire.”

      “Not physically, but you can’t deny the timeline matches up.”

      “Timeline or not, my feelings for Kayla had nothing to do with it.”

      “Greer acted when he saw what was happening to you. He thought you were at your weakest. I’m not going to sit here and debate whether he was right or wrong. Right now is decision time. Are you going to let your feelings weaken you or strengthen you?”

      I answered immediately. “Strengthen me.”

      “Good.”

      “You couldn’t say all of this in front of Addison?”

      “Not without making her doubt you. She needs to trust you.”

      “Getting her out of Central is my priority too. I am the one bringing her in; I will be responsible for her.”

      Denver glanced over his shoulder and then back at me. “Technically I’ll be bringing her in.”

      “So what is my role exactly? How do I get in there?”

      “You are searching for the girl you personally Corded. It is your right to find her.”

      “I hope they buy that.”

      “I hope so too. Otherwise Addison and I will be in there without you.”

      “And that’s part of what you meant about staying calm.” This whole situation was a mess.

      “Exactly. If they deny you entrance, you can’t flip out. You have to calmly accept their decision.”

      “And do what? Sit around?”

      “I never said you were going to sit around. I only said you shouldn’t flip out.”

      “You can be a very confusing man sometimes.”

      He flipped over his hand. “So can you.”

      “Is there anything else?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s that?” I braced myself for whatever else he hadn’t told me yet.

      “Don’t be surprised if you see some familiar faces.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Where do you think they get their workers from?”

      “They keep some of the system boys.” I knew that, even if I didn’t understand how they decided who to keep and who to let go.

      “Exactly. Don’t let that mess with you either.”

      “Meaning don’t put undue trust in the hands of an old friend?”

      “That or the opposite. Don’t be afraid to trust an old friend.”

      “Same goes for you. They closed down your old place, I assume they moved people here.”

      “I am sure they did.” He smiled as if at a private joke. “And I intend to heed my own advice. Don’t worry about that.”

      “Are you going to heed the advice you gave Addison and rest?”

      “No, and you’re not either. No sense pretending.”

      “I’m not resting either.” Addison walked into the foyer.

      “How long were you there listening?” I asked.

      “Long enough to hear you being schooled.”

      “I’m not going to screw up.” There was too much at stake to worry about being insulted, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t frustrated by it.

      “I know. You usually do pretty well under pressure.” She tied her long dark hair into a bun on the top of her head. I was unused to seeing her with her hair up.

      “Evidently, so do you.”

      “Thanks.” She turned to Denver. “Do we need to pack anything?”

      “They’ll take anything we bring.”

      “That’s a no then.” Addison folded the cuffs of the pants so she wasn’t walking on them.

      “Unless we have some things we want them to take.” Denver smiled sheepishly.

      “And now I remember why I came to you.” He was definitely creative. “You’re talking about surveillance? A camera or something?”

      “Or something.” Denver grinned. It was a toothy grin that might have been frightening on anyone else.

      “All right. Let’s eat something.” Addison’s stomach rumbled. “We may not want to rest, but we need to eat.”

      “Any requests?” Denver asked.

      “Surprise me.” Addison put a hand on her stomach. “Anything sounds good.”

      “Don’t make things too easy on us. We’re royal jerks for bringing you into this.” Denver said exactly what I was thinking.

      “Yeah well, of all the royal jerks I like you two best.”

      I smiled. “I needed to hear that.”

      “If you like that I have so many more one liners.”

      I laughed. “All right, let’s see what kind of surprise Denver and I can come up with.”
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      The silence was unsettling. It wasn't relaxing like the near silence of the farm; it was an unnatural silence that felt ominous. 

      Somewhere within these walls were Quinn and Bailey, and I had to find them.

      I debated my options. If I acted too soon I might get us all in even deeper trouble, but I’d already waited so long already. I was torn in so many directions, which was made worse by the guilt in the pit of my stomach. What must Mason think of me? Was he angry? Hurt? With all my other problems what he thought shouldn't have mattered, but it did. I missed him in a way I didn’t want to. This was why I didn’t need time lying around. I needed to take action. I pushed back the blankets, and my bare feet touched the cold linoleum floor.

      Instantly a loud siren filled the room. I jumped back into bed, pulling the blanket over me. The same doctor from earlier hurried inside. “What happened? Why were you out of bed?”

      “I need to use the bathroom.” I jumped for the first plausible excuse I could find.

      “Next time push this button.” He pointed to a small round button.

      “I have to push a button to be allowed to go to the bathroom?” Not that I was completely surprised. Central was tantamount to a prison without the cells.

      “It’s for your safety.”

      “No it isn’t. Don’t lie.” I didn’t have the time or energy to waste on things that weren’t true.

      “You sound just like her.” He put a hand over his mouth.

      “Like who?”

      He sighed. “No one.”  Then he hurried toward the door.

      “What about the bathroom?”

      “Oh. Sure. Go ahead.” He pushed a few numbers on a keypad by the door.

      I stepped out of bed and this time no alarm sounded. I opened the only door in the room and stepped into a bathroom, closing the door behind me. I was impressed it even had a door. Then I thought of something. Why had he gotten so weird after he spoke about me sounding like someone? Was someone else listening? Watching? I knew there were all sorts of technologies capable of that, and if anyone had them it would be Central.

      I finished up and opened the door. The doctor was standing by the bed. “You’re still here.”

      “I can’t reset the alarm until you are in bed.”

      “Don’t they have other people to do this? Do doctors usually run the security system too?” I didn’t know much about Central, but I assumed doctors would have other tasks to do.

      He shrugged. “We’re limited on who gets access to these floors.”

      “I see.” I climbed back into bed.

      “I will come see you in the morning.” He punched some numbers into the key pad, stepped outside, and closed the door behind him.

      A security system that went off as soon as my feet hit the ground? Were they serious? Of course they were. We assigned the highest value to these men despite how misguided they were. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about saving the population, but the way they were doing it was wrong. No one could convince me otherwise.

      I closed my eyes and willed myself to sleep. I would need the rest to make sure I was ready for whatever the next morning brought.
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      I had blown it. I’d blown everything. My slip up was inexcusable—but it was shocking to hear how Kayla spoke to me exactly the same way Quinn did. Quinn and Kayla had a fire in them that was at once appealing and terrifying. I found I was never quite sure what they were thinking, or what they were capable of.

      I had to destroy the security file. I couldn’t make it so easy for everyone else to figure it out—or did I? Would it truly be that hard for my bosses to connect the dots? Not in the slightest. It was obvious by one glance that the two girls were related. It was even true with Bailey. Had Quinn not been the one to show up with Bailey I would never have known which woman she belonged to. They looked so similar.

      Either way, I had to do something. If I sat back and pretended the similarity didn’t exist, I could get myself in trouble, possibly being removed from the service. I couldn’t afford that.

      “Dr. Morton.” A loud voice called down the corridor where I paced. “A word, please.”

      I turned to face one of my bosses. Dr. Tardale. “Of course.” This wasn’t the first time I was nervous about meeting Tardale, and I was pretty certain it wouldn’t be my last.

      He started down the hall, and I followed running through every scenario in my head for what he possibly wanted to talk about. He opened the door to his office. I followed.

      “Close the door.” He took a seat behind his large cherry wood desk.

      I nodded and closed the door.

      He gestured for me to sit in a leather arm chair across from his desk. “An eventful evening, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. A new admission is always eventful.” I took a seat, trying to keep my expression as neutral as possible.

      “Two new admissions in a short period of time.” He flipped through papers on his desk.

      “Very rare.”

      “I am sure you’ve noticed their similarities. You almost said as much when you were in admission # 216’s room.”

      I mentally winced at the use of the number even though I expected it. I hated the way Tardale insisted on using numbers even if I understood the reason behind it. It actually was the reason behind the use of numbers that frustrated me the most; we made them less of a person by referring to them as a number. “Yes. I apologize. It slipped out.”

      “We want the information to come from the patients. We don’t want to lead them in any way.”

      “I understand. It won’t happen again, sir.”

      “Are you making much progress with # 215?”

      #215, also known as Quinn. “She’s opening up to me more.”

      “Have you learned the paternity of the father? Based on the child’s DNA, he is not in our system, but that doesn’t surprise me considering she was brought in from the Rurals.” He screwed up his face in distaste.

      “She nearly told me. I just need a bit more time.”

      “And any move on the other question?” He set aside the papers, and the pretense of not caring about our conversation was gone.

      I knew what he was really asking about. “Yes. I do believe she is interested.”

      “Good. Make it happen soon enough. If we can prove that some of the breeders can reproduce without scientific intervention, we can show success and therefore increase funding from our donors. You were one of the first generations to come through the system. We need to find out if it worked.”

      “Of course, sir.” I nodded automatically.

      “She’s a beautiful girl. Both of them are.”

      “Yes.” What was he getting at? He never spoke about the physical appearances of the patients, even if all of the other doctors did.

      “I am merely noting it’s natural you’d be eager to participate.”

      “Yes, but I would be doing it mostly to help our mission.”

      “Right.” He pursed his lips. “Remember, don’t allow any emotional attachment. If it works with you, we will have to try others.”

      I shuddered. The thought of anyone else touching Quinn made my skin crawl.

      He sat forward in his chair. “Will that be a problem?”

      I shook my head. “No sir.”

      “Good. Now get back to work.” He returned to his papers.

      It was easily past midnight. My work was done for the day, but I didn’t argue. “Thank you for your time, sir.” I walked out of his office and down the hall toward mine.

      I collapsed on the small cot I’d set up in the corner. Tardale was right. I was getting emotionally attached.  But there was nothing I could do to change that. Nothing at all.

      I tried to sleep for an hour, then I gave up. I got out of bed. There was no sense lying around when sleep wasn’t coming. I headed straight for my lab, resisting the urge to check in on Quinn one more time. That wasn’t going to help my growing attachment to her.

      We had a lab tech who usually ran the blood samples, but he wasn’t in for a few hours. It wouldn’t hurt for me to run the tests on Kayla’s blood myself since I was up anyway.

      I grabbed a pipette, an extra test tube, and a sample of her blood and got to work. I put it into the machine and waited. I blinked. That couldn’t be right. I checked the results again, my eyes had to be deceiving me. I took another sample of her blood and ran it again. Same result. Any chance of going back to sleep was gone.
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      In the end none of us had an appetite. Even Denver, who at first appeared completely unmoved about our plans, could barely nibble on anything. Addison managed to eat more than the two of us, but even she only had half her sandwich.

      I couldn’t shake my guilt over bringing her in on this, but I was done arguing. All that accomplished was making her angrier. She was tired of having no choices—this was her choice, and I had to accept it. She wasn’t doing this as a favor to me. She was doing this for Kayla and all the other girls. She was doing this because she believed it was the right thing to do.

      “All right. Let’s go over the plan one more time.” Denver took charge. I wasn’t used to letting someone else call the shots, but I was worried out of my mind about Kayla. Keeping calm and rational weren’t going to be easy.

      “The plan is simple. I pretend to be a man until we reach the entrance to Central. We all enter together. We come with a two-part deal. You say you will take me in on two conditions. One, you stay with me.” She looked at Denver. “Two, Mason gets to see Kayla.”

      “Yes. It is likely they will refuse on both accounts. Which is when you start to explain you are too afraid to go in alone.” Denver adjusted his tie. He was surprisingly dressed up, but I assumed he had his reasons. I assumed he also had a reason for shaving off his beard. It had taken me a few glances to accept it was really him under there.

      “Yes. They will probably tell Mason to take a walk, and then you have a plan to deal with that.” Addison pointed to Denver.

      “A plan you aren’t ready to share with us yet evidently.” I was glad Denver had lent me some clothes. Although the pants were a little short, they would blend in much better than the ones I’d arrived in.

      “For good reason.”

      “Yes. The less we all know the better.” I understood Denver’s view, but being left in the dark didn’t sit well with me.

      Denver also had a vehicle to get us to Central. There was no end to the surprises up his sleeves. He kept it hidden in an underground garage under three different tarps and a fake wall.

      With all that work to hide it, I was surprised to find it had a full tank of gas and started on the first try. I’d never seen a vehicle quite like it. “What kind of car is this?”

      “It’s a VW Van. They don’t make ones like this anymore. Of course I’ve had to redo the engine a few times.”

      I knew very little about cars and simply nodded. I’d wanted to offer Addison the front seat, but it was safer for her to be in the back. The windows were slightly tinted—not enough to attract attention, but enough to make it harder to see passengers.

      The drive was relatively uneventful. We hit a few checkpoints along the way, but Denver handled the questions with ease. It was almost as if he’d been through this before, and I began to suspect he had. Whatever misconceptions I had about him being a hermit were now long gone.

      He pulled into an old gravel lot several blocks away from the large brick building surrounded by an at least fifteen-foot high fence lined with barbed wire.

      “You know the Central building used to be a mental institution.” Denver turned off the van.

      “A mental institution?” Addison asked from the back.

      “They used to pile the mentally ill into hospitals and drug them up. Perform surgeries taking out part of their brains. Kind of reminds me of Central now.”

      Addison gasped. “That’s horrible.”

      “Men in power often do horrible things.” He opened the door.

      I gave Addison a reassuring glance before getting out myself. I wasn’t sure what Denver’s point was with his comment, but I decided not to question him.

      Addison said nothing. Her silence was probably out of fear rather than a lack of curiosity. She kept glancing over at Denver as if waiting for him to explain.

      He started walking away from the van, and we followed. Addison kept her head down and her hood on. I was thankful for the light rain falling from the thick grey clouds above. They made her choice of apparel a reasonable option.

      “They called the surgeries lobotomies.” Denver spoke out of nowhere. “If you ever find a copy you should read One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. It will stay with you, haunt you, because even though generations have passed since it was published, some things never change.”

      Addison and I exchanged glances. I decided I needed to be the one to ask him to explain the conversation. “And you are telling us all this now, because?”

      “Because you can’t understand the present without understanding the past.”

      “We don’t have time to read anything right now,” Addison whispered. We were closing in on the crowded streets.

      “But you will have time later.” Denver picked up his pace and dove into the crowd, effectively cutting off the conversation.

      We worked our way through the crowds and toward Central. I couldn’t physically keep Addison close—such an act would draw attention. I walked as close to her as possible and always kept her in my field of vision. Between Kayla and Addison, I now understood just how frightening it was to try to protect a girl in our messed up world.

      I was so distracted with worry, I barely noticed our approach to the large gate until we were right up on it. It towered above us, with electric wire lining the top. No one was getting in, or out for that matter, without permission.

      The guards glared at us as we reached the gate, but they said nothing.

      “We have business here.” Denver stepped just beside the gate.

      “What business?” one of the guards barked out.

      “Business.” Denver pulled back Addison’s hood just enough to reveal her face and hair.

      “She may come in.” The second guard started to pull open the gate.

      “I won’t go alone.” Addison’s voice quivered. It was impossible to know whether she was really that frightened or if she was following Denver’s advice.

      The guard studied her, and his expression softened slightly. “One of you can accompany her in.”

      “We both have business here.” Denver took Addison’s arm. “You will let us all in.”

      The guard bristled. “You will not dictate what I will or will not do.”

      “I assure you, I’ll do just that. Hasn’t anyone ever taught you to make sure you know who someone is before you anger them?” Denver puffed out his chest. “Do you realize who you are dealing with?”

      The guard suddenly straightened. “Right this way.” He gestured for us to enter.

      We walked into the opulent lobby. The floors were a sleek white marble, and the ceiling was dotted with crystal light fixtures.

      “What was that?” Addison whispered.

      “Tell you later.” Denver pulled Addison closer to his side as another guard dressed in an identical blue uniform led us into an elevator. He waited outside and the doors closed, separating us from him.

      I wasn’t sure what had just happened. Was Denver bluffing, or was he really more than he seemed? Either way, he had gotten us inside. We were making progress.

      The elevator opened, and a man dressed in a long white coat greeted us.

      “Hello Dr. Nevers.” The man held out his hand to Denver. “I wish you had notified us in advance of your arrival.”

      Denver didn’t miss a beat. “Unfortunately I didn’t have time.”

      “Does your presence mean you’ve closed down the last of the facilities?”

      I had absolutely no idea what was going on. Denver was a doctor? Was there even more about him I didn’t know?

      “I am not at liberty to discuss that in our present company.” He nodded toward where two guards watched.

      The man waved the guards off. “Please, give us a few moments.”

      The guards nodded and headed down the dark hallway.

      “Let’s move into my office.” The doctor led the way in the other direction, down a dimly lit hallway. He opened the door and gestured for us to enter.

      I was wary, but as Denver went right in with Addison, I had no choice.

      The man closed the door behind him. “Please, have a seat.”

      We all took seats in the leather chairs in front of his large wood desk.

      Denver leaned forward, laying his hands on the desk. “I am here for several reasons, Dr. Tardale. The first one is to ensure my life mate is protected and to discuss the possibility of us creating a child.”

      “Your life mate?” Dr. Tardale narrowed his eyes.

      “It’s a new term we developed out west in our labs. Even if creating life artificially, we found we could keep females happier if they were attached to a single male.”

      “And you want use of our labs to create a child? A personal request?” Dr. Tardale furrowed his brow. “This is quite unusual.”

      “We have agreed if we are successful, she can be studied under certain conditions.”

      “Are you sure she is a breeder?” Dr. Tardale looked at Addison.

      “I am sure it is a possibility.”

      “And who is this?” Dr. Tardale pointed to me.

      “This is Mason. His personal Corded property has been improperly brought in to your facility. He has graciously agreed not to remove her completely from the facility until testing can be done on her, but he must see with his own eyes that she is safe.”

      Personal property? I bristled at the words. Kayla was a person. The Cording had never meant property to me, but did it mean that to the girls? I had spent the last years of my life believing I was doing the right thing, and maybe it was just so I could sleep at night, an easy way to be able to live with myself. But now everything had changed.

      “And you are sure your Corded girl is in this facility?” Dr. Tardale addressed Denver rather than me. I wasn’t used to being passed over, but the doctor clearly thought Denver was important.

      “Yes. Positive. It would be very easy for you to tell.” Denver leaned back in his chair. “In fact, it is impossible that you do not know. The mark is clear as day.”

      “I believe I know who you are referring to.” Dr. Tardale’s expression was stony. “But she came in willingly. How did that happen? If she is so important to you, how did she get out of your sight?”

      “The club burned down.” I struggled to contain my anger and annoyance. I didn’t owe this doctor any explanation.

      ”Oh yes, the fire.” He interlocked his fingers together. “But doesn’t that mean the Stray club doesn’t even exist anymore?”

      “We will be rebuilding.” We wouldn’t be, but he had no way of knowing.

      “I assume he will be allowed to see her now.” Denver’s voice was bored with a slight edge of annoyance. “We have been waiting long enough.”

      Dr. Tardale nodded. “In a few moments. We should finish this discussion first.”

      “Take Mason to see his Corded first.” Denver’s voice rose an octave. “We can finish our conversation once he leaves.”

      “Very well.” Dr. Tardale stood. “I’ll call Dr. Morton.”
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      I blinked a few times, still lightheaded from the second blood draw. I saw a figure standing beside my bed, but it had to be a mirage. It was impossible that he was here.

      “Kayla.” Mason’s voice was so much softer than I’d ever heard it before.

      “Mason?” I tried to understand. I looked at my arm. The white cloth was still covering the spot where they took the blood. I looked down. I was still in the hospital bed. I was still in Central. How was Mason there?

      “I am glad to have found you.” His voice was cold this time, but his eyes were deep and full of emotion.

      “How? Why? What are you doing here?” I blinked a few more times, trying to get out of my daze.

      “I know you got lost after the fire. I am sure you were afraid, but I am going to be taking you home very soon.” He put a hand on my arm, and his eyes bore into mine. His message was clear, go along with anything he said.

      I nodded absently.

      “I already told you, she needs her rest.” Doctor Morton walked into the room. It was strange to see him in the same place as Mason. The two men didn’t seem like the types to occupy the same space.

      “And I already told you I will not leave her side.” Mason didn’t as much as look at Doctor Morton. His eyes remained on me.

      “Will you consider our offer?”

      “Never.” Mason turned to Dr. Morton this time. “I will never release her. She will always be mine.”

      His words were dark, threatening, but they didn’t worry me. He was being protective, and given our current location I was okay with that. If he used those words to refer to me on the outside, we would be having a pointed conversation.

      “If that is how you want this to go.” Dr. Morton still waited near the doorway.

      Mason turned back to me. “It is how it will go.”

      “And you are sure you are the only man she has been with?” Dr. Morton’s words had my mouth falling open.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” I spat out. “Besides I already told you—”

      “Yes.” Mason gripped the handrail beside me. “I am the only one. I will forever be the only one.”

      “I am merely making sure some of the story she gave is true.” Dr. Morton walked further into the room.

      “How soon until you release her to me?” Mason brushed some hair out of my face. It was as if he was using any excuse to touch me.

      “As soon as we study this blood work and run some tests. As long as she is not a breeder, she will be released to you.”

      “And if she appears to be a breeder?” Mason turned around.

      “Then she will stay awhile longer. We assure you no one will touch her beyond the testing.” Dr. Morton looked at me this time. “There is nothing to fear.”

      “The testing hurts her, doesn’t it?” Mason took my hand.

      “It’s not a big deal.” What was he thinking? I couldn’t leave yet. I hadn’t even found Quinn and Bailey.

      “We do the best we can to minimize the pain.” Dr. Morton cringed as he spoke, but he looked away as if trying to hide it. “If I can have some time with the patient, I can finish my interviews and get moving on the testing.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Mason’s expression was stony. “Don’t waste your breath trying to change my mind.”

      “I will need a few more minutes alone with her, then you're welcome to return.”

      “What could you possibly need to discuss with her without me present?” Mason asked.

      “Just some formalities. You can watch through the window if it makes you feel better.”

      “What window?” There were none that I had seen.

      “This one.” Doctor Morton left the room and lifted a curtain as some light from the hall flowed through a clear window beside the door. He returned inside.

      “I’m not leaving.” His jaw clenched.

      “I will not be able to clear her and release her to you unless I can do my work.”

      “Fine, but I will be right outside the door.” Mason walked out, and I found myself hoping he wouldn’t be gone long.

      “We don’t have much time, so I’ll make this fast.” Dr. Morton strode over to the bed after closing the door.

      “We don’t have much time for what?” I eyed Mason through the window.

      “I need to know if you are comfortable speaking freely in front of Mason. We need the most honest information possible, the alternative might hurt the important work we are doing here.” He was talking so formally. It made me think my hunch about the surveillance was probably true.

      I considered my options. I didn’t want Mason breaking me out yet, but I would be in a better position with him nearby. He would protect me, and despite everything else, I knew he was on my side. “Yes. I am.”

      “Good. We will be moving you down the hall to my lab so we can run some tests.”

      “More blood?” I could handle it, but I wasn’t looking forward to more needles.

      “Other tests.”

      “Ok. Can I walk there?” Anything to get out of the room and have the possibility of sneaking a peak at Quinn and Bailey.

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      “Ok.”

      “You are sure you are comfortable with Mason’s presence for all of this?”

      I tried to read between the lines. Dr. Morton shouldn’t have cared that much about my comfort. There was something else at play.

      “Absolutely.” There was no time to dwell. “I want him with me.”

      Dr. Morton offered me a hand to help me out of the bed, but before my feet hit the floor, Mason was there pushing the doctor out of the way.

      We left the room, and Mason’s hand wrapped around mine as we walked down the hall. My bare feet froze on the cold floor, and I wished I were wearing something more than the light hospital gown. It brought back memories of the first night at the club—to Addison’s words about the fans serving a purpose. I hoped Addison was okay. I had run away from the fire out of desperation, but I regretted not returning for her and the others. I hoped Jarret kept his word and searched for them. I hoped they all made it out alive.

      Dr. Morton stopped in front of a double set of wooden doors. He pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked one of the doors. He pushed the door open and stepped inside, ushering us in behind him.

      The room was cramped, with two large white tables covered in different machines with wires hooked up to more machines. There were at least a half dozen racks full of test tubes, and what appeared to be microscopes. The other furniture in the room was a desk and a couch of the sort that made it seem more appropriate for lying down than sitting.

      “Kayla, please make yourself comfortable on that couch.” He gestured to the brown leather recliner.

      Mason walked with me. I had no problem with that. Looking at the machines in the room, my stomach tumbled. What was I in for?

      Dr. Morton walked over to the door, and he locked it.

      Mason tensed beside me.

      “I need to know the truth right now, Kayla.” Dr. Morton stood with his back to the door.

      “About what?”

      “Was Mason the first man you were with?” He looked only at me when he asked.

      “Will you really insist on asking her that again?” Mason scowled. “She’s already answered your questions.”

      “He is the only man I’ve lain with.” I saw no reason to lie about that, and I didn’t understand why it mattered at all.

      “So there is zero possibility you have ever borne a child?”

      “I think I would remember that experience.” I still remembered when Quinn went through labor. She had Bailey at home with absolutely no medication. She had to stay largely silent for fear of us getting caught, but I’d seen the pain wracking her face.

      Dr. Morton smiled ever so slightly. I didn’t look over to see Mason’s reaction. “You are being honest? I need to know the truth?”

      “Why would you doubt her?” Mason snapped. “I know you are desperate to find breeders, but she was untouched when I had her.”

      “It is impossible for you to know that for sure. Even if she bled—”

      I jumped off the couch. “Stop it. Stop talking about me like I’m not here or am not being truthful. I was untouched as he said.”

      “Then please answer this next question.”

      “Okay.” I tried to calm down. If I screamed again I might end up bringing one of the other doctors in, and I didn’t want that. Dr. Morton seemed less intense than the the rest.

      “Once again I need complete honesty. If you lie about this one, I will have no choice but to assume your first answer was a lie and keep you here at Central.”

      “Ask the question.” Mason put an arm around you. “We don’t have time for your games.”

      Dr. Morton walked toward us. “Do you have any siblings, Kayla?”

      I closed my eyes. Here it went. Here was my chance. What did I do? Why had he asked the first question? Unless he was trying to figure out more about Bailey. I debated what would be best for everyone.

      “Tell him, Kayla. We don’t want to stay here longer than we have to. I want to take you home.” Mason traced small circles on my back.

      He was right. Not that we should leave right away, but that telling the truth would probably get us the right information. I looked up at Dr. Morton. “Yes.”

      “Are we being recorded?” Mason interrupted.

      “Not in here.” Dr. Morton shook his head. “And yes? You admitted your mother bore more than one child?”

      “Yes. She had three.”

      Dr. Morton paled. “Are you the only girl?”

      “No. I have one sister.” It felt empowering to say it out loud, but I also knew how dangerous my admission could be.

      Dr. Morton smiled. “Unbelievable. This whole thing is unbelievable.”

      “Excuse me?” Mason bristled. “Would you care to explain your reaction?”

      Dr. Morton turned to Mason. “Have you met her sister?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Why not?” Dr. Morton pressed.

      “Because Kayla came to my club alone.”

      “Did she tell you where her sister was?” He was looking at me again. I was looking at the test tubes and machines. I had to get Quinn and Bailey out of there.

      “Not at first.”

      “But eventually?” He put a hand in the pocket of his coat. “She told you eventually?”

      Mason nodded. “Yes.”

      “And where is she?” Dr. Morton pulled a small vial out of his pocket and then put it back in.

      “She’s here.” I answered before Mason could. “I know she’s here. And you know it too. Stop trying to deny it.”

      “Who said I’m going to deny it? As I said we are not being recorded here.”

      “Why do you want this private?’ Mason asked. “What concern would you have if your bosses knew?”

      “Oh, they know. Once you see her sister you’ll understand. The two look so similar…” he trailed off. It was obvious his mind momentarily went elsewhere.

      “Then why not talk in her room?”

      “Because my bosses don’t realize why Kayla came here. That changes everything.”

      “And why, pray tell us, did Kayla come here?” Mason pulled me tight against his side.

      “To reunite with her sister and someone else.”

      “They are both here?” I started to get up.

      Mason wrapped his arm around my waist and kept me seated. He was right, getting in the doctor’s face wouldn’t help us at all.

      Dr. Morton nodded. “Yes.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question. Why don’t you want your bosses to know?”

      “Because…” He trailed off.

      “What aren’t you saying?”

      “Who is the father?” Dr. Morton gazed down on me. “Do you know?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It matters. I need to know.”

      “How could it matter? She had a child. That is all you need to know.”

      “Technically not. A man able to participate in a successful act of reproduction is worthy of testing.”

      “An act of reproduction?” Mason raised an eyebrow. “You still believe the theory that men might be part of the problem?”

      “Still believe? Are you somehow knowledgeable about the research we do in Central.”

      “I’m from the system. Same as you.”

      Dr. Morton froze.

      “I remember everyone I’ve ever met.” Mason moved so I was wrapped in both of his arms with my back pressed against him.

      “You were here?”

      “Yes.” Mason nodded. “We knew each other. I see they’ve messed with some of your memories.”

      Dr. Morton rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s impossible. They don’t do memory research here anymore.”

      “How would you know?” Mason rested his chin on my head.

      I tried to follow the implications of the conversation. “There is something other than reproductive research happening at Central?”

      “There is a whole lot of research being done.” Mason’s arms tightened around me.

      “Why would I believe you?” Dr. Morton narrowed his eyes.

      “Because I have no reason to lie, Maverick.”

      Dr. Morton looked down at his name tag. It didn’t have his first name. “How did you know?”

      “Because I knew you once, as I explained to you already. I can tell you more about that at another time. We were discussing why the father of Kayla’s niece was at all relevant to our current situation.”

      “I already told you…”

      “He’s dead.” I might as well get the conversation moving. “He was killed by traders when he tried to protect his family. They killed my father too. There’s no one left out there.”

      “What about the third sibling?”

      “He isn’t there. Why would he have stayed? What would have been there for him?”

      “He might have returned.”

      “No.” I refused to believe anything evil had befallen Thomas, but I knew the traders might have found him. Until I was proven otherwise, I’d fantasize he was okay. Bolton was okay too. I couldn’t pretend my father or Benjamin were alive, I’d seen their cold, dead eyes, but I’d cling to the hope the others had made it.

      “Why would Quinn think you were more capable of caring for her child?” Dr. Morton pulled out a stool and sat down.

      “She wouldn’t.” I tried to understand what he was getting it.

      “She seems to think you are. She figured out you were here and asked me to get you and her child out.” He had large bags under his eyes, and he looked about ready to collapse.

      “No.” I shook my head. “That’s not how this will work.”

      “Why would she try to make that bargain?” Dr. Morton, or Maverick, whatever his name was, asked.

      “Because she cares. She’d do anything for the ones she loves, including me.” Which was why I’d put her first. But right now there were other questions to address. “Will you do what she asked? Let us go?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know yet.”

      “But you are considering it?” Was that even possible?

      “I’m not considering anything.” He stood and walked across the room.

      “Where is my sister? Her child?”

      “I assume you know her name?” Maverick glanced at me over his shoulder. He was adjusting some sort of microscope.

      “Of course. But that’s not information I’m going to give you if you don’t have it.”

      He turned from the microscope. “I discovered Bailey’s name the first night.”

      “How?” Would Quinn have revealed that information so easily?

      “When Quinn called out her name.”

      I shuddered. I couldn’t even imagine how those first few days had to have been for my sister. Not that it would have gotten much easier now. Still in the beginning when she didn’t even know how Bailey was doing. I couldn’t even go there. I couldn’t take myself down that line of thought.

      “Are you going to run tests on me now?” If Quinn got through testing while worried about Bailey I could handle it.

      “I already know what I’m going to find from your blood test. But let’s keep that between us.”

      I assumed he meant about my being a possible breeder. It usually ran in families, and that would be enough of a reason to keep me in Central.

      “Can I see Quinn? Or Bailey?” I already knew what his answer would be, but I had to ask.

      “Not yet.” He shook his head. “But I will make it happen.”

      “Make it happen soon.” Mason barked. “She’s been waiting long enough.”

      “You are lucky I am even speaking with you like this.”

      “But you are.” I called him out. “That means something.”

      “Yes, it means I’m out of my mind.”

      “We will wait a few days. No more.” Mason adjusted his arms. I appreciated his willingness to push. I wanted to, but the events of the day were starting to catch up with me—or more like the events of the past weeks. I’d barely let myself think about anything else other than finding Quinn and Bailey. I hadn’t seen them yet, but I was close. I knew I was close. I could feel Quinn. I remember my mother telling me about twins having a special relationship—we weren’t twins, but maybe it was our rarity that made us closer.

      “You need to go back to your room now.” Dr. Morton stood.

      “Thank you, Dr. Morton.” I would go along with him for the time being.

      “You are welcome. My name is Maverick, but I would appreciate if you used my title—”

      “I understand.” Using his last name was the least I could do. If he got caught trying to help us, we would be in a far worse position.

      “I will be staying in Kayla’s room.” Mason released me from his arms.

      “I assumed as much. Tardale didn’t seem to have any trouble with you being around. I don’t know who you really are, but you are important.”

      “I have earned respect.” Mason raised his chin.

      “I have no memory of you at all.”

      “Like I said, we can discuss that at another time.”

      “Yeah, another time.” Maverick unlocked the door.

      “Should we show ourselves back to her room or…”

      “I will escort you. I have to set the alarm.”

      “The alarm?” Mason wrapped his hand around mine as we followed Maverick into the hallway.

      “The room is alarmed. If either of you get out of bed it will go off.”

      “I learned that the hard way.” But at least I’d come up with an excuse quickly enough.

      “You were out of bed in the middle of the night?” Mason gave me a quizzical look.

      “To use the bathroom.”

      “She can’t use the bathroom alone?” His eyes flashed with anger.

      “She can. She just has to call me.”

      “We will go before you leave.”

      “Very well.” We reached the room. Maverick waited while we used the restroom. “By the way, you will have privacy tonight.”

      “What happened to the surveillance?” I asked suspiciously.

      “You aren’t going to hurt yourself with Mason here. I’ll lock the door still, of course.”

      “Fine.” Mason nodded.

      Maverick stepped out, closing and locking the door behind him.

      The room was illuminated by two faint lights in the ceiling. I had no idea how to turn them off, and in truth I preferred not being left completely in the dark.

      “Let’s assume we are still being watched or listened to.” Mason ran his hand down my cheek.

      “I agree.” I curled up into his chest.

      “I am so glad you are okay.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Don’t apologize. Just don’t.”

      “Why not? I didn’t want to hurt you.” But I hadn’t thought I had another choice. Maybe I’d underestimated him.

      “I know, and that’s enough for right now.” He ran his lips over my forehead.

      I closed my eyes savoring his touch. How did I ever think I could live without him?
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      Kayla was back in my arms where she belonged. For a few blissful hours, I would let myself believe all was right in the world. I would pretend we were somewhere other than Central, and we weren’t in grave danger.

      “Mason?” She whispered my name.

      “Yes?” I would never tire of the sound of my name on her lips.

      “You came after me.” She lifted her head, and her hair brushed against my neck.

      “Did you really doubt I would?”

      She said nothing.

      “Kayla?” I looked at her face in the dim light.

      “Yes?” She settled her head back down again.

      “Please answer me. Did you really doubt it?”

      “I didn’t know…”

      “What you need to know is I will always follow you.  I could never let you go, especially not to a place like this. If I truly believed you were happier and safer without me, I could make myself leave you, but even that wouldn’t be easy.”

      “I wouldn’t be happier without you.” Her voice was strong and certain.

      “I know I would be miserable without you.” I couldn’t even entertain the thought of losing Kayla without spiraling down to a bad place.

      “You aren’t who I thought you were at first.”

      “Who did you think I was?” I didn’t even know who I was anymore. So much had changed so quickly, and the wisps of memories I’d never realized I had were at the edge of my mind.

      “Not this.” She touched the spot over my heart.

      “You are so much more than I imagined.”

      “Only because I’m rare.” There was a deep sadness buried in her voice.

      “No.” I hated that she thought that; she didn’t understand it was her as a person that I loved. “That has nothing to do with it. It’s you. It’s your heart. You are right, your heart is rare, but it would have been rare even before everything changed.”

      “Do you ever imagine what life would be like if we lived back then? If we lived before?”

      “I never did.” My thoughts before had been centered on survival and staying as close to the top of society as I could.

      “Did? As in past tense?”

      “I have since knowing you. I’ve thought about what it would be like if we could actually live together without fear.”

      “I didn’t let myself imagine it before, but now I can. I can picture having a life with you. Maybe one day we can all settle somewhere.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “There is so much I wish I could say, so much I wish we could discuss.”

      “I know.” I kissed her head. “For now that will have to wait.”

      “Okay.” She ran her hand up and down my chest.

      My lips found hers, and I savored her sweetness. I cradled her head in my hand, pulling her on top of me. I needed her closer. I cared nothing for whether we were being recorded or watched. I needed to express feelings my words couldn’t possibly achieve.

      “Mason.” She moaned my name against my lips.

      Her nightgown rode up, exposing much of her body to me. I pulled the blanket up to cover her; I refused to let anyone else see an inch of her. No matter what the doctor said, someone could be watching. I slipped my hand under the thin nightgown, cupping her breast. She moaned lightly, until she started to push me away.

      I released her. “What is it?”

      “We can’t do this here. Not now.”

      “I understand.” I did, but that didn’t make it easy to resist her. I’d been so afraid, terrified of losing her.

      “Once we leave. Once we have a chance to start over.” She yawned softly.

      I gently eased her nightgown down her body, trying to calm my rapidly beating heart and my impossible to hide arousal. “Go to sleep, my love. You are safe with me.” I rolled her to the side so she could sleep the way she preferred.

      “I know I am.” She rested her head on my chest. “Thank you for that.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “Yes I do.”

      I dropped the argument as I heard her breathing even out. I pulled her tightly against me. Kayla was back in my arms, and it’s where she would spend every other night from now on.
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      I held Bailey tightly. Making it twenty-four hours without her was torture, and I was still sobbing. Seeing her once a day wasn’t enough, but it put me at ease for a few moments and reminded me there was still a reason to hold on. As long as Bailey was living and breathing, I would never give up.

      “Mama.” The word startled me. She hadn’t uttered a sound since the traders took us from our home. She’d fallen so silent on the ride to Central that I checked her breathing every few minutes.

      “Bailey? Are you okay?” I brushed some of her light hair away from her face. It had been brown when she was born, but it was lightening. My mother said the same thing happened with Kayla and me, the opposite of how it usual was with babies, or so she said. My memories of my mother were starting to fade as the years wore on. I hated that. I hated knowing that someone so important might one day only be a faint whisper in the back of my mind, but with all my worry and panic it was hard to make room for thoughts of anything else.

      “Mama.” Bailey wrapped her arms around my neck. She held on tighter than usual, and my initial relief at hearing her name disappeared as worry took over.

      “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” They were the same questions I asked her every time I saw her. She never answered. This time I wondered if I might get a response.

      “Kayla.” Her little voice was so quiet, but it shot right through me.

      My heart rate accelerated. I’d known my sister was near, but how did Bailey? “Kayla? You saw Kayla?” I’d uttered the name thousands of times in my life, but saying it now took on a new kind of potency.

      “Kayla.” Bailey put her head down on my chest.

      Bailey had never spoken much, mostly owed to the constant fear she lived in I’m sure. When people tell you to be quiet often enough, you start listening. I hoped one day she’d be able to sing and yell as loudly as she wanted. Right now all I could hope for was to hear a few more soft words. I waited for her to say more, until I couldn’t wait any longer. “Please tell me, sweetheart. What about Kayla?”

      She said nothing.

      “That’s okay.” I rubbed her back. “That’s fine.” I wanted to know, but pushing her wasn’t going to help. She was still so young, so tiny. Her mention of Kayla’s name had been more than enough. I’d known Kayla wouldn’t give up on us. She never gave up on anything. I never thought I could be that way, but I was now too. I’d reached the point of no return. I would do anything and everything to give Bailey half a chance at a life. Evidently that even included propositioning a doctor. I could hardly imagine what Kayla would think of me when she found out.

      There was no question Dr. Morton had avoided me since I made the proposition. He’d barely looked at me when he dropped Bailey off. I didn’t argue. He let me see my daughter, and somehow she’d seen Kayla, or at least knew Kayla was around. I debated whether I should ask him point blank about my offer.

      I knew the hour was almost up, and I held Bailey tighter. I refused to waste a moment of my time with her. It was what got me through the lonely days and nights. It’s what helped me forget about everything else. It was hard to believe she was here, alive. Her very existence was almost impossible, yet here she was, living and breathing in my arms. She was what I was most proud of, my one accomplishment, and I couldn’t lose her.

      I was so focused on Bailey I didn’t hear the door open.

      “It’s time, Quinn.” Dr. Morton’s voice cut through the otherwise quiet room.

      I glanced toward the doorway where he waited. His chin was covered in a beard now, and the circles under his eyes were even heavier. “Thank you for bringing her, Dr. Morton.” I struggled to make eye contact. Everything was different now that I made my offer.

      “You can call me Maverick.” He didn’t smile. His expression was tight. Nervous even.

      I shook my head. “No I can’t.” No matter what I was propositioning, I would still call him by his official title. He was not my friend. He was my jailor. To do otherwise would make things harder and might lead to me trusting someone I shouldn’t.

      “Why not?” He crossed his arms and walked to the end of my bed.

      “Because it’s easier not to.” That was the simpler explanation. I lacked the energy to tell him the whole truth, that I was afraid if I let go of the formality at all I’d never be able to put it back, and my imagination would run wild. Life wasn’t the way it was told in my mother’s old books. There was no such thing as romantic love or happy endings. I refused to ever believe in them again, and if I was being honest I never really had. I had enjoyed getting lost in the illusion, but I always knew it was just that—fake.

      “It’s easier to call you a number.” He kept his arms wrapped around him. “But I don’t.”

      I held Bailey tighter. “We are in different positions. We have different things at stake.” I no longer cared what happened to me, but I had to stay alive to protect Bailey.

      “I want to do the right thing here.” He let his hands drop to his sides. “I’m trying my best.”

      “We both know what the right thing is.” At least I hoped he did. Maybe he had lost sight of what was right after so much time working where he did.

      “It isn’t as simple as you want it to be.” He walked around the bed closer to us.

      “It is as simple as you make it.” I was done beating around the bush. He may not have run Central, but he had a whole lot more power than I did.

      “Quinn.” His voice was soft, too soft for the current conversation.

      “Please don’t. I made you an offer earlier. Take it or leave it.” I couldn’t look at him. It was impossible to face up to my offer while holding Bailey in my arms. I was glad she was too young to understand.

      “She’s here, and she’s safe.” His words fell through the air, as if he’d dropped them from some place high above.

      It took me a moment to respond. “Kayla?”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      What did the smile mean? I wished I were better at reading people, but it was a skill I hadn’t worried about much growing up. I had preferred to daydream and imagine a life so completely different from my own. “Can we see her?” I wasn’t willing to give up Bailey for the night yet.

      He shook his head. “Not tonight, but soon.”

      His words, although unsurprising, hit me like a ton of lead. That’s what happened when I let myself get my hopes up. I pushed away my disappointment. “She’s okay?” Safety could have multiple meanings. I adjusted Bailey in my arms so I could get a better look at the doctor. Bad at reading people or not, I needed to at least see his facial expression.

      “Yes. She’s with Mason.” He glanced over his shoulder back at the closed door.

      “Mason?” I repeated the unfamiliar name. How was it that Dr. Morton said the name so flippantly? As if it were someone I should have known.

      “Oh.” He sat down on the edge of the bed. “I guess you wouldn’t know who he is.”

      “Who is he?” The hairs stood up on the back of neck. How had Kayla become entangled with a man so quickly? What trouble had she gotten herself into?

      “The man she is personally Corded too.”

      “Personally Corded?” I didn’t even know what that meant, but it couldn’t be good. The fact that Kayla was in Central couldn’t be good either. Unless she had a plan. Kayla always had a plan, and maybe this Mason was just part of it. She had a way of convincing anyone to help her. It even worked on me sometimes.

      “How? Ethan would never let her do anything like—” I stopped. Why was I giving away more information than I had too?

      “Ethan?” Dr. Morton furrowed his brow.

      “Forget I said anything.” I bit my lip. I needed to be more careful with my words. It wasn’t only my safety at risk.

      “That is going to be difficult to do.” He leaned slightly toward me.

      Bailey lifted her head, gazed around the room, and then settled back down.

      “But not impossible.” I gently patted Bailey’s head. “You didn’t say impossible.”

      “Who is Ethan, Quinn?” Dr. Morton rose and then knelt beside the bed. It was strange seeing him at my same height. I was used to him towering over me as I lay there.

      “Who is this Mason? Why is she Corded to him?”

      “I don’t know as much as you give me credit for.” He rested his hands on the railing of my bed.

      I called him out on his claim. “Oh? You let this man in without knowing anything about him?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. He came in after Kayla was admitted. I wasn’t the one to decide.”

      “But if they were personally Corded…” I tried to understand. “What does that mean?”

      “It means she is his only. She belongs to him specifically, not the club.”

      “Belongs?” I shuddered at the use of the word, especially in reference to Kayla. There was no way she’d agree to belong to anyone. She was too independent. She didn’t even want to marry. But now wasn’t the time to think about that. I had been married and look how much protection that had brought me.

      “Yes. The mark is very clear.”

      Every new detail Dr. Morton shared worried me more. Nothing he was saying made much sense with what I knew of my sister.

      “Yes. I am sure you will notice it when you reunite.”

      When. He’d said when, not if. A small surge of hope filled me, and I allowed myself to change the subject back to the man. “He just showed up later?”

      “Yes, and not alone. I have told you more. Now it’s your turn. Who is Ethan?”

      He had told me more, and maybe if I kept up my side of the bargain I’d learn even more. “Just a boy we used to know.”

      “A boy?” Dr. Morton stood up again. I read the motion as wanting to be more comfortable rather than wanting to pull away.

      “A man, but we knew him best as a boy. We grew up together.” Our childhood days on the farm felt like a lifetime ago. I wouldn’t let myself daydream about the feel of the warm sun and the fun Kayla and I had as little girls. It only made reality more painful.

      “Is he the one who betrayed you?”

      “What? No.” I answered immediately and without thinking.

      Maverick frowned. “You don’t know who did, do you?”

      “I can’t imagine he would. He cared for Kayla… well.” I didn’t want to consider the possibility of Ethan’s involvement; he was one of the few people I thought I could trust. And he was who Kayla would have trusted. Why hadn’t she gone to him? Nothing was making sense.

      “Well?” Dr. Morton tapped his foot.

      “He left because he didn’t want to wait for her. My father said she was too young. He came to the city to join a club.” I would never forget the day he left. He’d been so excited, and I had been jealous he was going to see the city. He was going to do so much more with his life than I would ever get the chance to do.

      “It was Kayla he, uh, cared for?” Dr. Morton furrowed his brow. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I think it was her stubbornness.” I smiled thinking about how much the two argued over the smallest things. “Why does it matter?”

      “I have decisions to make, and I need to know what we’re up against.” He rested his chin in his hand.

      “What kind of decisions?” I hoped he’d give me more than a vague answer. I was tired of them.

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you yet.” His eyes said more than his words, and I found myself nodding in agreement.

      “I need to take her now.”

      I kissed the top of Bailey’s head. “You’ll bring her tomorrow?” I hated having to rely on someone else to make sure I saw my daughter, but for the time being I had no other choice.

      “Yes.” He took Bailey from my arms. “I will.” He headed toward the door. “Goodnight, Quinn.” He closed the door behind him, and I cried for my daughter. This time my tears had another side to them though. Hope.
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      I tossed aside a note requesting a meeting and picked up the envelope from my desk. It was yellow and blank. There was nothing on the outside to suggest the magnitude of what existed on the inside, but I already knew the few pages inside would change everything. Life was full of those moments, when seemingly mundane events changed the course of so much else.

      The envelope didn’t come from Tardale. It came from someone far above him, someone who’s orders had to be followed by everyone. I didn’t want to break the seal because then there would be no turning back. But to be truthful, I’d lost my ability to turn back long before the envelope was delivered. I’d lost it the moment I laid eyes on Quinn. I had merely tricked myself into believing I could maintain the status quo.

      I took a deep breath and opened the envelope. The black print held news that was even worse than I thought. The words blurred together as I read it over and over. Everything else faded out, and my chest clenched. I was out of time. I had to act.

      So much had happened in such a short period of time, and I could barely keep up. But this development was different. Everything had changed. The new directives made my decision easy. I couldn’t allow that little girl to face the future Central had planned for her. Nor the one they had planned for Quinn—and once Kayla’s blood results were re-run, her also. I’d been able to cover it once, but I wasn’t going to get that lucky again.

      I needed to act, but I had to be smart about it. It was all about timing, and somehow getting everyone lined up at exactly the right time. I needed help, but I had to be careful where I looked for it. I no longer knew who I could trust. Not that I ever had. My childhood in the system had been about survival, and when I looked back so much of it was a blur. I didn’t want to let Mason’s words influence me, but could he be right? Could they have messed with my memory? If so, there had to be a reason, and I knew I’d probably be better off to never know what it was. But Quinn and Bailey might not be. That small voice inside my head was new, but not entirely unfamiliar.

      I picked up the discarded memo and checked my watch. It was late, but that didn’t mean everyone was sleeping. I slid the directives into the top drawer of my desk and headed back out into the hall.

      The floor was silent. All I could hear was the familiar running of machines, and a few beeps every so often. The curtains to each room were drawn, temporarily hiding the inhabitants, but as the curtains were on the outside, it was a false sense of privacy. Everything about Central was false, down to its mission. How I had been clouded by the truth for so long galled me, just like the strange tugging at the corner of my mind suggesting there were things about myself I didn’t even know.

      I hesitated a moment outside Quinn’s door, aching to go back in, but I couldn’t. Nothing would be gained from that. Instead I turned the corner, willing myself to stay focused.

      I stopped in front of the last room on the darkened hall. After a moment of hesitation, I knocked softly on the door, hoping I wouldn’t disturb anyone else, and hoping Tardale was long gone for the night. Still, even if he wasn’t around there were always eyes and ears in this place. Luckily, I usually controlled surveillance.

      “Come in,” Dr. Nevers called from inside. His was a name I’d heard plenty of times before, but I knew very little about him.

      I pushed the door open, closing it silently behind me before turning to the occupants of the room.

      “Hello Maverick.” Dr. Nevers sat in a high back chair next to the bed. His blazer was folded over the armrest of his chair, and he’d rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt. The girl, patient #217, was awake and watching as I walked into the room. Her dark hair splayed on the pillow like a black halo.

      He knew my name, but that might have been Tardale’s doing. “Hello. I heard you wanted to speak with me.”

      “Yes.” Dr. Nevers nodded. “We did.” His use of the word ‘we’ wasn’t lost on me. He was more than protective of this girl.

      “About anything in particular?” I tried not to stare at the girl, but her eyes were intense, almost haunting. Who was she? Had she willingly entered Central with Nevers?

      He leaned forward ever so slightly in his chair. “About why the hell you’re helping the enemy.”

      I couldn’t hide my reaction. “What?”

      “You heard me.” His expression remained calm and relaxed.

      I immediately thought back to Mason inferring he knew who I was. “Let me guess, you think you know me too?” Was this all one huge joke? Was Tardale in on it? Was I being tested? None of the possibilities were ones I liked.

      Denver shook his head. “No. Why would you ask that?”

      “No reason.” Now I was really confused. Was this all part of the head trick? Things had been so calm, so routine until Quinn and Bailey arrived. Now everything had changed.

      “I’m not helping the enemy. I am helping humankind.” I gave the stock answer. If this was a test, I couldn’t slip up. There was too much at stake.

      “No.” Denver shook his head. “You are smart enough to realize the truth.”

      “How would you know I was smart enough?” I chose each of my words carefully, trying to listen more than I spoke, but I was nervous in a way I wasn’t used to being.

      “You wouldn’t be in the position you’re in with the kind of power you have without being intelligent.” He twisted the watch he wore on his arm. It was an older model, probably an antique. I’d heard about men who held onto old items out of a misplaced sense of nostalgia and history, but Dr. Nevers shouldn’t have been the type. He was part of the system, not against it.

      “I’m not in power.” I was seeing that more and more as I struggled to construct a plan to help Quinn and Bailey.

      “You’re not?” Dr. Nevers raised an eyebrow. “So overseeing the main ward of confirmed breeders is not a high level position?”

      “I work for many others.” Some I didn’t even know.

      “Maybe it’s time you stopped.” He folded his hands in his lap.

      “Stopped what exactly?” I started to sweat.

      “Blindly following orders.”

      “I thought you just told me I have power.” Although power was in the eyes of the beholder. I had more power than the patients under my care, but less than Tardale and his bosses.

      “You do if you know how to use it. The trick is the knowing.”

      “Would you try speaking in normal terms?” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Maverick, you know what to do. There is no sense hiding behind feigned confusion.”

      “Feigned? You think I know more than what I’m letting on?” I wished I did. All I knew was I had to protect Quinn and Bailey. Even if it put me at risk. That was a strange sensation. I’d never felt anything more strongly than self-preservation before.

      “No, he knows it.” Patient #217 broke in. “We would appreciate your cooperation.”

      Dr. Nevers smiled at her. “Thank you, Addison.”

      “Addison?” I said her name out loud. I liked using patient names, but I’d heard so few others use them, especially not someone as high ranking as Dr. Nevers. But, Addison was his partner I reminded myself. That was the difference.

      “Is there a problem with my name?” She narrowed her eyes.

      I shook my head. “No, of course not. It is the first time I heard it.”

      “Harder to treat a woman as property when she has a name.” Addison wasn’t asking a question, and bitterness permeated her voice.

      “I keep hearing that. I don’t like using the numbers. I try to avoid it when I can.”

      “When you can?” Nevers put his hands behind his head and leaned back. “Exactly. That implies you do have some power.”

      “Look. I’m tired of this. I will not risk anyone’s safety for this game. Either you tell me what you wanted to talk to me about, or I leave.”

      “How’s Kayla?” Addison sat up. “Is she safe?”

      Kayla was her concern? I tried to hide my surprise, but I was reaching a point where I no longer cared. “Kayla is fine.”

      “Don’t you mean patient #217?” She cocked her head to the side.

      “No. I mean Kayla. Tardale knows how I feel about the numbers. I’m done pretending.”

      “Aren’t you done with more than just pretending?” Nevers crossed one leg over the other.

      “Yes.” I was done with everything but getting Quinn and Bailey out. But I knew I was being reckless. “With all due respect, sir.”

      “You can drop the sir. You already know I’m not who you think I am.” Dr. Nevers winked.

      “What?” My mouth hung open. Had he said what I thought he’d said? Had he really winked?

      “Kayla is really alright?” Addison’s voice was softer now. There was a vulnerability there that was new, and she pulled me out of my shock.

      “She’s okay.” At least I thought she was. I’d get her out too. But priority went to Bailey, even Quinn would agree with that.

      “Can I see her?” Addison’s eyes were wide. “I need to see her.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Not yet? When?” She sighed.

      “As soon as it is possible.” If it was ever possible.

      “We are on the same side, Maverick. That is if you are ready to own up to it.” Denver sat stock still in his seat.

      “Who are you?” A shiver ran up my spine. “You did tell me you’re not who I think you are.”

      “That’s an interesting story for another time perhaps. Right now we have more important matters to deal with.”

      “Why can’t I see her now?” Addison asked as if she hadn’t been listening to the exchange between Dr. Nevers and me.

      “Because if we rush things, everything might get messed up.” I let the words slide out without editing them. I was too shaken to be careful. I was taking risks at every turn.

      “Everything?” Nevers rolled his shoulders back. “Let me hear more about this everything.”

      “First, tell me who you are.”

      “I already told you I’m on the same side as you. That should be sufficient.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “It isn’t. There is too much at stake.”

      “Stop interrupting him,” Addison snapped. “He hasn’t answered me. When will I see her?”

      “When the time is right.” I kept my eyes on Dr. Nevers, as if expecting a façade to fall away revealing another man inside. I was lost, and I needed to know who I was dealing with.

      Slowly I turned back to Addison.

      “You mean when the time is right for you.” Addison crossed her arms over her chest. “Isn’t that it?”

      “I want what’s best for everyone.” My head was spinning as I tried to formulate my next steps.

      “Sure you do. You work here. That says enough.” She rolled her eyes.

      "I'm not a monster." I had never purposely caused pain. I was only doing what I had been taught.

      "That’s debatable, but no more than I am. Or Mason.” Dr. Nevers crossed his legs at the ankles. “None of this is our fault, except when we keep the course despite knowing it's wrong— when we know the damage it will do."

      "Who are you really?" I had revealed enough incriminating information already, being blunt couldn’t make things much worse.

      "I am less than you are."

      I thought over his words. On the surface they were off. He clearly had more persuasive power in Central than I did even if he claimed he wasn’t who I expected him to be, but I knew he was likely talking about something else entirely. "And that's supposed to mean something to me?”

      "It will eventually." Dr. Nevers put his hands palms up on his lap.

      "And until then?" What did he expect me to do with this riddle?

      "Know our plan will fail without your help."

      "Your plan?" I tried to stay composed, but I wasn’t expecting his words.

      "You know exactly what the plan is, and you will help." Dr. Nevers rose to his feet.

      "Your plan depends on me?” Yet he barely knew me. That was putting a lot of faith in someone who could have very different motives. Then again, I was putting faith in him too. “And what makes you think I'll help?"

      "You've made eye contact with Addison. You've used Kayla's name. You will help."

      "That's a big gamble based on very little evidence." There had to be more, and I was going to find out what. He said he didn’t know me the way Mason did, but he was hiding something related to me. I was sure of it.

      "Everything we have to go off of is minimal. We live in a world where you can’t trust anyone. What did you expect?”

      His words had some merit. "What do you need from me?" I was done wasting time. This whole group was connected, but I wasn’t sure how. The only thing I did know was Tardale didn’t know what Dr. Nevers was up to.

      “We need you to get us information. How many women are in this ward? What condition are they in?”

      “What condition? “I parroted back. “What are you implying?”

      “Whether they can walk out on their own.”

      “Walk out? You plan to remove them all from here?” Did this extend beyond Kayla, Quinn, and Bailey? Because Kayla was here for her sister, and they knew it. There was no question about that.

      “Those words came from your mouth. Not mine.” Nevers smirked.

      “I can’t help you if I don’t know where you stand.” Things were getting too serious too fast. We were working with very limited time. The night ticked away, and once Tardale returned we would have to pretend nothing was going on.

      “I stand on the side of what’s right.”

      “That’s quite the loaded statement.” Things were never that simple. Even I knew that.

      “Is it? Is it more loaded than you telling us you won’t do what’s right unless you know where we stand?”

      “You are misquoting me. I can’t know what’s right unless I know what I’m dealing with. How do I know you don’t have nefarious plans?”

      “Nefarious plans? Worse than what’s happening here?”

      “There are worse things.” I’d heard of many. In the beginning the knowledge didn’t bother me, but my conscious was growing far more concerned as the days ticked by. The directives were the last straw. “We all know that.”

      “Why would I help then?” Addison shrugged off the sheets. “Why would I lead other woman into something like that?”

      “You wouldn’t be the first.” I had seen it more than once. The worst of it was the women always thought they were buying their own freedom. Instead they were buying a prison for themselves as well.

      “But I’m not.” Addison rose from the bed. “I’m not at all. The only reason I’m here is to help.”

      “Not actually looking to reproduce?” Could I get them to admit that story was false?

      “I’m not saying anything until you give me your word.” She straightened her shoulders.

      “I’m surprised you are speaking openly. Even if you are being careful with your exact words.”

      “I can control more than you think,” Nevers jumped in.

      “I don’t know who or what you are. That’s the point. That’s why I’m hesitant to say or commit to anything.”

      “Get me a list, and then we’ll talk.” He paced the room. “We don’t have much time.”

      “You’re dismissing me? Is that how you think this is going to work?”

      “It’s how I know it will work. You have too many questions now about yourself to sit back and blindly follow orders. I told you in the beginning you have power. Use it.”

      “And what if I use my power to turn you in?”

      “You won’t.” Nevers grinned.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because I am.” Nevers walked toward me. “Because you don’t use numbers, and you make eye contact.”

      “You already said that.”

      “And that’s all I need to say.” He shrugged again. He seemed to do that often.

      “Who are you really?”

      He grinned. “You like to repeat yourself too.”

      “Can’t you at least tell me that?”

      “I’d probably be more concerned with who you are right now.” He nodded, and I knew our conversation wasn’t going anywhere.
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      I woke up, startled by the feel of something heavy across my chest. The momentary worry disappeared when I realized it was Mason. I’d forgotten he was with me again, and the realization he was near brought me momentary comfort even if I didn’t want it to.

      “You okay?” Mason whispered. His head was tucked right beside mine on the firm pillow.

      I rolled my neck trying to get out a crick. “Have you been awake all night?”

      “Not all night. I slept a little.” He looked away as he spoke.

      “Be honest.”

      “I did. I tried to stay up, but I fell asleep. I think the relief at finding you tuckered me out.”

      “Tuckered you out?” I smiled. “That sounds my words, not yours.”

      “Do we have different words?” He ran his fingers over my shoulder and down my arm. So much of my skin was exposed by the thin hospital gown. I didn’t mind with Mason, but I did with everyone else.

      “We did. Maybe we don’t anymore.”

      “Maybe not.” He kissed my neck.

      “So what now?” We were inside Central, but there was so much else to do.

      “Right now this minute, or what’s next?”

      “I have no idea what time it is.” I looked toward the wall. “The no windows thing is difficult.”

      “There were no windows in the bedroom at the Club.” He wrapped me up in his arms.

      “And it threw me. You are supposed to be woken up by sunlight.” No matter how nice that room at the club was, I was grateful to be where we were. I was so much closer to Quinn and Bailey here.

      “I’ve experienced that a few times now.” He smiled, as if remembering something pleasant.

      I was pretty sure I knew exactly what he was picturing. Despite our precarious situation, it was impossible to ignore the passion that ignited when I was with Mason. My body warmed remembering the sunsets I watched while tucked in his arms. “And it’s nice, isn’t it? More natural?”

      “The best part was waking up next to you, but I understand the appeal of the sun too.”

      I was right about the images in his mind. “One day we will have a home with large windows.” It was a fantasy, the type Quinn would spin to entertain us both.

      “Yes we will.” He kissed me, and his stubble tickled my face. He had shaved sometime after I left. Based on our time in the woods, he would be close to a beard again very quickly.

      I enjoyed the kiss for a few moments before snapping back to reality. “But first we have to get out of here with Quinn and Bailey.”

      “And,” He pressed his lips against my ear. “Addison.”

      I forced down my reaction. He was telling me carefully for a reason. What if we were being observed? “Oh.” What I wanted to say was why is she here? How could he let her step into so much danger?

      “Sometimes we can’t stop someone from making a decision they want to make.” His eyes were saying so many different things at once.

      “Yes. I can relate to that.” I wasn’t entirely sure if he was referring to Addison or me. Maybe he meant both of us.

      “I’m starting to.” He pulled me tightly against him. “At least I’m trying.”

      The door burst open, and we both startled. We were so close I could hear his heart beat.

      “Good morning.” Dr. Tardale walked in. He was dressed identically to what he’d been wearing the last time I saw him, but there were no wrinkles in the fabric suggesting he must have owned multiple versions of the same things.

      “Can we help you?” Mason sat up, effectively blocking me from the doctor’s view.

      “Yes, you can. It seems Kayla’s blood work was contaminated.”

      “Contaminated?” I sputtered out “How is that possible?”

      “Most likely the result of sloppy work by a lab tech. We will need to take another sample.” His voice was cold and emotionless. It made sense, he wasn’t the one giving the blood, and he could care less about my comfort.

      “Another?” A blood draw wasn’t a huge procedure, but they’d taken so much the last time I had nearly passed out. I never wanted to feel so weak again.

      “Yes. I apologize, but it must be done.” There was no apology in his voice. He didn’t care what he did to me, but for some reason he wanted Mason to think he did.

      “Absolutely not.” Mason’s whole body shook and his muscles tensed. “She doesn’t have to undergo more tests. You said you needed to wait for the results. It’s not our fault your staff is incompetent.”

      “She cannot leave without us having time to adequately analyze her potential for breeding.” Dr. Tardale walked further into the room, around the bed, so he was in my line of sight. His eyes were hard, and I knew further argument would be futile.

      "I will consent to more blood." I hung my head. I didn't want another needle in my arm but fighting wouldn't help our cause.

      "I don't want her in unnecessary pain. What's to say it won't get contaminated again?" Mason wasn’t backing down as easily as I was.

      "I will have Dr. Morton run it himself."

      I touched Mason’s back, hoping he understood we couldn’t fight this. We couldn’t leave without Quinn and Bailey.

      "This is the last time." Mason put his larger hand over mine that was balled in a fist on the bed.

      "I understand." Dr. Tardale left the room closing the door behind him.

      "You don't have to go through this." Mason starred at the door long after it closed.

      "I can handle it. There are worse things." Like what they had been doing to Bailey. She was too young to be subjected to such horrible experiences. We’d promised her a better life, and I would do anything to honor my word. In here we were nothing more than lab rats, and she deserved so much more than that.

      "I know." He turned to me. “I know all too well.”

      We fell into silence and my mind went to the future. How was I going to get to Quinn? How was I going to get them out? And where would we go after? There were too many variables, too many ways things could go wrong even if I had a plan. Which I didn't. The first step was getting through more blood work. In the scheme of things, that was the easy part.
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      I watched through the window after being thrown out again by Dr. Morton. He’d suggested, in not so subtle terms, I take the time to read over a report. The numbers on the sheet meant nothing to me; however, a name did. Buried in the numbers was the name Denver had assumed—Nevers. I searched the words for more—searching for a pattern that would explain things, and finally one appeared. All the years since leaving the system faded away, and I suddenly remembered repeating numbers over and over while a man in a white lab coat observed. They had been games back then—or rather tests. At least that’s what I’d been told.

      “I’ll be taking that.” I jumped as the paper was pulled from my hands.

      I turned, preparing to fight, but the adrenaline faded when I realized it was Denver.

      He smiled in the calm way of his that was maddening. “Has Maverick remembered you yet?”

      “No. I doubt he will.” There had been no ounce of recollection, and to be fair I didn’t remember him all that well myself.

      “Oh he will. Well, he’ll remember more about himself and who he is really is anyway. The brainwashing isn’t permanent. Eventually everyone remembers.” He caught my eye, in a way that made his comment seem more personal.

      “How can you be so sure?” I glanced down the empty hallway. It appeared we were alone, but appearances can often be deceiving.

      “Because being sure is the only option. Otherwise we’re done for.” Denver swung his arms. “Life is shaped by the way you view it.”

      “You are hanging all of our hopes on him?” I gestured to the window. Maverick was speaking to Kayla. Had I missed the blood draw? I was wracked with guilt that I had agreed to allow it in the first place. But as Kayla would remind me if she could, it wasn’t my decision to make. I didn’t have the power to “allow” or “disallow” anything regarding her even if I wanted to.

      “Not all, but he’s part of the plan. And he’s come through already.” Denver held up the paper.

      I looked up and all around again searching for the cameras I knew how to be there. “Should we be talking this freely?”

      “I’ve taken care of all that.” Denver’s eyes twinkled.

      “How? And if that’s the case, tell me what’s up with your name?” He claimed we weren’t being recorded, but it seemed reckless to come out and use words like fake.

      “You all are so focused on the name. It’s just a name. There are bigger things out there.” He looked up at the white ceiling dotted ever so often by florescent light fixtures.

      “It’s important because your name is the only reason we are in here.” I wasn’t sure where I’d be without Denver’s help, and it wasn’t a good feeling. I was used to relying on myself. I barely knew Denver—and I was starting to realize there was even more to him than I originally assumed. The unknown would have been one thing if it were only my well-being on the line, but Kayla’s safety was hanging in the balance too.

      “But we’re in here. The how doesn’t matter.”  He shuffled his boots on the white floor. Everything in Central was white, and the monochrome color scheme was disorienting.

      "And what does this mean?" I tapped the paper in his hand.

      "You know what it means.” He narrowed his eyes. “You haven’t forgotten everything.”

      "It means we can't get them out." Some of the numbers represented people—women and maybe some children. The other numbers represented their condition, their loss of muscle and even mobility.

      "It means we will come back." His expression darkened, and I knew with complete certainty I never wanted to be on Denver’s bad side.

      "Come back? Are you crazy?"

      Denver had an uncanny ability to get what he wanted, but sneaking into Central a second time? Breaking out women and children too weak to move? That stretched even the wildest possibilities.

      "Yes.” His calm nod seemed more appropriate as a response to being asked if he prefers whiskey or scotch rather than trying to accomplish the impossible. “But one step at a time."

      "Speaking of steps, what do I do?" I couldn’t continue to sit back and wait. It went against every grain of my being.

      "You distract Tardale." He looked back down at the paper in his hands.

      "And how am I going to do that?” I wasn’t going to refuse. I needed to contribute somehow. I had to get Kayla out of there.

      "You ran one of the most powerful clubs in the city. I think you can come up with a way to distract a bureaucrat." He folded the paper several times.

      “I can’t leave Kayla.” I peered through the window again. They were still talking. She seemed fine, but it was impossible to know.

      “If you want any chance of getting Kayla out of here, you’re going to do this.” He put the paper into his pocket.

      “I’m not sure I like you calling the shots.” I kept watching through the window, but nothing seemed to change.

      “Yet you like thinking you have a shot at getting Kayla out of here, right?”

      “I never said I didn’t want you calling them, just that I didn’t like it.”

      He laughed. “Then go talk to Tardale.”

      “And what will you be doing?”

      “Cementing a way out for us.” He grinned. In the beginning his smiles were alarming, but I’d come to understand he wasn’t making light of the situation. It was just who he was and how he handled stress.

      “This is going to work?”

      “If everyone does their job, I can get us out. Now getting back in… that’s going to be another story.”

      “Let’s focus on getting out first.” I repeated his own words back. I couldn’t focus on what’s to come until we figured out the present.

      “Wise choice.” He patted my arm.

      “You sure we can trust Morton?” I nodded toward the window.

      “Didn’t we just have this conversation?” Denver tapped a finger against his temple.

      “I never know what’s going to come out of your mouth, so for all I know you’ve changed your mind already.”

      “I won’t be changing my mind on this. We’re going to have to trust him whether we want to or not.”

      There was no time to argue, and I knew any attempt to get more details from Denver would be fruitless. “Where am I going to find Tardale?”

      “In his private office I would presume.” Denny glanced at his watch again. There were no numbers, only a diamond and the two hands.

      “He’s still here in his office?” Yet we were speaking freely? Denver must have lost his mind.

      Denver’s brow furrowed. “Where else would he be?”

      “If he’s here, shouldn’t we be more careful?” I looked back in at Kayla and then down the hall.

      “I already told you, I took care of the surveillance.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s not listening.” The sooner we got out of Central, the better. I was constantly on edge inside these cinder block walls.

      “Stop worrying and go talk to him.”

      “I will.” I glanced back inside the room again. Dr. Morton was still in the same spot beside her bed.

      “I mean it. This isn’t going to work without your help.” Denver’s voice sounded impatient for the first time.

      “Is that your way of trying to make me feel important even though I’m not?”

      “That’s for you to decide.” He turned and headed down the hall.

      “Wait,” I called after him.  “Where is his office?”

      He stopped and turned back. “Turn right, then the second left, and right, and the next left, last door on the left.”

      “You have it memorized already?”

      “One of these days you’re going to stop being surprised by everything little thing I do.”

      “Oh am I? You act like you know me a whole lot better than you do.”

      He shrugged. “You’re not a hard person to read.”

      “You are,” I shot back.

      “I know I am.” He turned away and disappeared down the hall.

      I looked into the room again. Kayla seemed okay, but that didn’t mean I felt good about leaving her. She meant more to me than I ever thought possible. I stopped caring about people a long time ago, that is if I ever really cared.  Sure, I tried to protect the girls of the club as best I could, but that was just being human. This was different; I was different. I dropped the curtain.

      She was stuck in her room anyway, and she would likely be in more danger with Tardale around. Maybe distracting him would keep her safer in the short term too. I used that logic to tear myself away from the window.

      I followed Denver’s instructions: right, then second left, then right and left, I walked down the final hallway stopped at the last room on the left. I still hadn’t come up with anything to say, but I assumed I’d come up with something. I knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” A voice bellowed from inside.

      I pushed open the door.

      Tardale sat behind a large wooden desk. This one looked more like him than the office where we’d initially met him. He glanced up from a pile of file folders. “Oh, it’s you. You were the last person I was expecting.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I didn’t think you would leave her side.”

      “I didn’t want to.” I started with honesty, but I quickly departed. “But I needed to speak with you.”

      He raised an eyebrow as if surprised by my words but then gestured to a chair in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      I sat down uneasily.

      “What is it that you have to say?” He ran a hand through his thinning brown hair.

      “I need to know something.” I hoped my experience improvising in tough situations at the club would help me now.

      “What do you need to know?” Annoyance dripped from his voice.

      I used his annoyance to motivate myself into action. What right did he have to be annoyed at me? He was the one holding Kayla and her family prisoner. “Are you actually making any progress here?’

      “Progress?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “You know, in saving humanity.”

      “You grew up in the system.” There is no question his voice.

      “Yes I did. Same as so many others.”

      “Then you should know things aren’t always as simple as they seem on the surface.”

      “When are things ever simple?”

      He smiled ever so slightly. “Never.”

      “Exactly.” Never. Nevers. What was the true story behind that name? Why did they think Denver was someone important? Was he?

      “Is that all?” Tardale rested his chin on his fist. “I have work to attend to.”

      “You never answered my question.”

      “I did.”

      “You said it wasn’t simple. That doesn’t answer my question.” It was my turn to be annoyed. Mixed with my anger, it wasn’t a pretty picture.

      “It’s the answer I’m going to give you.”

      “I need more than that.” At least I needed to keep him talking longer.

      “And who are you to make demands of me?”

      “Someone who may be of help.” That felt like the right thing to say.

      “How would you help me?” He pushed away the folders, showing interest in what I had to say for the first time.

      “I ran Club Sray. I took it from a nothing club and made it one of the biggest in the city.”

      “So?” His lips pressed into a firm line.

      “So, I have skills.”

      “There is no question you know how to do a few things. What are you suggesting?”

      What was I suggesting? I was winging this conversation like nothing before. "Before I can say more, I need to know more." I glanced around his crowded office, and a realization dawned on me. I'd been in this office before. But the last time I’d been inside, it wasn’t Tardale behind the desk. How had I forgotten being inside this part of Central before? Had the memories faded so quickly? Or was it something more sinister. Was Morton not the only one whose mind was influenced?

      The man who had used this office before was older. He sat stooped over, and when he walked he used a cane. 

      "And you think I am curious enough to share information with you? To toss aside the confidential nature of our work?” Tardale’s words sounded far away as I found myself lost in remembering the last time I was in this office.

      “There is nothing I can do, Mason. My hands are tied.” The old doctor’s voice was low and hoarse.

      “Of course there is something you can do. There is always something.”

      He lit a cigar and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know how to say this any nicer. You know I’ve always liked you, but that doesn’t change the fact that you lack the scientific aptitude to work here.”

      “How do you know? No one  has even given me a chance.” I rolled up the sleeves of my white tunic.

      “There’s no need to give chances anymore. The testing says it all.” He blew a puff of smoke right at me.

      I resisted the automatic response to wave away the smoke. It would make me seem weak. Despite what he said, I knew he was testing me. My entire life had been a series of tests. “I’m smart.”

      “I never said you weren’t, but not in the sciences.”

      “That’s not true. You’re lying. You could make me better at science. You can do anything here.”

      “Not anything.” He rocked back in his chair. The seat made a groaning sound, complaining about his weight.

      “It’s because I couldn’t do it…”

      He chewed on the end of the cigar. “No one is blaming you.”

      “Except you are. You are throwing me out because of it.”

      “It takes a certain predisposition to work here.” He gestured to himself, as if he were the picture of a perfect Central scientist.

      “You mean you can’t have a conscience.”

      “Mason, be careful what you say.” His eyes darkened in a way that should have frightened me, but it didn’t. I had faced much worse.

      “I am always careful.”

      “You did nothing wrong.”

      “I couldn’t—” I remembered the smaller boy – his hands covering his face as he cowered, waiting.

      “Don’t say anymore.”

      “Why not? Do you want to pretend it didn’t happen?” I couldn’t pretend. I couldn’t get the image of the boy out of my head. Nor could I get the image of my buddy doing what I couldn’t do. Snuffing out the life of the innocent. I shook away the despicable image. I’d done nothing to stop it.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I know what happens.”

      “Yet you are okay with it?” I may have stayed silent, but I had no power. Not yet. I needed to get this job. I needed the chance to make things right. It didn’t have to be this way.

      “If you are so outraged with what happens here, why would you want the job?”

      “Because I don’t know what else to do.” It wasn’t a complete lie, but it wasn’t the full truth.

      “It’s okay to admit to being afraid.”

      “No, it’s not fear.” Not fear of the outside. It was fear of living with myself after all was said and done.

      “It is. And you will find your way.”

      “Find my way?” I laughed dryly. “Out there.” I gestured to the wall behind the desk.

      “Yes. Maybe you’ll find happiness. You never know.”

      “Happiness doesn’t exist.” I believed it had once, but I knew better now. It didn’t exist, not in my world.

      “Not much anymore.”

      The memory faded away. “Mason?” Dr. Tardale snapped.

      “Sorry. Dr. Tardale. Where were we?”

      “We were nowhere. You were continuing to waste my time.”

      “I knew your father.” The connection came immediately, as if a new wealth of information was now before me.

      “My father?” His eyes narrowed.

      “Yes.” I refused to back pedal now. I at least needed to see his reaction.

      “And what would that matter to me?” He feigned disinterest, but I’d seen the change in his eyes.

      “You knew your father. That’s rare.”

      “Rare, not impossible.”

      I wondered how much more time Denver required. I needed to get out of that office and away from Tardale and those memories that were starting to flood back. “I’m not sure I can help you after all.”

      “Why the change of heart?”

      “Because I can tell you aren’t interested.” I rose to my feet determined to hide my confusion. I needed to find Kayla. She’d make everything better. She’d chase the shadows away.

      “Whatever you say. Your Corded’s testing should be done soon.”

      “I need to get back to her.” I left the office closing the door behind me.  I hurried down the hallway back the way I came, hoping I had given Denver enough time.
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      I missed him the moment he stepped out of the room. I wondered how I’d ever left him in the first place. How had I made myself run from someone who brought me such comfort? Quinn and Bailey. The answer was obvious. The whole reason I was inside this prison was to break them out. I couldn’t forget that. I had to stay focused no matter how often my thoughts tried to creep toward Mason.

      Dr. Morton had done nothing but check my vitals and stare at me for the better part of ten minutes. I didn’t mind putting off the blood draw, but after awhile the suspense was getting to me. I couldn’t stay quiet. “Why aren't you doing anything?”

      “What do you mean?” He snapped out of his stare.

      “You aren't drawing my blood.” I eyed him warily. “Dr. Tardale said you were here to draw my blood again. You asked Mason to leave so you could do it. Why are we just sitting here like this?”

      “Oh.” He nodded. “I don’t need to do it.”

      "But Tardale said the last sample was contaminated…” I hated that word because it implied there was something wrong with me or my blood, rather than this prison disguised as a hospital. I hated everything about this place from the cold floors, to the colorless walls. Even the lighting gave me a headache.

      "We won't be here long enough for him to care, and you would be in for a life of hell if he ever got the results.” He glanced back toward the window. The curtain was blocking it. Had Mason left?

      "What do you mean?"

      He turned back to look at me. "What was Quinn like as a girl?"

      "Excuse me?" I startled at the sudden conversation change.

      "What was Quinn like?" He rocked back on his heels.

      "Why do you care?" Why was he was asking about my sister when he’d just implied I wasn’t staying in Central for long?

      "Because I do." He put his hands in the pockets of his white coat. “Please tell me.”

      "She was happy. Or as happy as you can be. She had big dreams." It was strange to talk about Quinn as a child. That reality felt like a lifetime ago.

      "What kind of dreams?" 

      "I don't see how that matters." I tapped my fingers on the rail of the bed.

      "I want to know."

      And then it hit me, all at once like a shot to the heart. "You care for her."

      He said nothing at first, only watched me, as if trying to decide whether he really had to answer. "I do."

      I smiled despite myself. "That's why you aren't drawing my blood." There was always a reason for every behavior even if I didn’t understand. But this I understood. Doing something crazy because you cared for Quinn was something I knew all too well.

      He looked down at where my hand rested on the blanket. "There is a plan."

      "Bailey deserves a life." She deserved more than just a life. She deserved the best kind of life, but I knew living in a fantasy world wasn’t going to help anyone.

      His eyes rose to meet my own. "She does. I will do what I can."

      "Thank you." I felt tears sting my eyes. Crying? Now? Maybe it was everything I had bottled up deciding to come to the surface when the slightest bit of hope appeared.

      "What about Mason?" Dr. Morton was an expert at conversation change.

      "What about him?"

      "You care for him."

      "I do." I cared about him more than I even wanted to admit to myself. I’d opened myself up to him, and let my heart believe that a different ending was possible for me. Once I opened it, I couldn’t close it.

      "As he does for you."

      "He does." I knew it now without a question. He’d followed me, and not because he viewed me as his property. I was sure of that. At least with everything else going on, I didn’t have to doubt his motivations. But if it came down to me or Quinn and Bailey, I knew he’d save me, and that meant I couldn’t fully trust his actions.

      "He would risk his life for you."

      "I would risk my life for him." I would. But only after I knew Quinn and Bailey were safe. Bailey always had to come first. 

      He leaned in close. "I want you to know you can trust me."

      "Why does that matter?"

      "For two reasons." He held up two fingers. "One, Quinn only trusts you."

      I smiled. Did he really think so? I often doubted she trusted me at all. Too many years of playing little tricks on her made her doubt me sometimes—but apparently not when it counted. She knew when things were serious, I would always lead her the right way. I only hoped I could do that now. "And the other?"

      "You'll understand later."

      Later? I was tired of later. I was tired of everything. I looked at the window again; the curtain was still drawn. Mason was still gone. "Why did you send Mason out?"

      "Because he needed to get something to Nevers."

      "Who is he?" There were so many questions my head was spinning.

      "Supposedly the father of all this." He held his arms out wide. Wearing white in the all white room he almost blended in.

      "The father of all this? What does that mean?"

      "If he is who Tardale thinks he is, he is far older than he looks."

      I didn’t care about the man’s age. There were more important things at stake. "What did you give Mason?"

      "Nothing we can do anything about now."  

      "Is that really your answer?" I sighed.

      “Fine, you want to know more? There were names. Names of those who cannot be moved.”

      “Oh.” Understanding dawned on me. “Of the other women here…”

      “And children…”

      My heart hurt. It was a deep hurt that had me holding on to the bed rail for support. I closed my eyes.

      “But we will get them out. Not now. Later.”

      It wasn’t good enough, but I would have to accept that answer for now. Because to fight would mean risking Bailey. Once she was safe, I could come back. I would come back. "So no blood work?"

      "Not your blood.”

      “Then whose blood?" I shuddered, wondering who would be the stand-in for me.

      "A place holder."

      "Who'd you take it from?" Anger and guilt racked through me.

      "No one unwilling."

      "That doesn't help."

      "Look, Kayla.” He leaned over me so his face was mere inches from mine. It wasn’t in an intimate way but more out of desperation. “We need to get Bailey out of here. Let me do what I have to do to make that happen."

      I nodded. I couldn't do anything else. We had to get Bailey out. "Are you from the system too?"

      "By too do you mean like Mason?"

      I nodded. "Yes."

      "I am, but I don't remember every detail."

      "Maybe one day you will." Life was full of ‘maybe one days’.

      "Maybe one day." He looked off. "I need to check on some things. Be ready."

      "I've been ready since the moment my sister and niece were taken away."

      "You've been ready since long before that." He turned and strode out of the room.
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      Shaking. Someone was shaking me, and I had no idea why. I forced my eyes open despite the exhaustion pulling my lids closed. I saw nothing at first until I looked to the side and saw a face. "Dr. Morton?" I struggled to understand what was going on. “What time is it?”

      "Shh. We have to go. Stay quiet." His expression was harsh but not in an angry way, more in a way that was full of all sorts of worry. I imagined I wore that expression most of the time now.

      "Go where?" My head pounded, and I fought through the haze of exhaustion and sleep.

      "Trust me. I'll explain everything later."

      "You expect me to just go with you blindly?" I was a prisoner, so it wasn’t as though I could really make my own choices, but leaving my bed was a choice I could make.

      "Yes, if you want to see Bailey." There was no threat in his words, nothing menacing, but it still chilled me.

      "Where is she?” Nothing else mattered until I found her. “Where is Bailey?

      "With Kayla. You have to come.”

      "With Kayla? Bailey is with her?” Why? Was he going to listen to me? Accept my offer? Then why was he waking me up? Nothing added up. “Why is Bailey with Kayla? Where are they?”

      "Come on. Please." He tugged on my arm. “We don’t have much time.”

      I nodded, needing to believe him because I had no other choice. "If you are lying...” I let my words trail off.

      “It’s not a lie.” He helped me down from the bed and looked at me. “Put this on.” He held out a long black cloak.

      I did as he asked as the thought of what might be happening dawned on me. Escape? Were we all getting out? Adrenaline mixed with fear flooded me. I wouldn’t be able to relax until I knew Bailey was safe.

      “Come on.” He took my hand and led the way through the door.

      The hallway was dark, nearly pitch black, so I had to rely on Dr. Morton to lead me. Normally when the door opened light flooded in. Were the lights out on purpose? I couldn’t focus on it, nor could I wonder too long about how the doctor was able to navigate the dark hallways so easily. The floor was cold underneath my bare feet as I hurried along beside him. I strained my ears for any sort of noise, but the only thing I heard were a few beeps ever so often and the sound of fans, or computers. I stayed quiet. Silent. I tried to calm my rapidly beating heart and keep my breathing even and low, but it took more energy than I had. Fear and confusion swirled through me as I struggled to find answers to so many pressing questions. Where was Bailey? Had she and Kayla left already? Were they waiting for me? Where were we going?

      Dr. Morton stopped short, pulling me back against him. “Stay quiet,” his lips brushed against my ears as he spoke, tickling me with the stubble on his chin.

      I was already silent, but I froze. The sound of footsteps came from somewhere far off. The footsteps sounded louder and louder until I knew whoever it was had to be nearly upon us. Then the footsteps stopped.

      My chest clenched, and I grabbed onto Dr. Morton’s arm, desperate to brace myself for whatever was coming.

      “Were you trying to give us a heart attack?” Dr. Morton asked the darkness.

      “I was trying to make sure you were ready,” a male voice answered.

      “We’re ready.” Dr. Morton sounded far more confident than I felt.

      “Quinn?” Kayla’s voice broke through the darkness. “Are you here?”

      “Kayla.” My throat burned as I spoke, and tears welled behind my eyes. It felt like years had passed since I last heard my sister’s voice.

      “We’re getting out of here.” Her voice was so strong, so resolute. That was Kayla. Always strong. Always ready. It was hard to believe she was really there and her voice wasn’t a figment of my imagination.

      “Mama,” Bailey called out. “Mama.”

      “I’m right here, baby.” I started to reach out in the darkness but quickly let my hands fall to my sides. If I couldn’t see, how could I possibly protect her?

      “Take her.” Kayla somehow found me in the dark and pressed Bailey’s soft skin into my arms.

      “No. You hold her.” I shook my head, even as I pulled Bailey against me.

      “No,” Kayla pressed. “She wants her mother.”

      “Can you see?” I asked, suddenly worried my eyesight was the problem. Had they done something more to me than I thought? Had too much time cooped up inside a windowless room gotten to my senses?

      “No. But I followed your voice.”

      I held Bailey tight. “Who else is here?”

      “We can talk later.” Another girl replied. There was another girl. “Right now we have to go.”

      “I agree.” Dr. Morton put his arm around my waist. “Let’s move.”

      I held onto Bailey tightly as I let Dr. Morton lead me through the darkness. It was unnatural to put so much faith in someone who wasn’t my family, but Kayla was there. She had to have known more than I did. I had so many questions, and then I was hit by a realization. Kayla was there, and I never even hugged her. I’d barely reacted to the news that I had not lost my sister forever. Had I lost all sense of decency? No. And I couldn’t do anything about it now. We couldn’t stop. We were getting Bailey out. I had no idea where we were going, and I was increasingly disoriented. My empty stomach rumbled. I barely ate anymore. It took more energy than I had. Now my stomach was a liability, and I regretted skipping so many meals.

      Morton pulled back on my borrowed cloak, and I stopped short again. He didn’t need to remind me to be quiet. Like everyone else, I was already silently awaiting a fate I still couldn’t predict or envision.

      The sound of ticking broke through the near deafening silence. I listened closer, trying to figure out exactly what it was. I wanted to know what it was. I needed to know, but I couldn't open my mouth to ask. Staying in the dark—both literally and figuratively—was my only choice.

      "Move. Now." A male voice spoke calmly. Far too calmly given the darkness and the loud ticking that had to be signifying the countdown of something. 

      "How long did you give us?" Dr. Morton asked, his hand wrapping around my arm.

      "Not long,” the calm voice responded.

      Dr. Morton’s hand tightened on my arm. “Then let's go.”

      A door creaked, and cool air hit my face. Dr. Morton’s hand released my arm, and it returned to my waist. “Be careful. Stairs,” he whispered.

      I tried to move quickly, while carefully taking each step. That proved harder than expected. My foot slipped, and I held tight to Bailey. Dr. Morton stabilized me, and we continued down the stairs.

      There was another sound of creaking, and I blinked as a faint light illuminated the space in front of us. I didn’t have time to think, as Dr. Morton ushered us into a narrow opening. The ground beneath us was slippery and wet, and the ceiling was so close I had to hunch over to avoid hitting my head. Drops of water fell from above onto us, and I figured out where we were: a drainage pipe.

      We walked through the water for several moments until I heard another creaking sound, and we stepped out into the night.

      A loud explosive noise came from behind us as he we hurried away from the building.

      “Ignore that. No one was hurt,” a man wearing a blazer ordered. “Let’s go.” A bright light moved through the dark sky. “Avoid the search lights and head north.” The man continued. “Don’t stop moving no matter what happens.”

      No one said anything. We continued forward, moving just short of jogging. Dr. Morton held onto my arm and practically pulled me forward.

      Bailey lifted her head, but returned it down as if lifting it took more energy than she had. I held her tightly, hoping she couldn’t feel the fear surging through me. I slowed down to catch my breath.

      “I can carry her,” Dr. Morton held out his arms.

      I didn’t want to let Bailey go, but I knew I would be able to move much faster without holding her. The priority was to get her to safety. I nodded and let him take her from my arms.

      As if that was a signal, everyone picked up their pace and started to run.

      “Mama,” Bailey called to me. The night was cool, and I hoped the light cotton gown she was wearing was enough to keep her warm. I wanted to give her my cloak, but it would be far too big. Dr. Morton’s arms would be warm I assured myself as I struggled to keep pace with the group.

      “I’m right here,” I reassured her. Bailey’s voice was enough of a motivation for me to push through my exhaustion. My legs were weak. I had done such minimal activity in the past weeks, and once again I was regretting my decision to limit my food intake. I was weak, and that made me a liability.

      “I’ve got you.” Unfamiliar arms wrapped around my waist and picked me up.

      I started to argue, when Kayla touched my arm. “It’s okay, Quinn.” She patted my arm. “Mason won’t hurt you.”

      Mason. This was the man Kayla was Corded to. We were moving too fast for me to study him, but he held me gently enough given the circumstances, while also making sure Kayla was close.

      A loud siren filled the previously silent night. Bailey whimpered, and my chest clenched.

      “Pick up the pace!” The man in the blazer yelled.

      Mason ran faster. I watched Dr. Morton running in front of us, glad Bailey was slightly ahead. Selfish or not, I would rather anyone else get caught but her. She had to make it safety—wherever safety was.

      “Turn up ahead.” The man with the blazer bellowed out more directions.

      The group hurried faster, as more lights filled the sky and sirens wailed in the distance.

      The man stopped and pulled at the corner of a cloth. An oddly shaped vehicle came into view. “Everyone in. Now.”

      Mason practically tossed me inside, and the engine roared to life. Within moments the vehicle lurched forward, and we were moving.

      “Everyone stay quiet. This is going to take some work.” The man with the beard was in the driver’s seat. It was too dark to see much of anything, but I saw Bailey in Dr. Morton’s arms right in front of me. That was all I needed to see.  I had no idea what kind of plans the man with the blazer had, but so far he hadn’t steered us wrong. Dr. Morton handed Bailey to me, and I cradled her in my arms.

      He drove over a gravel road making the vehicle bump up and down. I was in the third row of seats, which made it impossible to see out the front, but there was just enough moon light to see the shadows out the window. Mason sat beside me with Kayla on his other side next to the window.

      We drove into complete darkness. I waited, knowing there had to be an end to the darkness, but it continued. We rode in silence save for the sound of the engine and tires traversing the bumpy, rocky road beneath us. Bailey was quiet, but when I closed my eyes I could hear her breathing.

      The darkness continued on, and my eyelids grew heavy. I shouldn’t have been so tired. The adrenaline and fear should have been enough to keep me awake, but eventually I slipped into a deep sleep.

      “You have to tell us where we’re going.” Kayla’s voice came from somewhere that sounded far away.

      I blinked, and there was moonlight. I was outside. I was in something moving. Then everything came back to me. Leaving Central. Running. The vehicle. “Bailey.”

      I looked down, and Bailey was still curled up on my lap. “Thank you.”

      “You okay, Quinn?” Dr. Morton turned to look at me from the row of seats in front of me.

      “You have to stay quiet and out of sight.” The bearded man was still driving.

      “But we left the city hours ago. It’s safe now,” Kayla leaned forward in her seat.

      “It’s never safe,” the bearded man snapped.

      “Kayla? Do you trust him?” I knew Kayla would do anything for Bailey—she wouldn’t lead her into trouble.

      “I don’t know Denver very well, but Mason thinks we can trust him.”  She leaned slightly into Mason.

      Denver. That was the name of the man in the blazer. I turned to Mason. I studied him, trying to get a read. He looked nothing like Ethan, the only other man Kayla had ever shown any interest in. Well, boy really. Ethan wasn’t a man yet when he left home. If he had been, he probably wouldn’t have left.

      “We can trust him.” Mason turned to look at me. “I promise.”

      “Be careful with promises.” Benjamin had promised to protect me. I’d promised to give Bailey a life better than the one I had. So far none of those promises had been kept.

      Mason cracked the barest hint of a smile. “You two are clearly sisters.”

      “I thought the same thing.” Dr. Morton glanced back. “Looks aren’t where the similarities end.”

      “Do you know each other, Dr. Morton?” I looked between him and Mason. I still didn’t quite understand how or why we’d been able to escape. How did this group connect?

      “Maverick.” Dr. Morton gazed right into my eyes. “Please call me Maverick.”

      “I can’t,” I responded immediately.

      “Sure you can. Especially now…”

      “All of this chit chat can wait.” Denver called from the front. “We aren’t home free yet.”

      “I thought we passed the last check point.” A girl called from up front. In all the confusion I’d almost forgotten the girl who’d run with us.

      “The last official one. You never know when we are going to run into an unofficial one.” Denver looked straight ahead. I couldn’t see him much in the dark but I imagined he was gripping onto the wheel tightly.

      “Better safe than sorry.” I heard my father’s voice in my words.

      “Kayla.” Bailey stirred from my lap. It was still shocking to hear her little voice. What had sparked the change in her language development? I knew in theory it was a good thing, but I didn’t trust anything that happened inside the prison we’d escaped.

      Kayla reached across Mason and took her little hand. “If it isn’t my favorite niece.”

      Maverick chuckled. I had to start thinking of him that way, otherwise it would be too much like being back in Central.

      “You can have a favorite even if you only have one.” Kayla released Bailey’s hand and leaned back against the seat.

      Bailey scrambled up to wrap her arms around my neck. I held her against me, inhaling her scent.

      “Is that so?” Mason put an arm around Kayla. “I hope I’m your favorite then.”

      “You are.” She leaned into him in such a natural way. “Even if I don’t quite know what you’re my favorite of.”

      “Your daughter is beautiful.” The girl in the front turned around.

      “Thank you.” I smiled even though I doubted she could see in the dark.

      “What part of be quiet don’t you people understand?” Denver snapped.

      “Fine. We’ll talk later.” The girl turned back toward the front.

      “Bailey seems okay.” Kayla leaned over Mason.

      “I hope she really is,” I whispered. I was afraid revealing my fear about her talking would make me sound crazy. I was already convinced I was crazy.

      “We didn’t do anything to her.” Maverick turned around. “She is fine.”

      “How would you know?” Denver shot back. So much for him being quiet. “Were you responsible for the infants?”

      “She isn’t an infant,” Kayla nearly rose to her feet.

      “Infant can be a blanket term for children.” Denver looked at Kayla in the rearview mirror.

      “Please use the word child.” Kayla huffed. I wasn’t sure why his words had bothered her so much.

      “Kayla is big on word choice.” Mason kissed the top of Kayla’s head.

      It was strange watching someone be so intimate with her. How had so much changed so quickly?

      “You can rest.” Maverick turned around. “You look exhausted.”

      “Sleep is the last thing on my mind.” I didn’t want to admit I’d slept already. Would that make me seem like a reckless mother? I already felt like a complete failure in every way.

      “Because Bailey is always what is on it.” He tapped his head. “I know that. But now you have someone here you trust.” He nodded to Kayla.

      “He’s right.” Kayla smiled ever so slightly. “I’m here.”

      “I am sure you need rest too,” I argued even though for all I knew she had napped too.

      “Who doesn’t need rest?” Denver yelled back. “Maybe that’s what needs to happen. Everyone else needs to sleep so you all shut your mouths.”

      “I could hold her for you.” The girl called back. “I mean if everyone else wants to sleep.”

      “Thank you for the offer, but I have her.” I didn’t want to insult the girl, but I wasn’t giving Bailey up. I needed her close. Plus it didn’t seem safe putting her in the front seat.

      “It’s going to be okay.” The girls’ voice was soft. “At least as okay as it can be.”

      “I hope you are right.” There were so many pressing questions, yet there were no questions as important as the two words I owed her. “Thank you.”

      “Why are you thanking me?”

      “For going after Kayla. For caring about her enough to do that.”

      “I did it for more than her.”

      The meaning of her words weren’t lost on me. She didn’t have to say the words for me to know. We were all in this together. She was right, somehow everything would be okay. There was no other choice.
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      Quinn and Bailey were in the van with me. Even hours into the drive I didn’t quite believe it. I’d reached across Mason to touch Quinn to make sure she was real. That’s when I realized she was sleeping. The fact that she was sleeping said so much. She was truly exhausted. Bailey looked okay, at least physically. But sometimes the worst kind of wounds were those you couldn’t see.

      She was sleeping too, first in the arms of Maverick, and then even more soundly when she was back with her mother. What a brave little girl. I wondered if I would have held up as well as a child in her position. I’d never been alone. Even after my mother’s death I had my father, brother, and sister. I had never truly appreciated just how lucky I was until now.

      “I missed you.” Mason brushed his lips against my cheek once the van had fallen back into silence.

      “I missed you too.” I had, and I knew now I’d always miss him if we ever were apart again.

      “Promise me something.” There was a real and primal urgency in his voice.

      “Yes?” I owed Mason so much. He had brought Denver with him, and somehow Denver knew how to get everyone out of Central.

      “Promise me no matter what crazy plan you hatch, you trust me enough to keep me a part of it.”

      “I never hatch crazy plans.” I shoved his side.

      “Yes you do. Sneaking into Central was a crazy plan.”

      “But I didn’t really have a plan.” I still couldn’t quite believe what I’d done. It had been reckless, but it had also been necessary.

      “And you don’t think breaking into Central without a plan was crazy?” He raised an eyebrow. “Because I can assure you it was. Extremely crazy.”

      “But it wasn’t a crazy idea.” I crossed my arms.

      “You don’t like being proven wrong.”

      “Who does?”

      “You have an exceptionally hard time with it.”

      “Is that a problem?” I leaned back against the seat, which meant I was leaning back against his arm. He’d kept it draped around me for most of the drive.

      “No.”

      “Good.” Something had changed. There was an ease between Mason and me that hadn’t been there before. I could be myself with him in a way I couldn’t before even though we’d been intimate. I could joke—I could be vulnerable with him. The only other non-family member I’d ever been that way with was Ethan, but that had been as a child. This was completely different.

      “Denver?” I called to the front.

      “Yes?” he said as part of a yawn.

      “Are you ready to tell us where we’re going yet?”

      “Nothing I can tell you will prepare you. None of you have ever been there before.”

      “Still, you could give us some information so we don’t go in completely blind.” I tried to swallow down my annoyance. I was exhausted and hungry. Of course I was relieved to be reunited with Quinn and Bailey, but now I had to keep moving forward. Finding and breaking them out was only the first step.

      “It might be better if you go in completely blind.”

      “How? It’s important to be prepared.” I’d been stumbling around without preparation since leaving the Rurals, and I had grown tired of it. I needed to return to my comfortable world of strategy and planning.

      “And this might be a trap.” Quinn spoke out loud a fear brewing in the back of my mind.

      “It’s not a trap.” Denver didn’t glance back.

      “Then where are we going?” Mason rested his free hand on his lap. “You can give us something. You must understand their apprehension.”

      “Very well.” Denver turned onto another dirt road. “We are going to a community unlike any others I know of. It is secret in every way, and I am risking each and every member’s life by bringing you in.”

      “What kind of community are we talking about?” He was talking in evasive terms, and that made me even more nervous.

      “The good kind.”

      “Is there such a thing as a good kind?” Quinn was spot on with her questions. I was surprised by how much she was speaking up. Usually Quinn sat back and let me do the arguing.

      Denver laughed. “I shouldn’t find that amusing but I do. Might as well laugh because you can’t cry all the time.”

      “How do you know it’s safe?” Quinn pressed further. “What do you really know about this community?”

      “I know it’s safe because I know the people running it. I know the founders well.”

      “How well?” I jumped in.

      “As well as I know myself because I helped found it.”

      “Yet you were living in the city?” Maverick asked. “Explain that.”

      “Because others needed me.”

      “Are you ready to tell us who you really are?” Maverick pressed his hand up against the window.

      “It’s not a matter of who I am.” Denver slowed down and for a second I thought we were stopping, instead he turned onto another road that was surrounded on all sides by trees. They curved above us, effectively creating a tunnel. “Focus on other things.”

      “But shouldn’t we know more about you before we blindly follow you?” The trees sent us back into darkness and frayed my nerves further.

      “You’ve already followed me.”

      “True, but we are out of Central now. We could split up.” As if we could run from this van into the dead of night with nothing. Mason and I had done it before, but that time we had an ultimate destination. Now that we had Quinn and Bailey I was at a loss for where to go next.

      “That would be ill advised. You’d be on the run again.” The engine revved and made a strange clicking sound.

      “And we won’t be on the run in this community?” I listened to the clicking engine, hoping it didn’t die and leave us all stranded. I tried not to focus too much on it, but it was easier to worry about something like an engine. That was here right before me. It would either stall or not. Worrying about the future, about how to protect my family, was far more complicated.

      “No. You will be safe. That’s not to say that you will never face danger again, but that time it will be your choice. Everyone deserves choices.” We drove out of the trees, and the moon lit our way again.

      “I agree.” Addison turned in her spot in the front seat. “Everyone deserves to make their own choices, no matter who they are.”

      “And we will have choices in this community?” This place sounded too good to be true. And in my experience that generally meant it was.

      “Yes, as long as you don’t step on the choices of others. You will also have food, shelter, clothing. You will want for nothing.”

      “Sounds like paradise.” Addison turned back to look out the front.

      Denver briefly glanced over at her before returning his eyes to the road. “But that doesn’t mean you should forget about what’s happening out here. What we just left behind. As I said, there will be choices.”

      “I’m going back.” I didn’t realize the words had slipped out until I felt Mason’s arm tighten around me.

      He pulled me close. “You don’t have to decide on anything yet.”

      I was relieved he didn’t outright shoot down the idea, but I knew he’d want to. He couldn’t stop me from doing what I wanted to do, but also I didn’t want to disappoint him. I didn’t ever want to have leave him again. But either way, I only had one real choice. Once I knew for sure Quinn and Bailey were safe, I had to think about all the others back in Central. I knew I could never turn my back on those in need.

      “Mason is correct. No one needs to decide on any of this yet.” Denver sounded more relaxed now. He hadn’t snapped at us to be quiet for quite some time.

      “Are you sure we will be welcome?” Maverick asked. “Even those of us with questionable backgrounds.”

      “Yes.” Denver didn’t hesitate with his answer. “You will all be welcome.”

      “Because three of us are women?” Addison chimed in. “Is that why?”

      “You will all be welcome because you are on the right side of the only fight that matters.” He stepped on the gas, and we hurtled forward at a much faster speed.

      “There will no forced…” Quinn trailed off.

      “Of course not.” Denver jerked the car to the side. I grabbed hold of my seat to hold on. “That would not be a safe place. You will be safe in every way. Your child will be safe too. I promise.”

      “You can’t promise that.” Quinn gritted her teeth. “No one can promise us safety.”

      “I can’t know what will be in store far in the future, but for the time being your daughter, as well as everyone else, will be safe. And no one inside this community will hurt any of you.”

      “Do they know we’re coming?” That seemed like a very important question.

      “In some ways.”

      “What does that mean?” I sighed. Couldn’t anything be straight forward with this guy?

      “It means they will not be surprised by your sudden appearance.”

      “Why do you always speak in riddles?” Addison asked what we’d all been thinking. I wasn’t sure how many hours had passed since we left Central, but during that time I was no closer to understanding what was in store for us. The perfect community talk did nothing to enlighten me.

      “Not always.”

      “But often. You never say things straight forward.” Addison wasn’t going to drop it, and I’d let her handle him. She seemed to have some sort of kinship with the man. Maybe her time in Sray had taught her how to deal with difficult men.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Denver laughed.

      “Fun? I don’t even know what that word means.” Addison slumped down in her seat.

      “We’ll have to change that.”

      “How can we have fun when so many others are suffering?” Addison’s words reflected exactly what I was feeling.

      “Enjoying yourself does not mean turning your back. You owe it to yourself to recharge. You are worthless to anyone if you are not healthy and strong.” Denver flexed his arm to show off his muscles.

      I laughed. I laughed harder than I’d laughed in what felt like forever. It released so much tension I couldn’t stop, and it seemed to be contagious. Before long the entire car, including Denver, was laughing. It lasted for at least three or four minutes, and by the time I finally returned to normal there were tears streaming down my face.

      No one said anything for several minutes until Quinn broke the silence. “When we get there, Bailey will stay with me. I am not separating from her again.”

      With the return of spoken words came the return of reality. The car was back to its somber state.

      Denver nodded. “I wouldn’t suggest you separate. There should still be ample housing options.”

      Mason pulled me close. “You’re staying close by.”

      “I know.” I rested my head on his shoulder. “As long as I’m close to Quinn and Bailey too.”

      He rubbed my neck. I was far more tense than I’d realized. “How much further is this place?”

      “Another few hours,” Denver turned once more. I had no idea how he was driving in only faint moonlight, but I assumed turning the lights on would be risky.

      “I might rest.” I curled into Mason’s side more.

      “You should.” He released my neck, and instead started to run his hand down my back.

      “What about you?” I grabbed hold of his shirt to pull myself closer to him.

      “I’ll rest tonight.”

      “We can sleep at the same time you know.”

      “It might take me awhile before I stop worrying.” He kissed the top of my head. He did that a lot. It almost seemed like a reflex reaction when he was worrying about me.

      “I’m sorry…”

      “It’s more than you slipping out, although that definitely doesn’t help.”

      “You said we could trust him…” Suddenly sleeping didn’t sound so good.

      “We can, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to worry.”

      “There’s never going to be a time when you don’t worry.” I spoke the truth.

      “Maybe one day.” The wistful note in his voice wasn’t lost on me.

      “Maybe one day… yes. We always talk about one day.” That seemed to be the mantra of our lives now. We were always hoping to get somewhere one day. Sometimes I wondered if it was code for after we died.

      I looked out the window at the landscape whizzing by. It was mostly trees until once in awhile you’d see the outline of a house or building taken over completely by ivy and other growth. Instead of sleeping I passed the time wondering about the people who used to live and frequent those buildings. Where were they now? Were any of them still around? Hiding amongst the trees the way we’d hid out in the farmland?

      I was about to pull my eyes from the window when I saw an old swing set, next to a large building. It was a school. An old school. I tried to imagine a time when kids would actually get to play outside. To spend their days learning away from home with peers. That would only happen in a world with lots of children. It wouldn’t occur during Bailey’s time. I wouldn’t even pretend that was a possibility, but maybe for the next generation. Maybe one day. If there was ever an overused phrase, that was it.

      The drive wore on, and I was once again contemplating sleep when Denver slowed and turned off the dirt road we were traveling on.

      “What’s going on?” Mason tensed.

      “We’re almost there.” Denver shot over his shoulder. “Looks like we’ll make it just as the sun comes up.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” I glanced out and saw the faint lines of the rising sun.

      “It means you’ll get to take a look at the place.”

      He turned onto another road, and we drove across a bridge that looked like it could barely hold the weight of the car. A wooden sign hung at the side, but the only letters I could make out were CAM.

      “What’s Cam?” I asked when we safely reached the far side of the bridge.

      “Nothing. But Camp is a word. This place was an old camp.”

      “A camp? Like a work camp?” I shuddered. I’d heard about those before.

      “No.” He shook his head. “A summer camp. For children.”

      He continued the slow drive onto a dirt road with tree roots all over. He swerved back and forth to avoid hitting any of the largest roots.

      “A summer camp for children?” I tried to understand the meaning. “What are you talking about?”

      He groaned. “You people know nothing of history.”

      “We’re lucky we can read.” Quinn adjusted Bailey in her lap so she was facing forward. Bailey yawned and rubbed her eyes. “We can only do that because our parents took the time to teach us.”

      “I wasn’t referring to you and your sister specifically. The others are just as bad.”

      “Oh.” Quinn stretched one arm above her head.

      “There was a time when parents would send their children to camp in the summer to build independence, make friends, do lots of activities they couldn’t do at home,” Denver explained.

      “Sounds like fun.” Addison said in a sleepy voice as if she’d just woken up.

      “That was the point.”

      “And this community is built at one of these places?” Maverick in contrast to the rest of us sounded wide awake.

      “Yes. We have worked to make it inhabitable again.”

      An orange glow from the sun lit the sky as we pulled into a clearing, and Denver stopped the van, parking on the grass. A large wood and brick building was to one side, and off to the other side was a circle of wooden cabins with triangle shaped roofs.

      “That building over there,” Denver gestured to the large one. “That’s the mess hall, the cafeteria, if you will. The smaller buildings are cabins. These were the girls’ cabins at this camp I believe. There’s another circle just like this a way down, but we haven’t been able to restore those quite as well. We’ll end up tearing them down, reusing the wood, and building new ones.”

      He turned off the engine, and no one moved for a few moments.

      “Stay calm,” Denver directed. “They know we’re here.” He pushed open his door, and as if taking our cue, the rest of us scrambled out into the early morning light.

      Once on the grass I took an inventory of our group. Most importantly I looked over at where Quinn stood holding Bailey tightly in her arms. I’d barely seen Quinn in the darkness, and now that I could I was saddened by what I saw. She was thin, far thinner than she’d been weeks before, nearly skin and bones. She noticed me staring at her and raised her chin. That was her way of telling me to stop judging. “Why are you reminding us to stay calm? You said everyone here was friendly.”

      “They are, but they don’t know who you are. Give them a minute to assess the situation.” Denver looked far more alert than I expected, but he was nervous. That in itself made me nervous.

      “Would you like me to hold her?” Maverick made his way over to Quinn’s side.

      “No thank you. I have her.” Quinn glanced over at me, and I tried to send her a look to apology if my earlier appraisal insulted her. I was worried about her. That was all.

      We waited for someone to come over, and after a few minutes a figure appeared. I expected weapons. I expected men in uniform. What we got was something entirely different.

      “Hello, Ramona.” Denver nodded to an older woman who hobbled over to us with the help of a cane.

      She smiled broadly as she reached our small circle. “Denver, I see you brought some new friends.”

      “Yes. I assured them they would all be safe here.” He hugged her in a familiar way.

      “Of course.” She stepped back from the embrace and looked over all of us. She nodded before walking straight toward Quinn.

      Quinn froze, and panic marred her face.

      “No reason to worry, child. I only wanted to introduce myself to you and your daughter first.” Ramona touched Quinn’s arm. “My name is Ramona, and I can assure you that you and your companions will be safe here.”

      Quinn visibly relaxed. “I’m Quinn, and this is Bailey. My sister Kayla is over there.” She nodded toward me.

      Ramona looked me over and smiled. “Ah yes, I see the resemblance.”

      “And this is Addison.” Denver pointed to where she stood with her arms crossed over her chest. She’d seemed pretty relaxed in the van, but now she was uptight. I didn’t blame her.

      Ramona smiled and walked over to her. “Hello, Addison. Thank you for joining us.”

      I wondered why she skipped over me and went right to Addison. Maybe she noticed her nervousness.

      “Thank you for having us.” Addison crossed her legs at the ankles.

      “You don’t have to be nervous here. You’re safe.” Ramona’s voice was tired yet soothing. She had the voice of a storyteller, and I wondered if we’d get to hear her tell us any stories while we were there. It was rare to meet anyone over seventy. Life expectancy had fallen over the last several decades.

      “The more you tell us that, the more worried I become.” Addison brushed some of her dark hair off her shoulder. “If it’s safe you shouldn’t need to tell us.”

      “Fair enough.” Ramona nodded.

      Denver exchanged an unreadable glance with Ramona. “Where’s Jeeves?”

      “He’s down by the lake.” Ramona pointed down the steep grass hill.

      “There’s a lake here?” Maverick asked looking in the direction Ramona pointed.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “It’s safe for swimming. The pool is empty, and we will not be filling that up.”

      “Lake? Pool?” Denver wasn’t exaggerating about this place. There must have been far more of it than we’d seen already.

      “There is so much more to show you.” Ramona smiled warmly. “Come, come. Breakfast will be ready soon.”

      “Breakfast.” Quinn closed her eyes for a moment. “Sounds good.”

      “Maybe you’ll eat here?” Maverick asked with what appeared to be genuine concern. I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed her physical condition.

      Quinn frowned. “You can’t blame me for choosing not to eat when I was a prisoner. It was hard to have an appetite when I needed to constantly worry about Bailey.”

      “You won’t have to worry here.” Ramona either forgot or chose to ignore Addison’s earlier protest. I agreed with her. There was something unnerving about being told not to worry. It reminded me of the fairy tales with the witch in the woods or something. But Denver had helped us so far—at least I thought he had.

      Mason seemed to sense my unease and wrapped his arm around me. “I will protect you all.”

      “I can take care of myself and them.”

      “But I can help too. You can never have too much protection.” He smiled.

      “You’re trying really hard to avoid angering me.”

      “I like you better when you aren’t mad at me.” His tone was unexpectedly playful.

      “I like myself better that way too.”

      Maverick was still right by Quinn’s side. I didn’t know the doctor well, but based on our conversation back at Central, I knew he cared for her—had it been just a few nights? My sense of time was all over the place.

      “You need to try to stay calm for their sake.” He didn’t need to say who he meant.

      “I know.” I watched as Quinn tentatively set Bailey down on the ground.

      “But it’s okay if inside you don’t want to be calm.”

      “Who are you, and what did you do with my Mason?” I looked up at him.

      “Your Mason?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” I felt a moment of doubt. Was that the wrong thing to say?

      “You’ve never said that before.” He smiled. “I like it.”

      “I’ve heard you call me your Kayla.”

      “I have, and to be perfectly honest, I know I always will.” He wrapped his hand around mine.
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      It had been months since I’d been outside. Maybe even years. Time inside Central seemed to move in a way that was impossible to record. The lack of windows and the complete restriction against leaving the building made the days blur together. The restriction was predicated on the fear that one of us might be kidnapped in an attempt for someone to extract the information from us. The reality was the powers that be were afraid of us selling the information to the highest bidder.

      I hadn’t been worried about the former, and I wouldn’t have done the latter, but if I had ever left the confines of the building and slipped through the barbed wire, I’m not quite sure if I would have ever gone back. There is something about a taste of freedom—even a freedom you didn’t realize you’d been craving- that is impossible to let go of.

      Now, armed with the knowledge of what laid outside and the life possibly within my reach, I knew I would never go back. I also was even more determined than ever to discover what had transpired against me while I was inside. I hadn’t undergone the same treatment as the women there, but I was certain there were things done to me I had no clue about. It went beyond my memories, and I was convinced it had started at my birth, if not before.

      As I gazed up at the blue sky and down at the green grass below my boots, I wondered, not for the first time since leaving Central, what would’ve happened to me had I never meant Quinn. She was the catalyst of all of this for me. She was the reason I saw a need for change and stopped blindly following orders. I wanted to believe something else could have broken the spell, that I could have been strong enough to leave without her, but I doubted it. It was Quinn’s courage, her determination, and her bright expressive eyes that broke me out of my daze and made me question my identity and role at Central. I didn’t believe in fate, but I did believe I’d needed to meet her. And now that we were outside Central, I had to stick to my promise and ensure their safety.

      We’d needed to leave, but part of me worried we’d jumped out of the frying pan into the fire. We had no idea where we really were, or who these people were. Inside I was panicking, but I refused to show that on the outside. I didn’t want to worry Quinn more than she was already.  She had been through so much, yet she was still doing what she had to for her daughter. Which is why I would do what I had to for both of them.

      “What kind of housing would your group prefer?” Ramona asked Quinn the question before turning to Addison. “I presume you really are all together and didn’t just happen to arrive here at the same time thanks to sharing a ride.”

      I snapped out of my internal musings and thought over Ramona’s words. There was something humorous about her words, and I couldn’t help but laugh. I tried to hide it, but I was tired enough that it was louder than I would have liked.

      “I wouldn’t have expected you’d be the one with the sense of humor.” Ramona grinned.

      I shrugged, pulling myself together. “What can I say?”

      Quinn raised her chin. “I don’t know what our options are, but Bailey and I need to stay with Kayla.  I refuse to accept any setup that does not allow for that.”

      “And I will be staying with them.” Mason chimed in.

      “So will I,” I quickly added. I hadn’t really thought before I said it, but there’s no way I was letting Quinn and Bailey out of my sight until I knew I could trust these people—which might never happen.

      “Addison stays with us too.” Kayla nodded at Addison.

      Addison smiled. “Thank you, Kayla.”

      “Of course, why wouldn’t you stay with us?”

      “I guess that just leaves me.” Denver said with an unreadable expression. He was harder to read than almost anyone I’d ever met.

      “Oh.” Addison’s face reddened. “Of course you are welcome to stay with us too, but I guess we assumed you had your own place to stay here.”

      Denver shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I stay here and there. Like I said I don’t stay here long because you never know who’s going to need me out there.”

      Ramona waited a moment for Denver’s words to settle in. “We have an empty cabin that will fit you all. Can the child sleep in a regular bed?”

      “Yes,” Quinn nodded. “She may be sleeping with me at first.”

      “Very well.” Ramona smiled. “I will leave that up to you.” Then she turned. “Denver, please find Jeeves and the others and have them prepare the cabin.”

      “Aye, aye.” He saluted with his hand and headed down the grass hill.

      Ramona pointed at me. “While they prepare the cabin, the two of us need to speak.”

      “You need to speak with me?” I put a hand to my chest.

      “Yes, I need to speak with you.” She eyed me as if I was crazy for questioning her.

      I debated what to do before landing on a decision. “Mason and Kayla, will you stay with Quinn?”

      “Of course,” they said simultaneous, both giving me similar expressions to Ramona—in other words looking at me like I was crazy.

      “You know I won’t be letting Quinn or Bailey out of my sight.” Kayla picked up Bailey. Bailey squealed in delight.

      I didn’t want to walk off with Ramona, but if there was anything I could learn, I had to do it. We needed any and all information we could get, even if I had no clue why she was signaling me out. I turned to Ramona. “I assume this won’t take long?”

      “No.” She leaned heavily on her cane. “It won’t. Walk with me.”

      I had a moment of doubt as she started away from the group, but putting off this talk wasn’t going to help anyone. I would keep it to a few minutes and get back to Quinn’s side.

      Instead of walking down the hill as Denver had done, Ramona walked across the grassy field and between two of the cabins. I walked at her side, glancing back at the group a few times. Before long they were out of view. “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.” Ramona continued to hobble along.

      I was growing tired of being told that, but I saw no reason to argue. I’d already made the decision to follow her. I couldn’t just turn back.

      A few minutes later we reached the end of the overgrown field and stopped in front of what appeared to be an outdoor theater.

      She sat down on a bench that overlooked the lake. “This, my friend, is the old amphitheater.”

      “They put on plays here?” I tried to imagine a time when anyone had the luxury of doing something like that.

      She nodded. “Yes. Quite a nice view of the lake, isn’t it?”

      “Very nice.” The water was calm, and every so often a bird flew over.

      “I will cut to the chase, as I know you were eager to return to your friends.” She set her cane down on the bench beside her. She patted the open spot on her other side. “Please sit down.”

      I listened, settling in after leaving some space between us.

      “You have no idea who you are.” Her words were brash—and unapologetic.

      “Do you know?” I threw a question back, hoping I’d learn something.

      She laughed a dry, low laugh. “No honey. The only one who truly knows that is you.”

      “But you just said—”

      “I know what I just said,” She interrupted. “I know what I said, and I stand by it. You have no idea who you really are, but the only way you’re going to find out is by finding yourself.”

      “I hope you’re not implying I need to go somewhere else in search of these answers.” Leaving Quinn and Bailey wasn’t an option.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Not yet. You’ll have a choice of whether to leave later, but for now you’re right where you’re supposed to be.”

      “I’m supposed to be here?” I still wasn’t entirely sure where here was, but it was worth asking.

      “Yes. She and the child need you. Do you know who the father is?” she asked.

      “How do you know I’m not the father?” I tried to keep my expression neutral.

      “Because I don’t believe you’d all be here if you were.”

      She was right of course. “I don’t know who the father is exactly, but he is dead.” I would take Quinn and Kayla’s word on that.

      “That is what I assumed. And it is why you are here with them. Something had to make you leave.”

      “Make me leave?” I thought over her words. “You know…”

      “That you worked at Central?” She leaned toward me. “Of course I do. I don’t need to see a white lab coat to recognize one of you. You scream of a man who’s had his memories suppressed, who is tasting freedom for the first time and doesn’t quite know what to do with it. A man who is questioning his moral beliefs.”

      “It sounds like you know a lot about Central.” I searched her eyes for more details. Was I supposed to read more into her words?

      She kicked around some dirt with her sandal. I had never seen anyone wearing open toed shoes. Boots and dress shoes were the only options I had ever seen. We fell into a silence, and I decided to use it as an opportunity to change the subject.

      “Denver says this place used to be a camp for children?”

      She nodded. “Yes for many years.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “For a long time now. Most of us here have been here for years. We get newcomers every so often, and every so often someone leaves, but otherwise not much changes here.”

      “What is this place now exactly?” I chose my words carefully. “What kind of community is it?” Community is the word Denver had used.

      “Home.” She picked up her cane and rose to her feet. “At least a version of home. It’s as close to a real one that exists anymore in this country.”

      “You think homes exist in other countries?” From what I’d been told, the whole world was facing the same challenges we were. It was the reason we’d sealed off our borders early on in an attempt to stop the spread.

      “You have a lot to learn, but you don’t need to learn it all now.” She started down the rows of benches.

      I followed closely behind. “Why did you need to speak with me alone? Surely the motivation couldn’t have been to simply tell me I don’t really know who I am.”

      “It was to make sure you understood your duty.” She stopped walking and turned to face me.

      “My duty? You mean to protect Quinn and Bailey?”

      “That as well as to figure out your past. Until you do, you are dangerous to all of us.”

      “Just me?” I tried to stomp down my anger at her insinuation that I was a danger. “What about Denver? Mason? Are they dangerous too?”

      “You are all dangerous. I’m dangerous. It is impossible to truly know anybody. That’s the way it’s always been. Nothing has really changed in regards to that.”

      “What are we supposed to do here?”

      “First you need to remember how to live. That little girl needs to learn how to live; she has never experienced any taste of freedom.”

      “Neither have any of us.” I knew Quinn and Kayla hadn’t. I at least remembered none. Mason maybe in theory, but I got the sense Addison may have had a worse experience than any of us. I knew nothing about her, only that she came in with Denver and she cared for Kayla. I didn’t need to know more unless she wanted me to.

      “Very true statement.” Ramona started walking again.

      I wanted to go back, but I still had questions. “Who is Denver? Is he really Denver? Why did everyone in Central think he was a Dr. Nevers?”

      “That is for Denver to tell you himself.”

      “So his real name is Denver?” I asked for clarification.

      “Is there such a thing as a real name? Are they not just a temporary way to identify us? Like numbers?” She whirled around again to look at me.

      “I never liked to use the numbers…” I explained myself on that matter yet again.

      She smiled warmly. “I know.”

      “I don’t really care what anyone thinks of me as long as you don’t try to keep me from Quinn. I need to protect both of them.”

      “You will.” Ramona put a hand on my shoulder. “This isn’t going to be easy for either of them. It may be easier for the child as she’s so young I can’t be sure what she remembers. You have to trust me enough if you want to protect them. I can help you.”

      “I don’t know if I’m capable of trusting anyone.” I wasn’t sure what made it impossible for me to hold back with Ramona. I told her the truth, whether I wanted to or not.

      “Yes you can. You are here. You have already taken the greatest chance of your life. By your confusion and the confusion of your traveling companions, I will assume Denver did not tell you where he was taking you.”

      “All we knew was we were leaving Central.”

      “And you are out of Central, are you not?” Her hand remained on my shoulder.

      “Yes.” I glanced back out at the lake. “We are.”

      “Denver stuck to his word. He earned as much of your trust as possible. I already told you it’s impossible to completely trust anyone beyond ourselves.”

      “Who are you?” I needed to know.

      “Let me start by telling you what we are not.” She removed her hand and stepped back. “We do not work for Central nor any government. We do not supply traders, clubs, nor any other group.”

      “That is helpful information, but I—”

      “I wasn’t finished,” she continued. “We are an independent community trying to hold on to what makes people human.”

      “What makes us human?”

      “You know exactly what I mean.” She pressed her hand into my chest right over where my heart was. “You know that in here. It’s why you left Central, and it’s why you are here now. You could have left your group many times, yet you are still here.”

      “Our feelings for others? That’s what makes us human?”

      She started down the hill again. “Don’t tell me today. Later.”

      “So what do I do now?”

      “You move into a cabin. You have breakfast and meet the others.”

      “Is there anything else you need to tell me?” I wasn’t quite ready for the conversation to end. I needed something concrete to hold onto. Some real information to work with.

      “Are you afraid I’ll pull you away again?” She chuckled.

      “Yes.”

      “There’s no reason to worry. I said much of what I needed to say.”

      “Much of? Why not tell me the rest?” I wrung my hands.

      “Because you are not ready to hear the rest yet.” She spoke far more calmly than I felt. “I wanted you to know that I’m here if you develop questions as your suppressed memories come back.”

      “What makes you so sure they are going to come back?” I wanted them to. I needed them to, but that didn’t mean I was confident they all would.

      “Because it’s already starting. Your humanity, your heart, the real you is breaking through. Whatever the animals did to you isn’t strong enough to withstand your enlightenment.”

      “Animals, is that what you call them?”

      “They lack what makes us human, so yes I will call them animals. Do you disagree? When you think of the things they did to those children? To those women? To you? Do you think that is the work of humans? Is that what man should do to one another?”

      She was right, and I found myself nodding, trying to protect myself from the onslaught of emotions flowing through me.

      “From the birth of the human race there have always been those that were not human in the truest sense of the word. But those stories of monsters is for another day.”

      She leaned heavily on her cane. “Now do this old lady a favor and walk me back to the mess hall. I’m ready for some breakfast.”

      I nodded, still partially in a daze. I linked my arm with hers, and we started a slow walk back to the circle of cabins. Thoughts and questions whirled through my head, but my predominant feeling was anxiety to get back to Quinn and Bailey. We’d been gone for far too long.

      “What is your weapon of choice?” Ramona asked just as the cabins came back into view.

      “Weapon of choice?” I tried to follow.

      “We have archery, fencing, and riflery here. Their original purpose was amusement or an introduction to a new hobby, but these skills are still useful in our world.”

      “Wait.” I realized she wasn’t only making small talk. “Are you…?” I trailed off.

      “You don’t have to make any sort decision now. You will have plenty of time to try everything out.”

      “I’m sorry, but I might be a bit confused. Are you implying you want me to train in the use of weapons?”

      She grinned from ear to ear. “My hunch about you was right. You are truly one of the special ones.”

      The scent of something warm, sweet, yet also spicy filled the air as we neared the mess hall. “What is that?”

      “Sausage. You’ve never had it before, have you?”

      “No. We never had anything like that.”

      “Then you are in for a treat.”
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      We were living in a fantasy world. I had never seen anything even resembling the camp before. I hadn’t spent much time in the Rurals, but I knew that was farmland. And the city. Forget that. It was completely different.

      I kept searching for evidence that it was all a farce. There had to be at least a thread out of place that if I pulled on it hard enough everything would unravel, but after several hours at the camp I had no evidence of anything being awry.

      Even the people were different. I’d met a dozen, and each was ten times friendlier than any I’d met before. It was predominantly men, but there were four women. They were all relaxed and happy in a way I’d never seen a female before. I immediately hoped Kayla could one day feel that way. I wanted to believe I could give her happiness.

      But despite it all, I couldn’t relax. I couldn’t believe things were truly as they seemed. It was impossible. Something in the back of my head screamed at me to keep searching—keep my eyes wide open. Not as if I was going to let my guard down. The only times I had ever done that had led to disaster.

      I stayed skeptical, but held onto hope that this place would lead us to where we really needed to be. We’d have time to regroup and properly plan. I needed Kayla to continue to trust me, and I would find a future for all of us. I understood Kayla saw no future without Quinn and Bailey. I had no problem including them under my protection.

      The Cording meant nothing here at the camp. No one needed to tell me that. But it had meant nothing from the beginning. I cared for Kayla too much to keep her a prisoner. I could only hope Kayla wanted to be with me, and she wasn’t staying with me out of desperation. She felt something for me—there was no question about that—but was that feeling—that love—strong enough to withstand whatever came next?

      “Mason?” Kayla called my name. She sat across from me at a long wooden table laden with food like I had never seen before.

      “Yes?” I smiled at her, always amazed at how unbelievably beautiful she was.

      “Aren’t you going to eat more?” She filled her plate with heaping portions of food.

      By her side, Bailey reached over and took a fistful of the bright yellow eggs in her hand.

      Quinn gasped, and everyone else laughed as the child shoved the eggs into her mouth. Bailey giggled while Kayla and Quinn exchanged a look they didn’t need to explain. It was clear as day that laughter from this young child wasn’t something they had heard often.

      Further down the table Addison watched on. “Are you going to take Bailey for swim in the lake? I have never swum in the lake before, but I can’t imagine it would be so different from a pool.”

      Kayla smiled. “It’s funny. You introduced me to a pool, and now you’re getting the chance to experience swimming outside for the first time.”

      “There is a first time for everything.” Addison leaned on her elbow.

      “Yes there is.” Kayla smiled at me across the table, and I tried to guess what the smile meant.

      While I thought about her smile, I looked over at Addison. Something had changed in her. I had never given much thought to her before, beyond making sure the men at the club treated her respectfully, but I could still notice the difference in her. This version of her here felt brave enough to speak freely. I’d liked to believe that the girls at my club felt free, but clearly they didn’t. They’d been prisoners even if they didn’t wear chains. That realization was a hard one for me to accept. It was a reminder that I didn’t deserve Kayla; I didn’t deserve happiness. But was it wrong of me to want it anyway?

      “You will all have to come to the campfire tonight.” Dylan, a red-haired boy around maybe twelve, spoke excitedly. “I bet none of you have even had a s’more before.”

      “A s’more?” Addison asked. “What’s that?” She looked over at the rest of us for help.

      I shook my head. I’d never heard of it.

      “It’s only one of the most delicious treats ever,” Dylan explained. “Bailey will love it.” He grinned at her.

      She tilted her head to the side as if trying to understand him.

      “You remind me of my brother when he was your age.” Quinn glanced at Kayla. “Doesn’t he?”

      “Thomas.” Kayla’s voice was low and sad.

      I reached across the table and took her hand. “We’ll find him. I know we will.” It was a promise I might not be able to keep, but I couldn’t bear to watch her look so sad.

      “I know.” She squeezed my hands once before letting them fall on the table top.

      I looked around at the others seated with us. I’d been introduced to many of the residents, but I hadn’t remembered everyone’s names.

      Kayla took her hand back and started to eat.

      “I’m glad to see you eating again.” She’d barely touched any food at Central.

      “Can you blame me for not eating there?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “No,” Quinn answered for her. “I can’t at all.”

      “See, and you barely ate anything there either.” Kayla ate a piece of an apple. “But at least I’m eating now.”

      “I’m glad.” I watched as she spooned some sugary peaches onto her plate.

      “These peaches are amazing.” She ate another spoonful.

      “We have an orchard here. There are plenty more where those came from.” Lane, a woman with dark hair that she wore in a braid down her back, explained.

      Kayla’s face fell again, just as it had when Quinn brought up their brother. I understood the first time, but not this one. Did she have some sort of bad memory associated with a peach tree? I couldn’t ask her in front of everyone, so the answer would have to wait.

      “Is there anywhere to wash up?” Addison asked no one in particular.

      “Of course!” Lane smile. “There are showers right inside your cabin.”

      “There are showers in the cabin?” Maverick asked.

      “Yes, this camp had been updated.” Dylan puffed out his chest. “We have all the conveniences here.”

      “That’s impressive.” I hadn’t been expecting that.

      “Central and the clubs aren’t the only ones who can manage things like this.” Brand, a smaller man that was likely in his late twenties, jumped in. He’d been mostly quiet.

      “I never said they were.” I tried to ease the first sign of tension. Was this the loose thread? Were these people about to show their true colors?

      “What did you do in the city, Mason?” Dylan seemed oblivious to the tension I felt.

      “Me?” I asked to buy myself some time.

      “Yes. Maverick worked as a doctor at Central, but you never told us what you did.”

      Before I could respond, Kayla’s hand found mine across the table again. “He ran the best club in the city.”

      “Yet you still marked women.” Brand pointed to where Kayla’s marking showed from her rolled up sleeve.

      Addison cleared her throat. “Save your criticism. I wouldn’t have survived without Mason. He did what he had to do. The past is the past. Let’s focus on the future.”

      I wasn’t sure what brought about Addison’s defense, but I appreciated it.

      Brand nodded, his expression lightening. “I understand full well we often have to do things we don’t want to for survival. I meant no affront by my questioning.”

      “We all know that well.” Mina, a slight woman with wavy brown hair, held up a hand in front of her. “I agree with Addison, the past is the past. Let us focus on the future.”

      “Thank you, Mina.” Ramona walked over, leaning heavily on her cane. “Once you enter this camp you leave your past behind. Your past does not have to define your future. You make your own choices here, and that is a luxury none of you ever truly had.”

      “If you’ll excuse me.” Kayla stood.

      “Your cabin is ready if you want to see it. It is the last one on the right side.” Ramona pointed out the open doorway.

      “Thank you for breakfast.” Kayla smiled and hurried toward the door.

      “Yes, thank you for the breakfast.” I hurried after her, not entirely sure she wanted me to follow, but unwilling to sit back. If she wanted to be alone, she’d let me know. Kayla had no trouble speaking her mind to me. I loved that.

      Kayla continued walking past the cabins and down the steep grass hill. I followed behind her silently until she reached the shore of the lake.

      “It is beautiful here.” Kayla spoke without turning around.

      “You knew I was following you?” I joined her at the shore.

      “Of course. I expected you to.”

      “Did you want me to?” That was the real question.

      “Yes. I’m glad you followed without my having to ask.”

      “You never have to ask me.” I turned so I was looking at her more than the lake. The water was pretty, but it held no comparison to Kayla’s beauty.

      She looked into my eyes. “Is that because you know me so well, or because you were worried about me?”

      “Both,” I answered without hesitation.

      She laughed. I loved her light, sparkling laugh, especially when it was real like this and not a coping mechanism. A light breeze blew her hair away from her face, and her eyes sparkled in the sunlight. I couldn’t help myself. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. My lips connected with hers, soaking up her taste, as I cradled her soft body in my arms. She groaned as I deepened the kiss, needing more of her. I let my lips and tongue convey all the feelings my words couldn’t. To remind her of how much she meant to me. How much I needed her. She wrapped her arms around my neck, holding on tightly, as if she were afraid I’d fly away. I’d never leave. She needed to know that.

      “Mason.” She sighed my name into my mouth as we broke the kiss.

      I kept her in my arms, giving us just enough space that I could stare into her eyes.

      “I’m not supposed to enjoy that so much.” There was a deep sadness in her voice, but her eyes were still light. It was as if two sides of her were waring.

      “Why not?” I needed to push away the sadness, to let the lightness win.

      “Because there’s still so much going on in our world. So much I need to do.” She ran her teeth over her bottom lip.

      “Not that I want to quote the people here since I still don’t know if we should trust them, but we need a break. We need little bit of time to rejuvenate. Yes, there is so much more to do, but we can’t do that if we don’t take care of ourselves.” What I meant was if we didn’t take care of her. I was fine. I could do anything as long as I knew I was protecting her.

      “Thank you.” Kayla smiled. Really smiled.

      “What are you thanking me for exactly?”

      “It’s just a thank you.”

      “Kayla?” I spoke her name softly.

      “Yes?”

      I might regret this later, but I had to ask. “Inside, about the peaches…”

      “Can I tell you later?”

      “You don’t ever have to tell me. I mean unless it directly impacts your safety. Then I need to know.” I hoped I didn’t sound too pushy, but I couldn’t completely change even if she wanted me to.

      “I want to tell you one day, just not now right now. I want to think about that kiss and this amazing weather. I want to think about the lake and the way Bailey grabbed a fist full of eggs and shoved them into her mouth.” Kayla’s eyes twinkled.

      “That was comical.”

      “It was normal kid’s behavior. At least I think it was, but I’ve never seen Bailey do anything like that. She’s always been so reserved and afraid. It’s our fault. From the moment she was born she was taught to be quiet and to make sure no one ever noticed her. No matter what I think about this place, we’re not hiding her, and I need to believe that’s okay.”

      I cradled Kayla’s face in my hands. “I think she’s safer now. That’s not saying I think it’s okay for us to leave her alone with anybody who we didn’t come with, but I think if we take turns and make sure she is always with one of our group she will be okay.”

      “I think so too.” Kayla leaned her cheek into my hand. “As much as I don’t want to stop fighting and running, we need this break. We need to get ready for whatever it is that’s going to come next.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I think I finally accept the truth though.”

      “Which truth?” I ran my thumb over her cheek.

      “I can’t go home. I have no home there anymore. Even if Thomas got away, and I need to believe he got away, he wouldn’t have stayed there.”

      “He got away.” I looked into her eyes. “You told me about him. He’s strong, and smart and clever. He’s missing you, and Quinn and Bailey, but he’s okay. We’ll find him even if it takes time. One day you will be reunited.” I felt a sudden burst of hope, as if I actually believed the words rather than just speaking them for Kayla’s benefit.

      “I don’t know where all this optimism is coming from.” She looked at me out of the corner of her eye.

      “Right now you and I are standing at the shore of a lake. There’s no one else around, your sister and her daughter are nearby, and you’re looking at me with some semblance of happiness. If this isn’t a moment to feel optimistic I don’t know what is.”

      She stepped up onto her tippi-toes and wrapped her arms around me pulling my head down to her. “Kiss me again. Please kiss me again.”

      She didn’t have to ask me twice. I pressed my lips against hers, quickly pushing for access to her mouth, losing myself in her taste and scent.
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      The nightmares were worse. Far worse. The monsters were stronger, faceless, and far more menacing than any I'd dreamed of before. The beasts surrounded us, breathing out a steam that made us choke. I covered Bailey’s mouth and nose, my heart breaking as I watched the fear in her eyes and knew with resounding certainty we were living our last moments. Everything went black as I woke up with a start.

      It didn't make sense. We were out of Central. Bailey was back by my side. My mind should have been more at ease, but instead it was the opposite. Alarm bells rang through me, and I knew there was no chance I was going back to sleep. I sat up and looked over at where Bailey slept peacefully beside me. At least the monsters weren't haunting her.

      I wiped the sweat off my brow.

      "Quinn." Kayla whispered from the bed next to mine.

      "Sorry if I woke you up." It was a comfort being in the same room with Kayla again. It brought back memories of a simpler life when we still had hope.

      "Did you have the nightmare too?" She rolled onto her side, and I could see her outline in the moonlight spilling in through the window between our beds.

      "The monsters...” I shuddered just thinking about it.

      "Yes. The monsters." Her bed creaked as she moved her legs.

      "We aren't safe here." I spoke my fear out loud. I didn’t want to hide my feelings anymore. If there was anyone I could be completely honest with, it was Kayla.

      "We aren't safe anywhere." She sat up, pulling her blanket with her.

      "True, but something about this place…" I shivered. The night was colder than it had been when we’d turned in, but the shiver came from fear.

      "I feel it too, but I'm also wondering if it's not what we think. I mean if the bad feeling isn't what we think." Kayla put her head in her hands the way she generally did when she was thinking hard.

      "You lost me." I sat up and pulled my knees up to my chest. There had been a time when I’d pretend to understand my sister’s thinking even if I didn’t. That time had come and passed. I no longer cared what anyone thought of me. The only thing that mattered was Bailey’s survival.

      "Want to get some fresh air?" She swung her legs to the side of the bed.

      Now?" I glanced out the window at the dark night.

      "Yes. I can’t breathe in here. Those dreams…."

      "But Bailey." I rested a hand beside my sleeping daughter.

      “We’ll take her with us. We’re just going to the porch.”

      “They will freak out if they find us missing.” I didn’t need to point at anyone for her to realize the men sleeping in the rows of beds on the other side of the cabin.

      “We won’t be missing.”

      It was strange seeing Kayla as the daring one—sure she would go to great lengths to protect the family, but she never risked too much. She was careful. Tonight she was the one suggesting we run out. Maybe she’d always been that way, but I never saw it. I’d spent my teen years longing for an escape I had always known would never come. Somewhere during that time my little sister had grown up, and in some ways I barely knew her anymore.

      “Okay.” I lifted Bailey up into my arms, wrapping her up in the blanket. She stirred slightly but quickly went back to sleep.

      With bare feet we walked toward the door as quietly as possible.

      We’d barely made it three steps when a bed creaked. “Kayla.”

      I turned to see Mason sitting up in his bed.

      Kayla waved her hand. “We are just going to the porch.”

      “Want me to come?” He started to climb out of bed.

      “We will be right outside.”

      “You promise?” Maverick leaned up on his elbow.

      I startled at the sound of his voice. “How long have you been up?”

      “Long enough to hear the word monsters…” Even in the darkness I could see the worry on his face. Where did that worry come from? Why did he care what I dreamed of? The change in him still made no sense to me.

      “We will be right outside.” Kayla shared an unreadable expression with Mason, and we made it out onto the porch.

      Kayla sat down on one side of the built-in bench, and I sat down beside her, laying Bailey down so her head was on my lap and her feet on Kayla’s.

      “How can we be having the same dreams?” I needed to understand.

      “Because it’s important.” She rested her hands on the blanket covering Bailey. “That’s all I can figure out.”

      “That’s what scares me.”

      “We won’t let it happen.” She dug her nails into the wood of the bench.

      “That smoke…” I closed my eyes, and the dream played before me again. I didn’t want to think about it, but I had to make sure I didn’t miss a single detail. There had to be a clue in there—or a reason the dreams were worse now.

      “I know. It’s awful.” Kayla stretched out her legs in front of her.

      “Why don’t I see you there?” If we were having the same dream, and it somehow was warning us about the future, shouldn’t we be able to see one another?

      “I don’t know.” She gazed up at the sky. “There are so many things I don’t know.”

      “Thank you.” I turned, trying to make eye contact.

      “For what?” She tore her eyes from the sky.

      “For coming after us.”

      “Did you ever doubt I would?” She covered my hand with hers.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not for a second. You are like that. You put everyone else ahead of yourself. You’re selfless.”

      “So are you.”

      I shook my head. “No. At least I wasn’t before Bailey.”

      “You were a child before Bailey.” She squeezed my hand once before removing hers.

      “So were you.” My hand felt cold without Kayla’s warmer one on top of it. She’d always run warmer than I did.

      “And I was stupid back then too. I mean Ethan…” She scrunched up her face.

      “Ethan… did you ever find him?” I had so many questions to ask her, and I wasn’t sure if there would ever be a right time.

      “Yes.” She slumped down on the bench, careful not to disturb Bailey’s legs. “It’s what led me to Mason.”

      “You love him.” I’d know it all along, but I wanted to hear it directly from her. I had to make sure I wasn’t inventing things in my head.

      “I do.” A small smile crossed her face. “I do.”

      “How did you know?” This was a normal conversation between sisters. It was the kind of conversation we were supposed to have—not ones about survival and poisonous smoke.

      “I felt it deep inside.” She smiled and blushed. I’d never seen Kayla blush.

      “He loves you too. I can tell.” I knew I wasn’t inventing that. Nothing else explained the way his eyes followed her everywhere, and the looks he gave her when she wasn’t looking. It was the kind of look I’d always wanted Benjamin to give me. He’d cared for me in his own way, but our relationship wasn’t based on love.

      “I know. That’s the best part. I know he really does.” She wrapped her arms tightly around her.

      “You will make it through this.” I knew she would. She was so strong. She’d found someone who truly loved her.

      “We will all make it through.” She tucked her feet under her blanket.

      “I hope so.”

      “I know so.” She scooted closer to me. “Maverick…”

      “Yes?” I shivered, but not out of fear or the cold this time. It was something about the way she said his name.

      “He cares for you.”

      I couldn’t deny he was acting that way, but that didn’t mean I trusted him. “I don’t get it.”

      “What don’t you get?”

      “Why? What made him help us?” People always did things for a reason, be it a good one or a bad one.

      Kayla raised an eyebrow. “Come on, you have to see it.”

      “See what?”

      She nudged me with her shoulder. “He cares for you.”

      “It has to be more than that.”

      “Does it? Haven’t people done crazier things for less?”

      “It is like a switch flipped.” I thought back on the changes in his the days before we left Central.

      “And maybe it did. I’d believe anything right about now.”

      I ran my hand over Bailey’s hair. “I wanted so much better for her.”

      “I know. We both did. And maybe there’s still a future out there for her.”

      “There is.” A female voice called from somewhere in the darkness.

      My chest clenched, and I held Bailey close to me.

      “Don’t fear. It’s just me.” Ramona stepped out of the shadows.

      “Is everything okay?” Maverick appeared at the doorway. Mason was beside him.

      “Everything is fine.” Ramona smiled. “You can go back to bed.”

      Neither man moved, so Kayla nodded. “Really, it’s okay.”

      “We will be right inside.” Maverick gave me a long look before slipping back inside.

      Once the men went inside I went back to Ramona’s cryptic comment in the dark. “What did you mean there is?”

      Ramona made her way up the porch steps. She took a seat in the rocking chair. “I meant what I said. There is a chance for her to have a real future.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “I can’t know anything, but you were talking about a chance. She has a chance.” She rocked back and forth. The chair made a light scraping sound each time it rocked forward.

      “In theory everyone has a chance.” Kayla stretched her arms above her head.

      “Yes. But she is young.” Ramona pointed at where Bailey slept, oblivious to everything going on. I had to be grateful for that. Sometimes all you had were the small things. “She has more of a chance than any of the rest of us.”

      “Do you remember a time before it got so bad?” Kayla asked.

      “Kayla, she isn’t that old.” I whispered, hoping we hadn’t insulted Ramona.

      Ramona laughed. “I understand what she is saying, and I take no offense.”

      “Do you remember?” Kayla pressed.

      “Things have never been perfect.” Ramona continued to rock back and forth in the chair. The scraping sound had now faded into the background, drowned out by the hum of the insects.

      “We know.”

      “I mean from the beginning of time there have been troubles. If you go back to the dinosaurs there were troubles, and those only got worse when people came on the scene.”

      I nodded, willing her to go on.

      “Do you know the story of the first man?” She stopped rocking.

      “No.” Kayla shook her head.

      “It’s a shame how quickly the stories fade…”

      “What stories?” I couldn’t hide my eagerness. I was hungry for knowledge, for a greater understanding of what was happening to our world.

      “Once upon a time people used stories to understand their world.”

      “Can you tell us the story? The one about the first man?” Kayla wasn’t going to drop it either.

      “Yes. The story goes that the creator started with a man. His name was Adam.”

      “What happened?” I didn’t know who the creator was, but that seemed the least of my questions.

      “For our purposes I’ll keep this story short. Adam was lonely, and the creator took one of his ribs and made Eve.”

      “The first woman?” I didn’t wait for Kayla to ask the question this time.

      “Yes.” Ramona returned to her rhythmic rocking.

      “And you believe this story?”

      “The power of these stories isn’t whether you believe them.” Ramona closed her eyes.

      “Then what is it?”

      “It’s whether you retell them.”

      “I don’t think I quite understand.” And that frustrated me immensely.

      Ramona opened her eyes. “Let me finish explaining why I chose to share this story with you.”

      “Okay… the old stories were predicated on the idea that the creator started with man, and women came from man. Everything that’s happened to women can be traced back to that idea. So now that the stories have faded, I vote that we make our own version. We can teach Bailey that women came first. And then the creator made a man.”

      “But then it’s a different story.” I spoke without really questioning my response.

      “Is it?” She held out her hand palm up. “Or is it a retelling?”

      “You said the importance is whether the stories are retold. What did you mean?” Kayla sat forward.

      “Nothing new ever happens, only re-tellings of the same stories.” Ramona let her words hang in the air.

      I waited for Kayla to ask the obvious question. When she didn’t, I asked it myself. “The population has almost gone extinct before?”

      “Not in the same way, but there are stories of great floods, of women who were unable to bear children. Of brothers who turned on each other. Of plagues and punishments.” Ramona’s hands moved wildly as she listed off the stories.

      “What can we learn from these stories? How can they help?” I adjusted the blanket around Bailey. Somehow she was still sleeping.

      “I told you when you arrived that your past no longer mattered, and I didn’t really mean that.”

      “So you lied?” Kayla raised an eyebrow.

      “What I mean is you will not be judged by your past actions, but to turn your back on the past, or in the case of stories, our collective past, you risk condemning the future to the same fate. If you want a better life for Bailey, you need to look behind you for answers.”

      “We would do anything for Bailey. How can anything from our past help?” Kayla lifted Bailey’s legs and stood up.

      “Your collective past…”

      “Meaning what?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “Society. Our society.” Ramona appeared unmoved by Kayla’s growing frustration. “How much do you understand about how we got here?”

      “Got here as in the reproductive issues?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Ramona nodded.

      “We know it started slowly, and then it spread.”

      “That’s right. And as soon as it spread, our leaders put up the walls.” She pantomimed walls with her hands.

      “To protect us…” I trailed off.

      “Or so they told us.”

      Something inside me cracked with her words. Like a shell breaking and exposing the creature that lay inside. “What are you suggesting?”

      “Wait.” Maverick’s voice came from beside me. I hadn’t noticed him come back out. “Earlier you hinted that not all countries are having the same situation…”

      “Wait, what?” I gripped the edge of the bench “What are we talking about?”

      “There is so much you all need to learn, but I don’t know if tonight is the time.”

      “Then when is the time?” Impatience swirled through me. “Is there ever a correct time?”

      “I agree with Quinn.” Maverick put a hand on the back of the bench right behind me. “We need to know what’s really going on.”

      “Show them.” Denver walked outside dressed in only loose fitting pants.

      “Is everyone up?” Ramona asked.

      “Yes.” Addison stepped outside just behind Mason. “We are all up.”

      “Are you sure, Denver? Are they ready for it? They haven’t even had a full night’s sleep.” Ramona frowned, showing signs of worry for the first time.

      “Look at them.” Denver leaned against the outer wall of the cabin. “Do you really think they are going back to bed?”

      “No.” Ramona shook her head. “They will not.”

      “What do you need to show us?” I asked with a mix of anticipation and fear.

      “Put on some shoes. Gather some warm blankets.” Ramona rose from the chair.

      “Where are we going?” I’d expected her to tell us another story. This was different.

      “It won’t be too long of a walk, but I am sure you’d prefer something on your feet.” She pointed to Kayla’s bare toes.

      “Is it safe?” I ran my hand over Bailey’s hair.

      “Yes. It’s safe.”

      Kayla and I exchanged looks, and I knew we were both remembering our dream.
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      Life was becoming an endless series of bad or worse decisions. Our choices constantly involved risks, and it was always about what was safer—keeping the status quo or moving on to something new. Neither staying nor going ever came with guarantees. The hardest part was it wasn’t merely our own lives on the line. Bailey was at stake, and that made everything more important.

      Following Ramona and Denver somewhere in the early hours of the morning, when even the moon wasn’t providing much light, didn’t seem like the right decision, but neither did sitting back and doing nothing. Quinn and I were having coordinating nightmares. That couldn’t be a good thing. I refused to sit back and wait for something bad to happen. I realized we might be walking right into something bad, but if Ramona and her cohorts wanted to hurt us they could have already. We’d all been sleeping less than an hour before. They could have killed us in our sleep or done anything else. It was morbid to think of things that way, but it was also realistic. Trusting anyone fully was dangerous. It was time to face our future head-on.

      Quinn, holding Bailey, walked close by my side, while Mason remained on the other. I was sandwiched between the most important people in my life from what felt like two entirely different stages of my life. But now they were both in the same stage because there was no going backward. My earlier conversation with Mason circled through my mind. I had no home anymore, and I wasn’t convinced I’d ever find one again. At least not in the way it used to be.

      We were once again following Denver. Ramona had waved him on, and she followed us down the hill, moving much slower. I glanced over my shoulder several times during our walk to make sure she was following. Each time she was hobbling along, leaning heavily on the cane. Who was she really? And why was she in charge? I was starting to feel as if my entire life was made up of questions, questions that would never find answers.

      We reached the shore of the lake, and Denver walked directly over to a wooden shed that was built right on the edge of the water. He unlocked a side door and pushed it open. “Follow me.”

      The last time we’d followed Denver he hadn’t led us afoul, so we went for it. Mason went first, and I followed just behind him, with Addison going next.

      We walked into darkness, and a sliver of fear ran up and down my spine. Then in what seemed like a single motion, the door closed and a light bulb turned on above us.

      I blinked a few times adjusting to the sudden light.  I glanced around. All I saw were yellow and red boats stacked and leaning against unfinished wood walls. “Is there something I’m missing?”

      “Patience, Kayla. Patience.” Denver smiled.

      “Why are you smiling?” Quinn asked. She was so much more upfront now about things than she used to be. It took a little while to get used to it, but I loved watching the confidence ooze from her. She probably didn’t even realize that was what it was—but it was there. We had both changed since leaving the Rurals, and I knew neither of us would ever be the same again.

      “Mama.” Bailey wrapped her arms around Quinn’s neck. I wasn’t sure when I was going to get used to hearing Bailey’s voice. She had changed too, and I hoped it was in a good way. Maverick could say what he wanted, but something had happened to Bailey in Central. I was terrified to know the truth.

      “We are in a boat house.” Maverick walked around in a circle.

      Denver nodded. “We are.”

      “Is there a reason we are standing in a boathouse?” Maverick held up his hands palm up.

      “There is always a reason.” Denver smiled. His smile was starting to infuriate me.

      “How about you tell us what the reason is.” Mason scowled. He had a very intimidating scowl, and I was glad it wasn’t aimed at me.

      Denver appeared unmoved and unworried by it. “You are some of the most impatient people I have ever met.”

      “We have every reason to be impatient.” Addison put a hand on her hip. “You’ve been evading our questions since, well since, I first met you.”

      “I had to wait until the time was right. Giving anyone too much information too soon is dangerous. Besides, the information couldn’t help you before. It would have been a waste to fill your head with things you didn’t need to worry about.”

      “How about you stop deciding what we should worry about or not.” I stomped over to Denver. Quinn wasn’t the only one who was done sitting back. I was frustrated. “Tell us what we are doing here,” I demanded.

      Denver shook his head. “There is no need to be rude. Please follow me.”

      “We are already following you.”

      “I mean right now.” He walked to the far corner of the building, the part furthest from the shore. He knelt and pulled open some sort of lever on the floor. A square of the floor lifted, revealing pitch blackness within.

      “A trap door?” Addison gasped.

      “Yes, a trap door.” Denver smiled in a less than annoying way. This was an amused smile—he enjoyed Addison’s excitement.

      I didn’t share her excitement. Staring into the empty space beneath the floor board reminded me of my hiding place in the barn which made me think of Thomas and the beating he received because of me. My stomach clenched.

      Mason seemed to sense this, and he put a gentle hand on my back. I pushed away the emotional thoughts. I had to focus. There was a reason Denver was showing us this place.

      “You act weird when I tell you to follow me, so I won’t say it this time.” He stepped onto a ladder that stopped just beneath the top of the trap door.

      Mason looked at me. “You want to follow, right?”

      I nodded. “I don’t think we have a choice. We need to figure out what’s really going on here.”

      He nodded solemnly. “I’m afraid you’re right.”

      “You’re afraid?” I was surprised by his choice of words. Mason had never admitted to any fear besides losing me.

      “I’d rather we had a choice.”

      “Wouldn’t we all.” Addison stepped toward the trap door. “Can I go first?”

      “I can go first,” Mason offered.

      “I want to.” She knelt and started down the ladder.

      That got us all moving. I followed Addison with Mason close behind us.

      The ladder ended in darkness, and my borrowed boots made contact with a dirt floor. Denver lit a torch, and I glanced around at our surroundings. We appeared to be in a tunnel. The walls were likely made from some sort of rock, but it was impossible to identify the material with a thick layer of dirt covering the majority of it.

      “Be careful,” I called up to Quinn. I hoped Maverick would help her climb down. It wouldn’t be easy to do while holding Bailey. I regretted heading down without waiting to offer her help.

      A few moments later my fears were assuaged as Quinn and Bailey reached the lower level. Maverick and finally Ramona followed.

      “Where does this tunnel lead?” I knew Denver wasn’t going to answer me, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth asking.

      “You’ll see.” He pulled another lever, and the door above snapped closed with a low thud that echoed off the low ceiling.

      Denver started down the narrow tunnel. I exchanged glances with Quinn. She was nervous, and I didn’t blame her. I hated that we had to bring Bailey with us, but we didn’t have a choice. Leaving her behind was riskier.

      “The child will be fine.” Ramona seemed to read our minds.

      Denver started walking, and we all followed him down the tunnel. There were no lights aside from the single torch, so I took small and deliberate steps to make sure I didn’t fall.

      A few minutes later I heard the low mumble of voices. I couldn’t make out what they were saying at first, but as we continued I was able to detect that there were several male voices and one female.

      Mason’s arm slipped around my waist. I didn’t mind his protectiveness. I was nervous even though I didn’t want to be. We’d faced plenty of frightening things before, but walking into the unknown never got easier.

      “We can’t wait much longer.” A deep male voice spoke from somewhere a little ways off. “We are running out of time.”

      “We’ve waited so long it can’t hurt to wait some more. Denver thinks he found someone. He needs more time.” Another male voice answered. This one sounded like it belonged to a younger man.

      “What if this someone isn’t helpful. What if he doesn’t agree to help?” Ever think of that?” The first man asked.

      “We’ll make him agree.” A female voice answered.

      I’d slowed down as I strained to hear the voices. Denver was so far ahead of us now that his light was little help. I picked up the pace, hoping everyone else behind us did the same.

      The distant light disappeared entirely.

      “We have company.” Denver said to someone I still couldn’t see.

      “What kind of company?” the angry deep voice from earlier replied.

      “You’ll see.” Denver’s light once again appeared ahead.

      “You can’t just bring people down here without permission,” The angry voice was louder. We were getting closer.

      “He has my permission.” Ramona brushed against me as she hurried ahead. She came to a stop just beside Denver’s light.

      We caught up, and I watched as Denver walked inside a room tucked away near the end of the corridor.

      Mason and I entered the room together. His arm was still firmly wrapped around me.

      The room was lit by lamps hanging every few feet on the walls. There were four men and one woman in the room, but my eyes zeroed in on only one.  His hair was longer and a dark, angry scar crisscrossed his face, but it was unmistakably him. “Bolton?” My entire body froze.

      "Kayla?" He dropped the gun he was holding onto a table containing dozens of weapons.

      He walked over slowly, as if trying to decide if I was really there. I felt the same way about him. What were the chances? Was it possible he’d survived?

      I felt Mason's arm tighten around me, but I couldn’t find the words to explain to him what was going on. "Bolton. You are okay."

      "Okay." He nodded. "Mostly."

      "Wait." Another man, probably around forty, walked around the table toward us. "Is this the girl?"

      I recognized the angry voice from earlier.

      Bolton’s eye remained on me as he answered. "Yes."

      “Who is this?” Mason stared Bolton down.

      "You know the peach thing I needed to tell you about?" There were better places to start, but those were the words that came to me first.

      "Yes." Mason’s hold didn’t loosen.

      "Peaches." Bolton smiled. "You remembered."

      "I owe you so much.” I likely owed him my life. I owed him my sister and Bailey’s life.

      “No you don’t.” He shook his head. “I owe you.”

      “How could you possibly owe me anything?” By the scar on his face, the time spent after driving me to the city and up to the present hadn’t been all that easy.

      “You made me realize there was something bigger out there. That I could make a difference.” His eyes were bright and animated. Despite the new scar, he was still the same optimistic Bolton. It felt as if so much time had passed, but it hadn’t. Time meant nothing anymore.

      I wanted to ask about his face. I wanted to ask about what happened after I’d run away, but that wasn’t the right thing to do. Instead I focused on what he seemed to care about. “You mean here? What is it that you are doing?”

      “Hasn’t Ramona told you?” Bolton scrunched up his face “Or Denver?”

      “No. They haven’t told us much of anything.” And I was done with that. Maybe finding Bolton would be the ticket to the answers we desperately needed.

      “Wow. Kayla.” Bolton rubbed the back of his neck. “I still can’t quite believe you’re here.”

      “She is here. As am I. Please keep talking about the important thing. What you are doing here?” Mason’s voice was harsh, and it reminded me of how he was at the club. That too felt like a lifetime ago.

      “Who are you?” Bolton practically growled the words. “Why are you with Kayla?”

      “I am with Kayla because she wants to be with me.” Mason pulled me even closer to his side.

      “Will you stop,” Quinn snapped.

      “You found them.” Bolton grinned from ear to ear. “You broke into Central. And to think I doubted you…”

      “Broke in might be the wrong term,” I admitted. “But I got in, and luckily I had help getting out.”

      “Denver, how did you find her?” He pointed to me.

      “Mason.” He nodded in Mason’s direction. “He wanted her, and it was a good excuse to get inside.”

      “Please, can you finish what you were about to say?” Quinn frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      “Denver, you really told them nothing?” Bolton’s brown furrowed.

      “They know very little.” Ramona took a seat on a worn wooden bench.

      “How little is little?” Bolton turned to her.

      “Little.” Ramona put her hand just above the dirt covered floor.

      “Then tell them already.” A girl with dark hair worn in two braids that reached her waist jumped up and sat on the table. “Otherwise we are wasting our time.”

      “Remember when I told you you’d all have choices to make?” Denver shifted his weight from foot to foot, and for the first time since I’d met him he appeared nervous.

      “Yes.” I needed to know what could possibly make him nervous, since escaping from Central had left him calm and collected.

      “You have made it impossible for me to hold off on those choices.”

      “What are the choices?” Maverick asked.

      “You can stay here as long as you want. Even forever.” Denver looked at each of us slowly and separately as he spoke.

      “Or?” I asked, sure that whatever other option he gave would be the one I’d take.

      “Or you can fill a role in the greater fight.”

      “What greater fight?” Mason adjusted his arm around me.

      “Earlier this evening I hinted that the situation we face isn’t exactly what we’ve been led to believe.” Ramona picked up her cane and rose from her seat.

      “Yes.” I nodded with rapt attention.

      “That is because our leaders refuse to acknowledge they made a mistake. They walled us in when the answers were out there. They turned their backs as the rest of the world suffered—and we suffered too. We need to get through the walls. We need to reconnect with the outside world.”

      “And you believe the other nations have fared better?” Maverick stepped into the light of one of the lamps.

      “We know they have.” Ramona traced a circle in the dirt with the end of her cane. “They have worked together and found a way to start building the population back.”

      “How do you know that?” Maverick demanded. “I have worked in Central my entire adult life and never heard that.”

      “You only heard what they wanted you to hear in Central. I already told you it was important for you to figure out who you really are.”

      “Then how do you know?” That was really the important question. “How are you so sure?”

      “Because we’ve made contact.”

      “Then why aren’t you doing anything?” Quinn yelled. “How could you hold that information back?”

      “Because our leaders don’t want that information. They don’t want to change things.” Ramona remained calm even as Quinn’s anger nearly bubbled over.

      “Why should we believe you?” Quinn balanced Bailey on her hip. She was wide awake.

      “Because they’re right that they wouldn’t want that information.” Maverick put a hand on Quinn’s arm. “It all makes sense.”

      “What does?” Nothing made sense to me.

      “The last directives I received. The secret project,” Maverick seemed surprised at his own words.

      “What directives? What secret project?” Quinn brushed off his hand. “You act as though we know anything about what you’re talking about.”

      “They wanted to use Bailey…” He trailed off. “I can’t.. I can’t say this.”

      “Say it!” Quinn yelled. “Say it now!”

      I’d never heard Quinn so angry, but I didn’t blame her. There was so much to be angry about.

      “They found a way to live forever. They found a way to make reproduction obsolete. They need Bailey’s DNA to do it.” Maverick looked down at the ground. “They were going to hold her prisoner for the rest of her life, so they could live forever. They were going to find a way to harvest her cells.”

      “What can we do to help your fight?” Quinn’s entire expression changed from angry to determined. “We will do whatever it takes to destroy Central. That is part of your plan isn’t it?”

      “I was hoping you’d ask that. Of course it’s part of the plan.” Denver smiled, and this time no one minded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mason

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything changed with the latest revelations. Everything we thought we knew about our world cracked and fell apart into pieces on the floor. It was would have been easier to pretend the words were lies, but they lined up perfectly with everything else we’d learned. It even lined up with the memories that were starting to come back to me. Even Bolton agreed, and Kayla seemed to trust the boy. They had some history, and despite my distaste for the way his eyes lingered on her, I had to believe she had a reason to trust him.

      And those initial words were just the beginning. Denver, Ramona, and the others spoke other things—other crazy realizations that piled on top of each other in a way that left me searching for a way to process everything. The words that hit me the hardest were the words about me. About my past. About my role in shaping the future.

      “Mason, what do you say?” Denver stared at me, his gaze saying more than his words. He was asking me to commit to something that required me to break the most important promise I’d ever made.

      “I only have one choice here if what you say is true.” I didn’t want to believe everything, but I had no choice.

      “You were engineered to be the strongest of the strong.” Denver spoke in a gentle tone, as if he was fearful he’d set me off. “If you try hard enough you will remember.”

      I did remember. That was the problem. I remembered the shots. The tests. The weapons put in my hands. Mostly I remembered that same scene I’d recalled in the Central office. I remembered refusing to kill a boy. I remembered failing and being sent out. Did Denver know that part too? “Then you know I failed.”

      “You failed Central, yes. You failed in being the robot they wanted you to be, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t as strong as they designed you to be. That doesn’t mean you don’t have the singular abilities we need. The vision, the strength, the acuity.”

      “How do you know all this?” I had to know. He was right. The memories were coming back, and it all made sense, but that didn’t explain the knowledge he had or who he was. None of this was random. He’d had a larger plan, and I needed to understand it.

      “Because I know. For now that will have to be enough.” He gave no apology, no excuse. It was as if he held himself above the basic laws of how things worked, and of how a person typically garnered trust.

      “Yet without knowing who you are I’m supposed to join your fight?” The words I didn’t say were that I was expected to leave Kayla? Because I knew she couldn’t come where I would be going. Even if I was convinced she’d be safe, she wouldn’t leave her sister and Bailey’s side, and there was no question of whether Bailey could come.

      “You’ll join our fight,” he emphasized the word ‘our’, “for her.” He nodded toward where Kayla stood holding Bailey. “I know full well why you’re here. I knew your feelings for her would work to our advantage. I knew it before the first time you came to see me. I knew it when Jarret made the call.”

      “How? How could you have possibly known?” My mind immediately went to Jarret and questioning if he was who I thought he was.

      “Because a man in your position would not take a risk unless the motivation was strong enough. Kayla motivated you in a way nothing else ever could. It broke through the layers of indifference and into your heart.”

      I couldn’t dispute his words. Nor could I dispute his original point about why I’d join the fight. I’d do it for Kayla even if the choice meant leaving. I nodded. “Not yet though. I, we,” I corrected. This was about both Kayla and me. “We need some time.”

      “Understood.” Denver nodded. “Take the day. We will meet to begin discussing the plan in the morning.”

      I caught Kayla’s eyes, hoping she understood. I needed to know I was making the right decision even if it was the only one to make.

      She nodded ever so slightly, and I walked in her direction.
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      “I never imagined we’d have to say goodbye.” Kayla stared out at the lake. We’d barely spoken as the plans were made over the course of a few weeks. We were meeting up with others like us—others that wanted to change things. We needed numbers if we were going to break through the walls—both physical and virtual— built by our leaders. They needed me to help them find these other groups, or really what they needed me for was protection along the way. The weeks of planning were followed by weeks of training, and in my case the weeks involved struggling to process all the new memories coming back to me. I wasn’t entirely sure why they were flowing back now. It was as if the time in Central had broken the spell and brought everything back.

      Addison was coming with us. Maverick was staying behind. Officially he was staying behind to provide his scientific expertise to the planners back at the camp, but he was also staying to watch Quinn and Bailey. He’d take care of Kayla too. He’d promised me without my having to ask.

      “This isn’t goodbye.” Goodbyes had a finality to them, and there was nothing final about my departure. I’d be back, and hopefully the result will have been worth my absence.

      “Then what is it?” She turned to look at me. “You are leaving, aren’t you?”

      “It’s an until I see you again soon.” It was hard enough mobilizing myself to leave at all. Having to explain myself to Kayla made it seem so much worse. “And I will stay if you ask me to. You know that. I made a promise to you, and breaking it is tearing me apart.”

      “I can’t ask you to. You have to go. Just like I had to go in search of Quinn and Bailey. We all have to do things, but it doesn’t mean they are easy.” She looked down at the ground.

      I took her hand in mine. “No. They aren’t easy at all.”

      “You told me we’d have a maybe someday.” She looked up. “Doing this… this might get us there. Or it might at least get Bailey there.”

      “And I will be back.” I squeezed her hand. “I swear I will be.”

      “I know you will be.” Her eyes locked on mine. “You will come back, or I’ll come searching. You know I’m pretty good at tracking down the people I love.”

      She’d used the word love before, but there was something about hearing it fall from her lips this time that did me in.

      I pulled her into my arms as my lips claimed hers. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pressed her body against mine.

      I didn’t hold back. I pushed for entrance to her mouth, and took full control, needing her in every possible way.

      We fell down onto the blankets I’d laid out on the shore. We were over a mile from anyone else, and I wasn’t going to waste our few hours of privacy.

      We pulled at each other’s clothing, throwing them off all at once to remove the separation between us. I let my lips descend on her breast, my hand slid between her legs. I watched her chest heave, listened to her moans as she thrust up her hips from the blankets. She reached out for me, taking me in her hand. “Mason, now.”

      I wouldn’t leave her waiting. I positioned myself over her, looked deep into her eyes, and thrust inside of her, returning to my favorite place.

      We moved together perfectly, each of my thrusts bringing me deeper inside of her until she had my entire length. Each of her gasps and moans propelled me on, as I struggled to hold on, determined to take care of her needs before my own. As soon as I pushed her over the edge, I gave in to my own release.

      I stayed inside her long after, unable to break the physical connection that represented so much more than sex.

      We lay there, listening to each other’s heartbeats and breathing before I reluctantly pulled out and rolled next to her. I pulled up an extra blanket on top of us.

      “There is no beauty greater than you.” I ran my hand over her collar bone.

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      “I mean that in the truest sense.”

      “You are the most handsome man I’ve ever met, but that’s not why I love you.”

      “Your beauty is only a small part of why I love you.”

      It was a new experience for me to be so open with another. Kayla made me wish I were more articulate, so my words could somehow express all the different emotions flowing through me.

      She rested her head on my chest. “Life is full of the strangest experiences.”

      “Are you suggesting being intimate with me is strange?” I ran my hands through her hair.

      “No.” She laughed. “I’m not.”

      “Then explain, please.” Sometimes it was impossible to understand Kayla, but that only made me more determined to get to know her better. There was so much more to learn.

      “I just mean the whole thing. We met because I was searching for an old friend to help me find Quinn and Bailey, then the club burned down, I ran off to Central, we broke out, and now we are at an old summer camp, or whatever Denver called it. Now you are off to fight a battle we didn’t even know existed until we showed up here.”

      “When you put it that way, it is strange,” I teased.

      “Those stars remind me of home.” She pointed to the sky.

      “They are the same stars everywhere, aren’t they?”

      “You were never able to see them in the City though.” There was a sadness in her words, as though she pitied my past. She didn’t know the half of it, but I knew as much as she had fond memories of the Rurals, her childhood wasn’t easy either.

      “I was never able to go out at night, so even if they were visible, they weren’t for me.”

      “I wonder if they’ll be visible where you’re going.” She ran her hands down my chest.

      “I don’t really know where I’m going.” I was going to have to get better at following blindly. Maybe Kayla could teach me a thing or two.

      “Far from here…” She snuggled more into my side. Her bare skin felt heavenly against my own, and I knew I’d long for that sensation in the weeks to come.

      “Too far away from you but not forever.”

      “Not forever.” She kissed me lightly on the lips.

      I closed my eyes and savored everything about my Kayla.
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        Three months later

      

      

      

      Working the fields again felt good. Natural. When the sun was high in the sky, I could pretend I was back home in the Rurals. When night fell I faced reality again, and I thought of Mason.

      I was horrible at waiting. I’d been reckless when Quinn and Bailey were taken, but then I’d been able to act on it. I had a place to go—a goal in mind. This time things were different. Mason wasn’t missing, he was just away. He was away for the right reason—a just reason—yet there was an irrational part of me that was angry. Not at him, but at the situation. He was my Mason, why did I have to say goodbye to him so soon?

      “Kayla!” Bailey ran through the wheat field. “Kayla!”

      “Hi, Bailey.” I smiled, loving how free and happy she was. That was one good thing about our temporary home. Bailey was getting her first taste of a real childhood. I set down my trowel. The sun was going to set soon, and I needed to get back to the cabins in time for dinner.

      “You ready to head in?” Quinn appeared across the field.

      “I’ll meet you up there. You two go ahead.” I pointed Bailey in the direction of her mother. I watched as she ran straight to Quinn, and jumped right into her arms. I waved before heading back down toward the lake.

      I walked along the shore of the lake, stopping at the spot where Mason and I had spent our last evening together, wondering if he could still see the same stars when darkness fell. It had been a mistake to get close to him, to let myself need him so badly. In the end it was entirely my fault, but that didn’t make the ache inside me any easier to handle.

      They were only supposed to be gone a few weeks, but months had passed. Ramona said it was completely normal. I accepted her words because I couldn’t bear any other outcome.

      I looked up at the first moments of the sunset, and my hand moved over my stomach as I felt the strangest sensation. Then I felt it again. I stared back up at the sky as I realized what the sensation was. I kept my hand in the same spot until I felt it a third time—a kick.
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      To anyone who has ever hoped for a brighter tomorrow. Never stop believing.
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      My mother liked to tell me that I was a miracle. I wasn’t supposed to exist, yet I did. I asked her why she didn’t name me Miracle then, and her answer was always the same. Miracles come from an external place; faith comes from the inside. One should always rely on themselves and their own inner strength before seeking help from the outside. I knew she wasn’t talking about religion. She was talking about trusting others. Trust was something my mother lacked, and that trait passed on to me.

      “Come on, Faith. We’re going to be late.” Bailey tugged on my arm, urging me to leave the woods. My cousin was always in a hurry, and for some reason she thought the two years she had on me entitled her to boss me around. It may have worked when we were kids, but now that we were grown up I was done with it. I was eighteen, the same age my mother was when she first left home. I’d been thinking about that a lot since my birthday.

      “Who cares if we’re late? Or better yet, go without me.”

      “This is important. More important than anything. And now you don’t even have time to properly prepare.”

      “Prepare? How does one prepare to sell themselves?”

      Her slap came swift and straight across my face. “How dare you say that. After everything our mothers went through.”

      The slap stung, but not worse than the realization that she was right. Completely right. But I wouldn’t tell her that. “Great. Now I have an excuse not to go.”

      “Oh, get off it. I didn’t leave a mark. You have no choice. This isn’t me pushing you to go. This is me making sure you don’t get us both in trouble.”

      “Maybe I want to get in trouble.”

      “Why? Because you think they’ll let you see your parents?” Bailey put a hand on her hip. “Dream on. That’s not going to happen. At least not until you fulfill your promise.”

      “I never made a promise.”

      “You did.” She ran her fingers over my cheek where she’d slapped me. “The moment we were brought to the Glen.”

      “We could leave, you know. Set off to forge our own path.”

      “They’d find us. Eventually, everyone is found.” Her expression turned wistful. “You know that as well as I do.”
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Sixteen Years Earlier

        

      

    

    
      He was never coming back. Everyone told me that over and over again. Yet I couldn’t accept it. Somehow deep inside I knew that anything that happened to Mason was my fault. He’d risked everything for me, and even if it had been his decision to join the mission, he would have never been tasked with it if it hadn’t been for me. He’d have never left the club, or the city, if it hadn’t been for me.

      “He’s not going to walk out of the lake, you know.” Bolton joined me out on the dock extending over the lake. “He isn’t a half-man, half sea creature.”

      I shrugged. “You never know. From what Maverick says, they did some pretty crazy stuff to them at Central.” Stuff that made Maverick wake up in cold sweats in the middle of the night. I knew because I hardly ever slept.

      “Yeah, but not that crazy cool.”

      I laughed even though it wasn’t really funny. It just felt good. “It would be really great if he did though.”

      “You still expect him to show up, don’t you?” Bolton took a seat, letting his legs hang over the edge. “Maybe not out of the lake, but you expect him to return.”

      “So, what if I do?” I sat beside him, my body finally giving in to the exhaustion.

      “Nothing. I get it. I’m just asking. I’ve kept my mouth shut for as long as I could. I’m here though. When you’re ready to accept it.” He placed his hand right beside mine, not touching me, but leaving it there as if in offering.

      “Accept it?” I snapped. “We don’t know what’s going on. They may be laying low. They may have been captured but could still find a way to escape.” I’d run through the possibilities over and over in my mind. They changed slightly as time passed, but they were still there, little rays of hope breaking through the fog of reality.

      “And they may be dead.” His words fell like lead balloons, and regret crossed his face instantaneously. “Shit. I’m sorry, Kayla. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Everyone is thinking it. You might as well be honest.” I looked out further across the lake. It was mostly in shadows, the thick forest of trees on the other side hung far over the bank.

      “But you don’t think so.” His voice was softer now.

      “I don’t.” I wasn’t giving up. Mason was out there, and one day we’d see him again.

      “Is that because you think you have a sixth sense, or because you can’t accept it?”

      “Maybe a little bit of both.” It was strange being able to talk so openly with Bolton, but as the months passed we’d struck up a friendship that didn’t feel nearly as breakable as the relationships I had with most of the others. Quinn and I avoided the topic of Mason most of the time. There was always something else to discuss.

      “Just so you know, it will be okay if you decide to give up. He’d understand.”

      “You can’t know what he’d understand.” Even I didn’t pretend to understand the man I’d fallen in love with—the father of my daughter.

      “Sure, I can. I accepted that you had moved on.” And there it was. The elephant in the room we’d always managed to tiptoe around. Well, I had managed to tiptoe around. Bolton managed to slip it into conversation here and there.

      “Bolton, that is different.” I made myself look at him.

      He shrugged. “Of course, it is. I’m just saying, people do what people have to do.” He ran his finger over my cording mark. “We all do.”

      I tried to push away the thoughts and memories that flooded me from his words. It was easy to be brave when you had others to consider. It was easy to pretend that the choices we make are far easier than they really are. “Do you think she’s going to be okay?” At the core of everything now was the answer to that question. Bolton couldn’t know any more than I did, but I still asked in the way we always taunted each other with rhetorical questions.

      “Faith?” He leaned back on his elbow. “Of course. She’s got a great mother.”

      “Great mother? Hardly. I have no idea what I’m doing. But that aside, it takes more than a great mother…” I’d been born to a fantastic mother. Unfortunately, she hadn’t lived long enough to see us grown. And even if she had, there is no way she could have protected us from the outside world forever. Our father had died trying.

      “Well, Faith has got a whole commune.”

      “I have no idea what I’m doing.” This wasn’t the first time I’d admitted that fear, but I felt it even more now as I listened to the gentle sound of the water lapping against the dock.

      “You’re doing just fine so far.” Just fine. I was glad he’d dropped the whole great charade. No one could be a great mother in our world. Not even the best I knew: Quinn.

      “Why are you so nice to me?” It was a question I’d come back to time and time again. By all accounts he should hate me, or if not that extreme at least keep his time with me to a minimum.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      A ripple formed some little ways into the lake. I was sure it was a fish, but I watched it to make sure it wasn’t something more sinister.

      “Because it isn’t natural to be nice.” I’d seen true human nature, and there was nothing nice about it. It was cruel and selfish. Inherently unkind.

      “Says who?” He snorted.

      “Forget I said anything.” I leaned back and closed my eyes. “Let’s talk about something happy. You got your peach trees.”

      “I did. But not the wife. Not the family.”

      I opened my eyes. “You’re young. It may happen. There are some others here. They might not be breeders, but—”

      “We don’t live in a world of families anymore. You do know that eventually… well, eventually you should probably…” His eyes clouded over.

      “Is this where you tell me I should continue breeding?” Anger surged through me.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I hate that word.”

      “Mason will be back.” I tried to shut out the chill growing around me, threatening to seep inside my heart.

      “Yes. He’s going to discover his gills and come right up out of the lake.” Bolton pointed out right past where I’d seen the ripple. “Right from that spot. You see it there?”

      “I see it.”

      “Then focus on that spot, but don’t let it blind you to what’s here.” He tapped the dock between us. “Also, don’t forget to eat.”

      “I’ll be up there in a few minutes.” I knew he wasn’t only talking about himself. He was talking about the others, especially Faith. He didn’t need to remind me. I would never be blind to her.

      “I’ll hold you to it.” He stood up and walked back up the dock.

      I stared out at the water. I knew Mason wasn’t going to suddenly appear, but he’d come back one day. If not, I’d go out and find him myself. I’d promised him that the last time I saw him. I’d been strong back then. Determined. I needed to stay strong, if not for myself then for the little girl Mason and I had brought into the world.
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      There wasn’t a moment since leaving that I didn’t regret it. I knew I was doing the right thing. The only thing. But that didn’t mean I was happy with the decision. I missed Kayla like hell, and I didn’t like who I was leaving her with. Maverick had promised to protect her, but would he ever put her safety above that of Quinn and Bailey? That was an easy question to answer. No. Kayla would have been angered even knowing I was thinking of things that way. She didn’t want anyone protecting her—and she’d want her family to come first. But for me, she’d always come first.

      “Let’s go.” The shrill voice jostled me from my thoughts. I was enjoying my last few moments of downtime before the sun rose. It was the only time of day I allowed myself to think of Kayla. It was the only time when such a distraction might not get me killed.

      “Why so early?” I pulled myself upright from the makeshift bed.

      “Because today is the day.” Addison was dressed and had her boots on. Her dark black hair was pulled back into a low ponytail.

      “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

      “Because there’s been silence at the wall all night.”

      “Which means it’s probably a trap.” Silence wasn’t a good thing. She knew that as well as I did.

      “Or it means our last wave made it through.”

      “I love that you’ve maintained your optimism all this time, but you also need some realism.” I was having no problem with the latter, and I was struggling with the former. The only thing keeping me going was thoughts of Kayla.

      Addison frowned. “I have realism, Mason. Don’t you worry about that.”

      “And we may not find him when we break through.” That was the crux of it. There was no reason to sugar coat it.

      “We will.” Addison appeared unmoved by my words. “He’s there waiting for us.”

      “He may be.” I didn’t want to hurt her, but I didn’t want her making decisions from a sense of false hope either.

      “You know Kayla is probably thinking the same thing right now. Trying to stay hopeful that you’re not dead.”

      “Which is why I’m not going to get myself killed. We have to be smart about this.”

      “And we have to go after Denver.” She said his name. She usually only referred to him as ‘he’, knowing I’d understand exactly who she meant.

      “We will. When the time is right.”

      “When will the time be right?” Addison dug her toe into the dirt ground. Although our shelter had walls and a roof, the wooden floor had mostly rotted away. “You always have an excuse. The sooner we get through the wall, the sooner we get back. If you miss Kayla so much, then stop stalling.”

      “This has nothing to do with Kayla. It has to do with succeeding with the mission. Otherwise this was all for nothing.” This all being leaving her behind.

      “We are the only ones left.” Addison’s voice fell to barely a whisper. “The only ones.”

      “Which is why we can’t rush this. If we fail, there is no one left.” There was no hope left.

      “I’d rather die failing than get captured here.”

      “What’s the plan then?” I pulled on my jacket.

      “The plan? Isn’t that your job?”

      I turned it back on her. I’d listen if she had anything concrete. “Usually, but my plan involved waiting until the switching of the guard at the end of the month. You want to deviate from my plan, so tell me what the alternative is. With details.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know the details.”

      “So, based on the fact that things have gone quiet at the wall you want to rush in headlong without a plan?”

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Exactly.”

      “You know you might actually be killed. Your value won’t be as high once we get inside.”

      “Do you think that’s something to worry about? You think I’d rather be sold than killed? You’re crazy.”

      I gritted my teeth. I needed to be careful about how I responded. “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

      “Then stop trying.” By the expression on her face, she was completely serious.

      “Addison.” I laced my boots. “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Why? Because of this?” She held up her arm with the Sray cording. “Because in case you haven’t noticed, we sure aren’t at the club anymore.” There was a harshness in her voice that was so entirely different from what she used to sound like. Her life had never been easy, but the bubble of relative comfort had burst when we left the club.

      “This has nothing to do with the club. I made a promise to take care of you, and I intend to keep it.”

      “That promise was made when there was a club. The obligation is gone.”

      “I’m not talking about that obligation.” While we argued the sun was likely on its way up. Living without windows had become the norm for us.

      “Then what promise do you mean?”

      “To Denver. I promised Denver.” And I’d promised myself, but she wasn’t going to like that one.

      “And why would Denver ask you to promise that?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “Oh, come on, Addison. I know you’re smarter than that.”

      “There’s nothing real between us. The only things that have happened have been for release.”

      “Tell yourself whatever you want, but he cares about you. Or he did. As I said, I don’t really believe he’s alive.”

      She scowled.

      “Oh? I thought you didn’t care? I thought what happened between the two of you was only for release?”

      “That doesn’t mean I want him dead. I already told you I was worried.”

      “There is nothing wrong with caring. Nothing.” I’d learned that myself.

      “Except it makes everything harder.”

      “So?” We were short on time, but somehow making her understand this seemed terribly important. “That doesn’t make it less worth it.”

      “Let’s go.” She tossed a gun at me. “We’re wasting time.”

      I caught the gun before it hit the floor. “I’m not promising anything, but we can check it out.”

      “You really think it might be a trap?”

      “Yeah. Things don’t just go quiet at the wall.” Not that I was an expert on the matter, but generally that wasn’t how things went down.

      “Then I want one of those pills.” She wrapped her hand around her throat.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “I already told you I’d rather die than get taken.” She was so young, yet her eyes and voice told an entirely different story.

      “I won’t let either of those things happen.”

      “Not everything is in your control.” She was right, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t protect her.

      “I’m well aware. That doesn’t mean I can’t do this.”

      “Just give me the pill.” She held out her hand. “Just in case.”

      “And what happens if you take it too soon? Before we know for sure?” Time and again I’d been in situations that seemed dire only to have them change at the last moment. “It’s too risky.”

      “But it’s not too risky for you to have it?”

      “I never said that. I’m not bringing one either.” I wasn’t dying here. I would make it back to Kayla.

      Addison nodded. “Yes, I know you want to get back, but it’s different for you. You won’t get kidnapped. They’d just kill you on sight.”

      What a world to live in when getting killed on sight was the positive outcome. “I’d be tortured. They won’t kill me on sight. They also may have even more control than I know.” I’d been used as a lab rat. I liked to forget that but doing so was dangerous.

      “Yeah, Denver worried about that...”

      “He isn’t the only one. So far everyone has failed to get through. We are the only hope, and we can’t screw this up.” No sense sugar coating anything.

      “Is this where you tell me you think we should go back for reinforcements before we try?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not at all. It’s going to take too long to recover the ground. Besides, if I go back, I might not be willing to leave again, and I’d have to. Who knows how long they have before the commune is discovered.” I didn’t say what I was really thinking. My true fear. What if it was too late already?

      “Then let’s go. Let’s do this and do it right.”

      “Agreed.” As much as I urged caution, I also understood we couldn’t just sit around and wait. “But we need to suit up.”

      “Suit up?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “We may not have the numbers, but we have the equipment.”

      “Have you been holding out on me?” She inclined her head to the side.

      “No. Denver was holding out on all of us.” I stepped past her into the small hallway. “Or really, Denver was saving things for this very situation.”

      Addison followed me down the hall. “Well, come on. Don’t leave me waiting.”
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      Sometimes when the sun was rising or setting at just the right point I was able to pretend happiness was possible. I’d usually experience that sensation while Bailey and Faith ran around us with their arms stretched out like little planes; Bailey looking positively huge next to the teetering toddler that was her cousin. And when Quinn lounged near me, her head back with a huge grin on her face, I felt almost at peace.

      I often fantasized about leaning over and kissing her, right there, without any regard to the consequences. But it never left the fantasy stages. I held on perhaps too tightly to Quinn’s declarations that I was truly a good friend. That she couldn’t imagine life without me. I reassured myself she didn’t want someone to be more than a friend to her. She just wanted companionship. That was more than I’d ever dreamed of having. As usual, I didn’t rock the boat.

      

      “It’s been too quiet.” Kayla sat cross-legged next to Quinn in the grass. The girls were fast asleep in the cabin already, so we sat nearby in case one of them woke up. Bailey still woke up screaming from time to time. Screaming for her mother. Even more often, Quinn did the same. Screaming for Bailey.

      

      “You worry too much.” Quinn patted her sister’s leg. “Nothing has changed in months. We got rid of those traders, and they never sent more.”

      “But that’s the point. Something is going to happen eventually. What if the quiet is only the calm before the storm?” Kayla began bouncing her leg.

      “You may have a point.” I chose my words carefully. Quinn wasn’t going to like it if I seemed to be siding with Kayla, but I’d sworn to protect all of them—once three and now four. I couldn’t just brush aside common sense to keep Quinn happy. “It has been really quiet.”

      “Quiet is good.” Quinn braided her long blond hair down her left side.

      “Not this kind of quiet.” Kayla pulled her knees up to her chest.

      “You’re just upset about other things.” Quinn pulled a long strand of grass and used it to tie the bottom of her braid. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “That is not true.” Kayla wrapped her arms around her knees. “And you know it.”

      Quinn hadn’t used Mason’s name, but we all knew what she was talking about.

      Quinn reached out and took Kayla’s hand in hers. “When Benjamin died I thought life was over. But look at us now. You can do this. You have all of us to help you with Faith.”

      “You think that’s what this is about?” Kayla slid her legs back down. “That I don’t think I can raise a child alone?”

      “No. That’s not what I mean.” Quinn took her hand back. “Don’t twist my words.”

      “Then what do you mean?”

      “Just that you’re lonely. You miss him. I understand. Trust me I do.”

      “This has nothing to do with Mason.” Kayla scowled. “Nothing.”

      “Then what is it you want us to do? Throw up our arms?” As if to demonstrate, Quinn put her hands in the air.

      I held back the smile that wanted to come out. Siblings were so rare in our world that watching the two sisters squabble was entertaining, even if the subject matter was urgent.

      “What good would that do?” Kayla sighed. “We need to double the patrols. Make sure that we have all the information.”

      “That we have all the information?” Quinn gasped. “Are you seriously doubting Ramona and the others?”

      “I’m not seriously doing anything. I’m trying to be careful. For the sake of our daughters.” Kayla glanced at the dark cabin.

      “We are safe here. Completely safe.” Quinn tapped the grass next to her.

      Something akin to anger flashed in Kayla’s eyes. “You know as well as I do that we aren’t completely safe anywhere. I’m fine with you pretending in front of the girls, but not in front of me.”

      “What brought this on?” Quinn leaned away from Kayla slightly. “Why right now?”

      Kayla pulled at the grass. “It’s just a feeling deep in my bones.”

      Quinn paled. “Okay. That’s important then.”

      “Wait.” I couldn’t stay quiet any longer. “You’re willing to listen because she has a feeling deep in her bones?” How had she done such a complete 360?

      “Kayla has a sixth sense. She has saved us more than once by listening to it.”

      “Too bad it doesn’t always work,” Kayla mumbled.

      “Thomas may be fine. Completely fine.” Quinn patted Kayla’s arm. Thomas? How did she know Kayla was talking about their brother? Did the two share some unspoken communication?

      “Just like Mason,” Kayla whispered.

      Quinn gasped again. “Kayla… you’ve never. No. You can’t. No giving up hope.”

      “I’m not giving up hope; I’m trying to face reality.”

      “It’s Bolton, isn’t it?” She jumped to her feet. “Don’t listen to him. He’s interested in you. He’s angry.”

      “This isn’t Bolton. It’s me. It’s me feeling guilty that we’re sitting here while he’s out there. While they are all out there.” Kayla’s expression hardened.

      “You needed to stay. I mean can you imagine if you had gone and then found out about the pregnancy? That would have been a disaster.”

      “Yes. I agree. Faith is safer here.”

      Her words hit me. “You can’t be thinking of leaving.”

      “I can’t?” Kayla lay back in the grass.

      “No.” I shook my head. “You can’t. You need to stay here. Faith is far too young to risk traveling.”

      “I know. And she’d be fine here with you guys.”

      Quinn stumbled back a few steps. “What? Leave Faith? Are you crazy?”

      “I’m not all that great at this mother stuff anyway. You’d do a better job if it came down to it, and I’ll be back.”

      “Absolutely no way.” Quinn knelt down beside Kayla. “You know I’d do anything for Faith, but that doesn’t mean it’s okay for you to leave.”

      “We can’t sit here forever.” Kayla sat up.

      “We won’t. But not yet. Wait until the girls are older. Or Mason comes back.”

      “And if he never comes back?” Kayla asked the question I knew she would. “For all we know they already broke through the wall.”

      “Mason would have come back for you.” I had absolutely no doubt about that. “I can assure you nothing would stop him.”

      “Why? Why risk the trip back? He could be of more help in negotiations or whatever else needs to happen.”

      “Because he is in love with you. And a man in love will do anything.” I kept my eyes on Kayla rather than Quinn.

      “Love is something hard to define.” Kayla yanked more grass.

      “Oh, come off it.” Quinn rose to her feet again. “You two are in love. No amount of time and distance is going to change that.”

      “I’m only saying that we can’t use the theoretical possibility of a feeling as a basis for decision making.”

      “You sound like a scientist right now,” I teased.

      “In another life maybe.” There was a bit of a wistful tone to her words.

      “In another life, what?” Bolton walked out of the darkness. “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing,” Quinn snapped. “You missed nothing.”

      “What did I do?” Bolton narrowed his eyes.

      “You know very well.” Quinn put a hand on her hip.

      Bolton strode toward where Kayla still sat. “Kayla, care to interpret for me?”

      “Ignore her. She’s in a mood.”

      “I’m in a mood? You’re the crazy one talking about leaving.”

      “Leaving?” Bolton visibly startled. “What?”

      “I already told her she’s crazy.” I wasn’t going to listen to another argument about this. There was no question. Kayla was staying put. “Save your breath.”

      “Why would you leave?” Bolton sat down beside her. “And she’s not crazy.”

      “Because we are sitting ducks here.”

      Bolton nodded. “We are.”

      Quinn laughed dryly. “Really? Just walk away if you are going to egg her on.”

      “Let me finish,” Bolton intoned. “We are sitting ducks here, but would we even be ducks elsewhere? I mean would we even be alive? You know how brutal it is out there. You’re a breeder, Kayla.”

      “But we know so much more now.” Kayla stood up. “We know they have a cure outside of this country. So being a breeder isn’t such a big deal.”

      “Yet no one can get outside of this country. Plus, do we really know that?” Bolton stood.

      “You’re telling me now that you doubt it’s true?” Kayla spun to look at him. “Now? After letting Mason leave?”

      “Of course, I assume they are telling the truth, but how do they know for sure? And was it a full cure or a half one? We don’t know enough to make decisions.”

      “So, we get more information. It’s the only way.” Kayla’s eyes were wild in a way that I’d never seen before.

      “She thinks she’s going to leave Faith with me and go off.” Quinn made a shooing motion with her hand.

      “I don’t think that’s the right approach,” Bolton spoke gently.

      “Oh?” Kayla tapped her foot. “Then what’s the right approach?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. Give me some time.”

      “We might not have a lot of time.”

      “Right now that’s all we have. You said it yourself. We’re sitting ducks. We’re sitting here waiting. We might as well use that waiting time to our advantage. It never pays to make split-second decisions—didn’t we learn that the hard way?”

      “I’m sorry.” Kayla reached out for him. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You can stop apologizing. That was ages ago. And none of it was your fault.”

      “It was my fault.” Kayla looked down at the ground.

      “No. It happened because I met you. But that doesn’t make it your fault. You and I are not enemies, so blaming each other for anything makes absolutely no sense. It’s a waste of energy.”

      “I agree with Bolton.” I couldn’t just stand there. I was the one who promised to protect her. “In that before we make any decisions we need to take some time. We need to plan.”

      “Plan for what?” Quinn gave me a skeptical look. “We cannot be seriously considering leaving. This is the safest place possible.”

      “Or so we think.” I let my words fall. “We don’t know everything.”

      “When does anyone know everything?” Quinn wrung her hands. “I’m going to bed. This conversation is pointless. And Kayla, if I wake up to find you gone, I’m telling Faith you abandoned her.”

      “Oh, because I’d just leave? Without a goodbye?” Kayla hissed loudly.

      “Well, crazier things have happened.” Quinn stomped off toward the cabin.
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      I wasn’t as lackadaisical as I let on. Not by a long shot. I knew that as comfortable as we were at the camp, the outside world would find us eventually—if it hadn’t already. But I didn’t want to face that reality. Not yet. It’s not that I wasn’t careful. I was. I never let myself fall asleep completely—it was a skill I’d learned soon after Bailey was born. And perhaps even more importantly, I didn’t let myself fall in love.

      Hours after our conversation outside Kayla and I lay awake in our beds. Neither of us spoke, but I could always tell when she was awake. Normally I would have let it lie, but something was going on with her. Something I needed to get to the bottom of. I sat up.

      “You okay?” She whispered in the dark. At least she hadn’t pretended to be sleeping.

      “Yeah, but want to get some air?”

      Kayla was usually the one asking that question. “Sure.”

      We met outside a few minutes later. I grabbed my blanket. It was late fall, and evenings were growing increasingly cool.

      She took a seat in a deep wooden chair. “Couldn’t sleep?”

      I sat down on the railing, wrapping my blanket around me. “What’s really going on?”

      “Excuse me?” She pulled her legs up under her. She’d also brought her blanket outside, but it sat untouched beside her.

      “You know what I mean. You know exactly what I mean.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t.”

      “Come on, Kayla. Don’t be like this. There was more to that conversation earlier. You suggested leaving Faith behind with me. That’s serious.” I lowered my voice when I mentioned Faith’s name. She was too young to understand what we were talking about, but she’d recognize her name if she was awake.

      “There isn’t anything. Forget it.”

      “I’m going to get angry.” I was already frustrated and incredibly worried.

      “Oh yeah?” Kayla’s lips quirked into the faintest hint of a smile.

      Her smile annoyed me, but I pushed that off. There were far more important things to contend with. “Yes. Something is going on. You were talking about leaving Faith.”

      “With you.” She draped the blanket over her legs. We slept in pants, but they were made of a thin material. “It’s not as though I want to leave her all alone.”

      “But that still means leaving her… how could you do that?”

      “Because I want her to have more than this.” She spread her arms out. “Both her and Bailey. They deserve more.”

      “You mean more than us.” That’s what she wasn’t saying.

      “Yes. But is that a bad thing?”

      “Tell me what you think you are going to accomplish by leaving.”

      “I can help.” She gripped the blanket tightly in her hand. “I can do more than just sit here.”

      “You aren’t just sitting here. You’ve transformed the crops. But that aside, how else do you think you can help? You have no idea where the others are. Or where Mason is. Because I know that’s who you’re looking for.” Normally I would have tiptoed around things, but this wasn’t the time.

      “He doesn’t even know about her.” Tears slipped from Kayla’s eyes.

      I hopped off the rail and sat next to her. “It’s okay to cry.”

      She wiped away the tears. “It’s not.”

      “I cry plenty.”

      “But that’s you. This is me.”

      I took her words for what they were—about her. She wasn’t criticizing me. “You don’t always have to be the tough one. You can let me take on that role once in a while.”

      She smiled. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I took her hand in mine.

      She squeezed my hand. “Then let’s talk about you.”

      “What about me?” I leaned back against the chair.

      “About you and Maverick.”

      I looked toward the cabin next door where he slept now. “What about him? There is no us.”

      “You know how he feels about you.” Kayla leaned into my side.

      “So?” I would have had to have been oblivious to miss it, but I was also smart enough to understand that it might be nothing more than lust. I was more than capable of tamping down my own growing feelings.

      “What are you so afraid of?” She lifted her head. “Why are you so determined to ignore what is so clearly there between the two of you?”

      “Weren’t you just the one telling me it was too quiet?”

      “And what does that have to do with you being afraid to open up to Maverick?”

      “Everything.” I tightened the blanket around me. “It has everything to do with it.”

      “Explain. Are you afraid of what would happen if you got pregnant again? Is that what this is about?”

      “Well, that’s taking things to an even deeper level, but even if we never got that far—what then? I get distracted? It doesn’t work out, and I cost us one of our few allies? I can’t afford that. I need him as my friend.”

      “Eventually he’s going to push for more.” Her voice was low. Hushed.

      “He hasn’t so far.”

      “Like I said. Eventually.”

      “And so, what? I get to make my own choice. Do I have to let it become more if I don’t want it too?”

      “I guess that’s the question, isn’t it? Do you want it to become more?”

      “Nope. No more of this. I called you out here because you have issues.”

      She laughed. “We both have issues.”

      “If only Father could see us now...” I looked out at the darkness, almost able to picture Father walking toward us.

      “He’d be happy.”

      It was the first time I’d brought him up in months. It usually hurt too much, but I was trying to move past the hurt, so we could remember him the way he would want to be remembered. “We stayed together.”

      “Stayed might not be the best word.” Kayla let the blanket fall to her lap. “But we are together right now.”

      “I hope the girls have what we have.”

      “They will. They’re growing up as sisters.” She put an arm around me.

      “At least in this messy world they’ll have each other.”

      A shout came from somewhere in the distance.

      “What was that?” Kayla startled.

      “I don’t know.” My heart rate accelerated.

      “You stay with the girls.” Kayla jumped to her feet.

      “No. Wait for the others.”

      We didn’t have to wait long. Maverick came running out of the cabin next door. “What happened? Why are you out here?”

      “We couldn’t sleep, but that has nothing to do with what we just heard.”

      “Get inside.” Maverick pointed to the door of our cabin. “Now.”

      “No.” Kayla shook her head. “You stay with Quinn and the girls.”

      “No.” Maverick’s eyes gleamed. “You are staying here. Where it’s safe.”

      “How do you know it’s safe here?” Kayla raged. “You don’t.”

      “If it’s not safe here, then why leave your daughter?” Maverick stepped toward her. “I respect your willingness to fight. But don’t be stupid. The traders don’t want me. But they sure want you.”

      “We don’t know it’s the traders.”

      “Same answer if it’s Central.” Maverick took a step away from her.

      “I’m tired of sitting back and hiding.” Kayla’s shoulders slumped.

      “Tough luck.”

      Kayla turned to me. “Quinn, a little help here?”

      “You know how I feel about this. I’m not letting anything happen to you. And you have Faith to think about.”

      “We can’t sit around and argue.” Bolton ran toward us from across the grassy area. “All of you stay here. I’m going.”

      There was a series of scratchy noises over the loudspeaker. Anywhere else I could have written them off as nothing, but I knew what they were. We’d practiced the signal before.

      We all froze.

      Maverick’s eyes widened. “Get the girls.”

      Kayla ran inside, and I was on her heels. It looked like Kayla’s sixth sense was just as strong as it had always been.
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      We were being stupid and reckless. I wasn’t sure which was worse, but I was sure we were both. Yet that didn’t mean we were making a mistake. Turning back wasn’t an option and sitting there waiting for the right moment that was never going to come was the worst option yet. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Addison was right. It was time to take action.

      “Are you sure this isn’t overkill?” Addison adjusted the straps on the weapon belt I’d given her.

      “Is that supposed to be a pun?”

      “How are you even joking at a time like this? Also, when did you get a sense of humor?” She zipped her jacket up.

      “Love has done stranger things to a man.”

      “Oh, yes. I’m sure.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Denver would agree.”

      She spun to look at me. “No more about Denver.”

      “Okay. Not until we find him.”

      “If we find him I don’t care what you say.” She kicked the dirt with her boot.

      “We’ll find him.” I couldn’t know for sure, but I didn’t think he was dead. He was entirely too clever for that. But he was in trouble, otherwise he would have come back for Addison.

      “Here.” My hand shook as I handed over a small capsule.

      She paused with her hand halfway to mine. “I thought I couldn’t have one.”

      “I thought about what you said. About preferring death to the alternative, and well, I respect your decision. Kayla would probably choose the same one.”

      “I’m not going to use it unless I absolutely have to.”

      “Good.”

      “You have your capsule then?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’d rather be tortured if it leaves any chance for me to see her again.”

      Addison’s eyes widened. “Wow. You really do love her.”

      “I promised her I’d be back.”

      “And you stick to your promises.”

      “That I do.” And I’d never cared about keeping one more.

      “Okay. As I was saying, don’t you think this is going overboard?” She touched some of the grenades I’d attached to her belt. “Notice I changed the word, so no more jokes.”

      “No. We have no idea what we’re up against.” Whatever it was it wasn’t going to be good.

      “But is being this prepared worth the risk of being slowed down?” She rolled her shoulders back.

      “Are you going to let it slow you down?”

      “Yes, and so are you. It’s impossible not to slow down when you are carrying this much weight.”

      “Give me some of yours.” I held out my hand. “I don’t mind.”

      “Oh. You’re going to wear more?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Yes. We’re not leaving any of this behind.”

      “Wait.” She held out her hand in front of her. “You’re worried someone is going to find it and use it.”

      “That’s one reason.” And it was a big one. Whether we got through the wall or not, there was no reason to leave anything behind for our enemies to find. Even if they had more than enough weapons themselves. It’s hard to fight when your enemy is the government of one of the most powerful nations in the world.

      “We could destroy it.” Her hand moved back to a grenade.

      I shook my head. “Not without calling attention to ourselves.”

      “And wearing all this stuff isn’t going to do the same thing?” Addison pursed her lips. “Let’s hide it.”

      “I’ll tell you what. I’ll wear what I can. We hide the rest. You don’t have to wear any of it.”

      “Oh yes, because I want to go into this completely unprotected.”

      “Didn’t you just complain about having to wear it?” I sighed. I understood where she was coming from, but I didn’t have the time or energy to deal with it.

      “Having to wear so much. Not that I didn’t want to wear any.”

      “Following your thinking is exhausting.”

      “Following you is exhausting.”

      “Fine.” I held out my hands. “Give me what you want to give me.”

      “Nope. I’m fine. Maybe it hides what I am.”

      “Nothing is going to hide that, but if it makes you feel better.”

      “Ugh. You are incorrigible. Sometimes I wonder what Kayla sees in you.”

      “Only sometimes?” I laughed.

      “Let’s go before I change my mind.”

      “And let me remind you that this plan was your idea.” I was well aware she didn’t need the reminder, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t give it to her.

      “No. It was my idea to head to the wall today. Everything after that was your plan.”

      “Fine. But before we go I need your word.”

      “My word about what?”

      “Your word that if we run into trouble you’ll put yourself first. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Kayla would love that.” She went heavy on the sarcasm.

      “Kayla would agree with me.” She’d want me to take care of Addison.

      “Fine. But then you do the same thing.”

      “No way.”

      “Why?” She put a hand on her hip.

      “Because I can’t. That’s why. Because I know how bad it would be if you were captured.”

      “You gave me the capsule for a reason. I’ll be fine.”

      “I really don’t want you to use it.” I’d never forgive myself. I was only giving it to her because she deserved to make her own choices. She’d always had men making decisions for her. I couldn’t continue that.

      The early rays of light hit me as soon as I pushed open the rusty door.

      “We waited too long,” Addison hissed.

      “Nothing we can do about that now.” I slipped outside before she could move ahead. “You weren’t kidding about it being quiet.”

      “No, I wasn’t.” As expected she stepped around me.

      “This is weird. Too weird.” If it was a trap they should have sprung it already.

      “Agreed.”

      “There is no way everyone just left. It has to be a trap.” She fell back behind me.

      “Or something even bigger.”

      I didn’t want to think about worst case scenarios, but there were several that could lead to disastrous consequences.

      We continued forward, waiting for our enemies to descend. They had to be close.

      We didn’t talk. It wasn’t as if we could avoid being seen, but there was nothing to say. All we could do was wait.

      “Do you see that?” I broke the silence as I noticed out of the corner of my eye the telltale grey uniform of the Central forces. It was worn by a man lying on the ground.

      We moved in that direction. The hairs on the back of my neck stuck up as I waited. This was it. The trap. Addison’s hand moved toward the small right pocket of her slacks. The pocket where she’d slipped the capsule.

      I knelt down and grabbed his wrist. His skin was cold, but just in case I checked his pulse. Nothing. “He’s definitely dead.”

      “How?” Addison knelt beside me as I turned the body around. “There’s no bullet hole. No blood. No sign of struggle. No foam or anything from a capsule.” Her voice fell slightly when she mentioned the capsule, as if the weight of what she had in her pocket weighed her down.

      “Maybe it’s something else Central made.” I definitely wouldn’t put it past them. They had technology people hadn’t dreamed of a few decades earlier.

      “You think Central is killing their own men now?” She stood up.

      “I don’t know what to think.” I examined the body again before standing up.

      “Neither do I.”

      “But now we know why it’s been so quiet.” I gestured her to follow me as I continued down the street. Soon another few of the grey uniforms came into view.

      Like the first, these men were all dead. No evidence of how they died.

      She looked up at the sky. “This is unreal.”

      “Oh, it’s very real.” I looked at the bodies. It was as if they’d suspected nothing and had merely fallen where they stood.

      “That it is.”

      I spun around at the sound of a voice, my gun trained at the voice’s owner.

      “Hey, put the gun down. I’m not looking to hurt you.” A man—or more or less a boy—held up his hands in front of him in defense.

      “You touch her, and you die.” Young or not, he could be dangerous.

      “I’m not going to touch her. Chances are we are on the same side here.” He let his hands fall to his sides. “Now put the gun down.”

      I looked into his face. He was young. If it weren’t for the start of a beard I would have seen his youth right off. “Why should I believe you?”

      “What other choice do you have?” He took a seat on the top of a canister. “What other choice do any of us have?”

      “What are you doing here?” Addison had her gun trained on him too. “Is this your doing?”

      “This?” he gestured to the bodies. “I wish.”

      “What do you have against them?” Addison kept her gun aimed. “Aren’t you hoping for a cure?”

      He laughed. “Cure? You mean to elite aging?”

      “Wait? You know that?” If he knew that, then he wasn’t just a low-level Central worker.

      “Yes.” He sighed. “Pathetic isn’t it?”

      “Well, you still didn’t answer my question.” Addison shifted her weight from foot to foot.

      “Oh? About what I have against them? Does my reason matter? I hate them. Same as you.”

      I answered before she could. “Yes. Because I don’t believe we’re on the same side.”

      “I have two sisters. At least I hope I still have them. It’s been years now…” the boy trailed off.

      “Two?” Addison caught my eye.

      “Yes.” The boy crossed his legs at his ankles. “I know you think that’s a lie, but it’s not. I spent my entire childhood trying to hide their existence, but I don’t care.”

      “What’s your name?” I started to connect the dots. Run the odds.

      “Does my name matter?”

      “It does. It really does.”

      “What’s your name?” he countered.

      “Mason. See? It’s not so hard to answer a question.”

      “It is when you seem really interested.” He looked into my eyes. “Why are you so interested? Maybe we aren’t on the same side. Maybe you’re hunting.”

      It was time to lay some of my cards out. “I’ve only heard of one family with three kids. Especially with the dynamic of two girls and a boy.”

      My explanation must have been satisfactory because he answered. “My name is Thomas.”

      Addison let out a gasp. “Nope. You can’t be. He can’t be Kayla’s brother, can he?”

      “Kayla?” Thomas leapt off the canister. “You know Kayla?”

      “What’s your other sister’s name? I’m not saying anything until you tell me.” I knew it had to be him, but I needed more proof.

      “Quinn. My other sister is Quinn.” His body shook. “Where are they? Are they okay?”

      “They are safe.” I searched his face again, noticing how similar his nose was to those of his sisters. “For now.”

      He sat back down. “There is no safe.”

      “No. But they are safer.” At least that’s what I was telling myself because there was nothing I could do.

      He looked at me, his eyes gliding over my face. “Who are you?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I threw his words back on him.

      “Like hell it doesn’t. You just questioned me.” His calm demeanor was gone. Discovering we knew his sisters had thrown him off.

      “I love your sister, Kayla. I’d do anything for her, which is why we need to get through that wall.”

      He put his hands on his knees. “I need to see them.”

      “You know as well as I do we can’t keep them safe until that wall comes down.” I nodded my head behind me where the giant wall extended as far as the eye could see toward the sky.

      “How do we know what will happen then? What if a whole new danger comes into play?”

      “I thought we wanted the same thing.” Addison let her gun fall to her side.

      I looked around us, my gun was no longer trained on Thomas, but that didn’t mean I’d let my guard down.

      “If you love my sister, why are you here with this girl?” Thomas pointed to Addison.

      “This girl has a name. Addison.” Addison pointed a thumb to her chest. “And I’m here because I’m done sitting back. Not that Kayla wanted to ever sit back. But it’s different because she had Bailey to think about.”

      “How is she?” Thomas straightened up. “Bailey, I mean.”

      “We don’t have time for this right now.” I understood his questions but sitting around in enemy territory was a terrible idea.

      “I’m not asking for pages worth. I’m only asking for a few words. Is she okay? What happened to her?” His expression was completely serious, and I knew I was going to have to give him something before he’d agree to help.

      “We don’t know for sure. She is fearful but okay. But that’s why Kayla couldn’t leave even though she wanted to. And she really wanted to,” I added.

      “Yes, that’s Kayla.” A faint hint of a smile hung on his lips.

      “Okay. That’s enough. We need to go.” Addison cocked her gun.

      “You really think you can breach the wall?” Thomas stood.

      “No.” I shook my head. “But we can.”

      Thomas nodded. “Especially if we get my associates involved.”

      “Associates?” Addison and I said in unison.

      “Yes. There are others like us.”

      “Where?” I was almost afraid to ask. Had we been so focused on the mission we’d missed the presence of others?

      “Right here.” Thomas let out a low whistle, and a dozen teenagers and men started down the deserted street toward us.
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      I didn’t want to run again. I didn’t want to hide or cower in fear. I’d been through so much already; I didn’t want to deal with more. Despite my yearning to do something rather than sit around, I didn’t want to put Faith in danger. Leaving on my own was no longer possible. Not when I couldn’t guarantee her safety. No matter how I felt, leaving together was now the only option. But I was going face this new reality on my own terms.

      “We have to move,” Bolton spoke as if I planned to sit around and wait. He knew me far better than that.

      “No kidding.” We waited in the lower level beneath the boathouse for everyone else to arrive. Everyone else who was leaving with us that is. The time passed slowly. Agonizingly slowly, yet the door above us never opened. We never even heard footsteps, and I knew this secret space couldn’t be that well soundproofed.

      “Is it really safe to take these tunnels under the lake?” Quinn asked.

      She sounded like the old Quinn again. Careful but willing to face the truth.

      “As safe as anything can be now,” Bolton explained. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared down the narrow hallway.

      “We won’t be under there forever. They will fight these intruders off.” Maverick stared up above the stairs to the trap door.

      “We’re not coming back.” There was no reason to pretend. “We all know that, so there is no reason to lie.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Maverick tore his eyes from the ceiling. “Nothing is for sure.”

      “You can say what you want, but you know the truth.” And I knew that once we left the compound, there was little chance Mason would find me again. I knew leaving was our only option, but that didn’t make it an easy one.

      “Believe what you want. I’d rather leave all options open.”

      “We’ve never had options.” I was being negative again. I couldn’t help it.

      “We’ll see how hard these tunnels are to navigate,” Bolton reappeared with a bulging bag on his shoulder.

      “We need to go.” Quinn stopped Bailey as she started to climb the stairs. “Waiting here is a big mistake.”

      “Agreed.” I adjusted Faith in my arms. She was squirming, wanting to be down on the ground with her cousin, but that couldn’t happen yet.

      “I wish I knew what was happening,” Quinn asked quietly. “How far do you think the fire has spread?”

      I thought of the flames. They had only been in the distance when we’d grabbed the girls, but the smoke was heavy by the time we slipped into the boathouse.

      “That depends.” Maverick held out his hands as if offering to take Faith.

      I shook my head. I was fine holding her.

      “Depends on what?” Quinn asked.

      “The wind. How many places they started it.” Maverick didn’t need to explain who he meant by they. They meant Ramona and the others. This was all part of the plan. Leave nothing for Central to take. I understood it, but it was beyond depressing. It meant giving up. And it proved my point. We were never coming back.

      “Do you think burning everything helps?” Quinn scooped up Bailey.

      “Not really. Nothing at the camp is valuable to them, aside from the women and children,” Bolton moved his bag to his other shoulder.

      “Nothing valuable,” I muttered. “The orchards. The fields. There is so much value.”

      “Not to them.” Bolton’s eyes were dark. “Central only has one goal.”

      “Immortality.” That revelation was still a hard one to wrap my mind around. It made sense, but it was so unbelievably selfish—it underscored just how corrupt the government had become.

      “Exactly. Accepting that is our only chance of outsmarting them.” Bolton eyed the stairs. “And we need to get moving. No one else is coming.”

      “How do we know? Should we send someone else to check? What if it was a false alarm and we’re leaving for nothing? What if they stopped the fire?” Quinn rattled off question after question.

      “Someone meaning me?” Bolton eyed her skeptically. “Trying to get rid of me, Quinn?”

      “This is no time to joke.” Quinn set Bailey down but held her arm.

      “Did I say I was joking?” Bolton put a hand to his chest.

      “What about Ramona?” I worried about all those we were leaving behind, but it seemed especially wrong to leave without the leader. She wasn’t particularly mobile.

      “She’d rather go down with the camp than leave,” Bolton said resolutely. “She will be the last to leave.”

      “We can’t leave an old woman here to die,” Maverick appeared torn.

      Bolton shot him an annoyed look. “Who says she is going to die? Ramona is more resourceful than you give her credit for. There are other entrances to these tunnels.”

      “Why don’t you want to go back?” Quinn inclined her head to the side.

      “Because I’d rather the four of you not get caught. I risked a lot saving Kayla and getting her to you.”

      “He’s right,” Maverick pointed out. “We’ve all sacrificed a lot. You all the most. We need to stick to the plan.”

      “The plan.” I brushed my braid off my shoulder. “The plan to run and hide.” The plan with nearly no details. “I know we need to do this, but it goes against everything.”

      “Except that little girl in your arms.” He pointed to Faith.

      “Even Quinn feels strange about this.” I suppose I shouldn’t have used the word even. It wasn’t fair. But if Quinn was questioning our decision, it wasn’t nearly as clear-cut as they wanted us to believe.

      “Even me?” Quinn raised an eyebrow. “I won’t read into what that is implying.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She smiled. “Yes, I do.”

      “So where does that leave us now?” Bolton tightened his grip on the strap of his bag. “Are you ready to move? Sitting here isn’t safe.”

      “We need weapons.” No weapons we had would help us if we ran into actual Central militia, but that didn’t mean we had to go in defenseless. “There have to be some reserve weapons down here.”

      “What do you think I have in here?” Bolton lifted the strap.

      I eyed the large bag. “Hand it out.”

      “You are holding enough already.”

      He was right. Holding weapons while holding Faith was a bad idea. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      “Even if we don’t know where we are going…” Quinn trailed off.

      “Exactly. Because we don’t.”
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      I knew all the stories by heart. My mother and aunt had told them to us so many times. I even knew the proper times to add inflection to my voice. By the time I was eight I was so sick of hearing them I’d daydream instead of listen, but I knew better than to interrupt or voice my boredom. Some things would never be forgiven.

      Yet ten years later I would have given anything to hear my mother tell the stories again. To hear her voice. To see her face even for an instant. But to do so would be to give up something else, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.

      “Is that what you’re wearing?” Bailey gave me a sidelong glance when I walked into her room. The room was an exact replica of my own. Small and square. Just like the dozens of other small square rooms that made up our wing of the dormitory. I’d never been inside the other wings filled with the younger girls, but I was quite certain they would look the same. The same gray carpet and stark white walls. The same deep blue bedspread with white sheets and a thin, feather-filled pillow.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I looked down at my modest navy dress. “You act as though I’m wearing dirty clothes.” In fact, I’d showered, brushed out my oftentimes unruly dark hair, and even brushed on lip gloss.

      “But that shade of blue?” She held up the hem of her soft pink dress as she swayed in front of the full-length mirror. “This is supposed to be a happy occasion. Not a sad one.”

      “And wearing a navy dress means I’m sad?” I knew she was only making excuses to get me to wear something frilly, but I wasn’t going to make it easy on her.

      “If you want to wear blue, I have a few dresses that would work better. I keep telling you to enjoy the fact that we’re the same size.”

      “I don’t want to borrow a dress. I want to wear this one.” I tried to keep the anger out of my voice, but I was losing patience.

      “Do you get some sort of obscene pleasure out of being difficult?” She took a seat at the edge of her neatly made bed.

      “Obscene pleasure? No. A small amount of pleasure. Sure. But I’m not being difficult. I love this dress.” I ran my fingers over the simple embroidery of one of the straps.

      “Oh.” All color drained from her face. “Right. Your mom made that for you.”

      “She did. And you know she isn’t one to make dresses.” In fact, this was one of the only ones she made. She gave it to me before I entered the dormitory. Her eyes had been pooling with tears, but she’d worn a twisted smile. Her making the dress was part inside-joke. An inside joke I’d never shared with my cousin.

      “No. That was usually my mom’s thing…” she trailed off. Although Bailey liked to pretend she didn’t mind being in the dormitory, she’d had a harder time with it initially. She’d quickly put her rose-colored glasses on, but there was a short period of time when they slipped off and she’d let her true feelings show.

      “So, is this dress good enough for you? Can we go to this wondrously exciting event now?” I wouldn’t let things get to me any more than they already had. It was time. I was strong enough to handle anything.

      She smoothed out her dress. “If you go in with that attitude you will have a terrible time.”

      “If I go in with any attitude I’ll have a terrible time. I don’t want to go. It’s an absolutely ridiculous tradition that needs to disappear.” I straightened my shoulders. I tended to hunch over when I was stressed, and that only showed fear. I refused to show how I felt.

      “It’s already disappearing. It’s now only every three years. You’re lucky your eighteenth birthday lined up with a ball year.”

      “Lucky. Yes. That’s the word.” I fought the urge to roll my eyes. That always annoyed her.

      “If you maintain a positive attitude, you may just surprise yourself.”

      And it was time for brutal honesty. “You know I would be okay if you left.”

      “I know you would be, but that doesn’t mean I’m leaving you.”

      “Why not?” I brushed my hair away from my face. “I want you to be happy, and if partnering off with someone is going to make you happy, you should do it.” I didn’t really think she’d find happiness that way, but who was I to tell her what she wanted or needed? I didn’t want her doing it to me, so I couldn’t do it to her.

      She stood and walked toward me. “We are supposed to stay together.”

      “But we can’t stay together, and both have the happiness we want. There is no way.”

      “Yes, there is.” She took my hands in hers. “We just need to end up with friends. Or even brothers. That’s possible.”

      I didn’t want to destroy her optimism, but I didn’t believe in sugar coating anything. Especially not the bad. No matter what you wrapped around a pill, it was still medicine. “Bailey, you aren’t getting it. I don’t want to be with anyone. I want to remain on my own. Wanting independence isn’t a bad thing. I’m not weak or somehow unworthy because of it.”

      “But the future…” she trailed off again. She was doing that more and more often now.

      “There are plenty of others to see to that. Plus, I can contribute in other ways.” I was worth more than my potential reproductive capacity. Considering what our moms had lived through, Bailey should have understood that, but sometimes it’s impossible to change someone’s mind.

      “They’ll never let you out of here unless you agree to a match. And if you get out you can see your parents.” And she went straight for the jugular so to speak.

      “How do we know? How do we know they are even still out there? We know nothing.” And I wasn’t going to trust blindly in anything.

      “I’m not telling you that you have to fall in love with someone. Let’s be real. But that doesn’t mean you can’t find someone you like well enough and that can get you out of here. You don’t want to stay in the Glen forever.” Bailey was changing tactics.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know you. I know you are bored with this life.”

      “I am not bored. I’m stir-crazy. There’s a big difference.” I eyed the tiny window on the other side of the room. It was dark outside, so I couldn’t see anything through it, yet I longed to slip through it into the night. Why weren’t we born with wings? It would have made life a whole lot easier.

      Bailey followed my gaze but didn’t comment. “Big difference or not, both would be helped if you were able to leave.”

      “Maybe.” I knew she was right, but that didn’t mean I was going to do this on anyone else’s terms.

      She put her hands on my shoulders. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I shot off immediately while tearing my eyes from the window.

      “You’re afraid of what happens when we get out of here. Of what happens when we see our parents again.”

      “I’m not afraid.” The words felt strange coming from my mouth even though they were words I used often enough.

      “It’s okay to be afraid. It’s normal.”

      “But I’m not afraid,” I argued, feeling the threat of tears building behind my eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’re going.”

      “Then I’m wearing this.” I ran my fingers over the flutter sleeve of my dress.

      “Wear that. It doesn’t matter. At least you made an effort.”

      “I made a real effort,” I mumbled.

      “I heard that.”

      “So? How is you hearing that a bad thing?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me. You were the one who mumbled.”

      “Nothing. Forget I said anything…” Bailey wasn’t the only one taken to trailing off lately.
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      The tunnels were far worse than I’d expected. I’d prepared myself for the darkness and heat, but I hadn’t prepared myself for the sensation of being trapped. Or the flashbacks. Even my always prepared sister felt it too.

      “This was a mistake.” Maverick was the first one to voice it out loud.

      “You think?” Kayla mumbled.

      “You are forgetting the alternative.” Bolton pushed on ahead. He seemed to be the only one of us not affected by our decision to leave. He kept on moving forward, only pausing when we reached a new fork in the tunnels. Unfortunately, we’d hit quite a few of them.

      Eventually, the girls had fallen silent. Bailey walked right beside me. Faith clung to Kayla. She wouldn’t let anyone else hold her. I had the idle thought about how she’d be when she finally met her father, whether she’d warm to him, but I kept it to myself. There was absolutely no reason to upset Kayla more than she already was.

      “Yet the alternative may be far better than this.” We didn’t know what we’d left behind. That was the problem. We’d left in fear, the way we always left, but it was sloppy, and it was dangerous.

      “Yes, because you wanted me to be the sacrificial lamb and go out and check,” Bolton called over his shoulder. “I know why you suggested that, Quinn.”

      “You don’t.” I knew what he was implying. “Don’t get confused here. I don’t hate you.”

      “But you wish I weren’t around.” Bolton kept trudging forward.

      “That’s not true either.” I was too tired for this argument. “Don’t pretend to understand me.”

      “Okay. That’s enough.” Maverick put his hands out, one toward each of us.

      “No. It’s not.” Bolton stopped. “It’s not enough.”

      “What do you want me to say?” If I wasn’t careful I was going to say something I regretted.

      “I don’t want you to say anything. I want you to understand that I’m not going anywhere. And I want you to understand that you should be thanking me for saving Kayla, not punishing me for loving her.”

      “Loving her?” I gasped. Had he really said those words out loud?

      “Yes. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”

      “Let’s keep moving.” Kayla adjusted Faith in her arms, making sure she was mostly on her hip. I was sure her arms and back were aching, but I didn’t offer to hold Faith again.

      “That’s all you are going to say?” Bolton wrung his hands at his sides. Maybe the tunnels were getting to him too. Or maybe he was finally facing reality.

      “What is it you want to hear?” Kayla looked right at him, looking deep into his eyes.

      Bolton shook his head. “I can’t even with you two.”

      “Then don’t.” I shrugged.

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “Then what’s the point of being so argumentative?” We were wasting our breath and our energy.

      “You tried to get me to leave. I’m trying to help all of you, yet you are trying to get rid of me.” His eyes were wide, but there was no anger. Just hurt.

      I did my best to deescalate the situation. “In the end, only two lives here matter. We all know whose they are.”

      “It’s not only their lives that matter.” Maverick watched me carefully. “Please remember that.”

      “But they have to come first. They are so young.”

      “As are you.” Maverick lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I’m not picking sides here. I’m not agreeing with Bolton, but right now we need to stick together. We have no idea what we’re going to face next.”

      “Or how we are getting out of here.” Kayla slipped around the still frozen Bolton and took the lead.

      “You shouldn’t be first. At least not if you are holding Faith.” I added that part before she could snap at me about underestimating her.

      “Faith doesn’t want to be held by anyone else.” Kayla sped up. So much for listening to me.

      “I don’t see why Kayla can’t lead.” Bolton stayed right behind her.

      “See that’s my problem with you. You don’t care.”

      “No, I put my trust in Kayla. As you should too.” He didn’t even turn around.

      “Stop!” Kayla snapped. “Stop this now. Do any of you actually want to get out of here? Because I do! We’ve been down here for hours. What happens if it becomes days? Weeks? Sure, we have food for now, but it can’t last forever. We need to keep moving.”

      “You’re right.” I knew she was correct. Anything I needed to say to Bolton could be said later. “Let’s go.”

      We continued through the tunnels. I tried to ignore the uncomfortable tightness in my chest. I ended up carrying Bailey most of the time. She was getting heavier, but she was my daughter. I would do what I had to for her.

      “You know I can hold her. She doesn’t mind.” Maverick put a gentle hand on my arms.

      “I know that.”

      “Then why haven’t you asked me to?”

      “Why haven’t you offered?” I volleyed back.

      “I’m offering now.”

      “I want Faith.” Bailey pushed out of arms and darted ahead to catch up with Kayla. “Faith.”

      I listened to her prattle on. She still barely talked unless it was to her little cousin. I hoped that maybe they could have a sister-like relationship similar to Kayla and me. I certainly wasn’t planning on giving her more siblings. I never wanted to bring more innocents into our horrible world.
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      “We must have missed an exit somewhere,” I said what we were all thinking. Kayla had foreseen our future. The hours had indeed become days. And then weeks. We’d taken to sleeping in a huddle while taking turns keeping watch.

      Bailey was taking it in stride, which filled me with a deep sadness. She shouldn’t have been—but after having been through so much in her short life, this was just another setback to her. Faith cried. She had spent her whole life at the camp. She hadn’t known fear before, and she was learning it now.

      “I know, but do we dare double back?” Maverick asked.

      “Shouldn’t you have special skills to help us with this, Maverick? Didn’t they make you all into weapons?” Kayla stopped short after we hit another fork in the tunnel.

      Maverick shrugged. “I don’t know what skills I have.”

      “Now would be a really good time to figure that out.” Kayla set Faith down and knelt beside her.

      “Wawa.” Faith’s words echoed off the low ceiling.

      “We are almost out of water, baby,” Kayla spoke in a soothing voice. “We will find more soon.”

      “No. Wawa.” Faith pointed to the right. “Wawa.”

      “Is she trying to say there is water that way?” Bolton asked.

      “How could she possibly know that?” I knew my words came out harsher than intended, but I was hot, tired, and thirsty. I’d been giving almost all of my portion of the supplies to Faith.

      “She couldn’t.” Kayla ran her hand over Faith’s hair. “I don’t think. But why not let her help us with this decision? None of us are doing a good job so far.”

      “Agreed.” Bolton started down the right tunnel.

      I really hoped Faith had guessed right.
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      “We have no idea who these people are.” Addison paced the small space under the threadbare overhang. It had been less than twenty minutes after meeting Thomas, but it already felt like an eternity. So many plans were made. So many possibilities floated. Yet there we were still standing on the same side of the wall.

      “Well, we know who Thomas is.” I still couldn’t quite believe we’d run into him, but the population of our world was shrinking. There weren’t all that many of us left—particularly those who weren’t working for Central either directly or indirectly.

      “Or we think we do. Technically we can’t know for sure.” Addison stopped pacing, and instead began fidgeting with the gold bracelet she’d been wearing since Denver presented it to her right before he left.

      “You really think he’s faking it?” I might have thought the same thing if I hadn’t seen parts of Kayla in him. His cheeks, the curve of his nose. Family lines were so few and far between; it was impossible to ignore them when you saw them.

      Addison sighed. “No. I don’t.”

      “I don’t either. And they have the same nose.”

      She laughed. “Nose? Really, Mason?”

      “Yes. And cheeks. Don’t laugh. If you’d looked at him more closely you would have seen it too.”

      “You have her face memorized.” It wasn’t a question.

      I answered anyway. “I do.” I had everything about her memorized.

      “That’s sweet.” She spun the bracelet around her wrist. “But kind of annoying. I mean despite everything, you still really care that much. I don’t see how it’s possible.”

      I shrugged. “Possible or not, it is.”

      Addison stopped turning the bracelet. “We can’t put this off much longer.”

      “No, we can’t.” We used those words so often, talking about time as if it were the most precious commodity. And maybe it was. So much could happen in any space of time. The possibilities only multiplied the more time you gave. I tried not to think of the possibilities of what might have happened to Kayla in my absence. My survival and strength depended on believing she was okay. Most of the time it also depended on my believing she was waiting for me—but I understood that I would not and could not blame her if she wasn’t. From her perspective it would be very hard to believe I was still alive or coming back.

      “We go in with them?” Addison pulled me out of my thoughts about Kayla. It was so easy to fall into a trance—picturing her eyes. Her lips. Remembering the feel of her skin.

      I nodded. “I can’t come up with another plan that sounds any better, can you?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t. Everything else seems even more reckless than usual.”

      “This is still reckless. Completely reckless. Make no mistake about it.” I don’t know why I felt the need to remind her about that, but I did. Maybe I wanted to give her one more chance to change her mind—but changing her mind wasn’t going to protect her. Nothing was.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t.” Addison rolled back her shoulders and walked over to where Thomas and a few other men talked.

      We were no longer alone, but that didn’t make facing the wall any easier. Thomas and his men had no explanation for the silence, or better put, the death, of every Central force member we found. Of course, our new acquaintances could have been lying, but something about their words rang true. Either way, we needed to work with them if we hoped to accomplish anything.

      “Have you made up your mind?” Thomas sauntered over. He looked so much older than his age. He was the youngest of the three siblings, but the years had most certainly aged him. They had aged all of us.

      “Yes. We will join you.”

      “Excellent.” Thomas angled himself so he was looking at both us and the wall. “We don’t know what we will find on the other side of the wall, but it’s a chance we have to take.”

      “Exactly.” Addison nodded. Her doubts about Thomas seemed to have disappeared or been brushed aside.

      “Just because they are dead on this side doesn’t mean they’ll be dead on the other.” A lanky teenage boy walked over.

      “Isin, you missed the introductions. This is Mason and Addison.” He pointed to each of us as he listed our names. “They know my sisters.”

      “Really?” His eyes widened. “Are they as pretty as he says?”

      I answered immediately. “Kayla is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

      “Prettier than her?” Isin’s eyes zeroed in on Addison. “Because I can’t really believe that.”

      Addison rolled her eyes. “Please. I’m probably the only girl you’ve ever seen.”

      “Not the only…” he trailed off.

      “But one of the only.”

      “I’ve met two others.”

      Addison’s lips twisted into a smile. “Okay, so lay off the fake flattery.”

      “It’s not fake. You are beautiful.” He tilted his head to the side. “Honest.”

      “Isin, was it?” I knew his name, but sometimes it helps to make someone think you didn’t quite care enough to internalize it the first time. “Just stop it. She’s not in the mood.”

      Addison frowned. “I don’t need you jumping in.”

      “No, you don’t. But we’re wasting time.” We were always wasting time. “All this talk of Kayla just makes me more motivated to get things done so we can get back.”

      Addison chuckled. “Not that he’s crazy about her or anything.”

      “Who’s wasting time now?” Thomas’s voice had a scolding tone.

      Point taken. “What’s the plan?”

      “We need to find a weakness in the force field.” Thomas pointed to what appeared to be a brick wall that reached up toward the sky. We all knew it was more than that. A brick wall would be incredibly easy to knock down. A force field not so much.

      “And how are we going to do that?” Addison tied her hair up in a high bun with a string of rope.

      “We need to test it.” Thomas pulled a slingshot out of his pocket.

      “A slingshot?” I eyed the small, and obviously homemade, thing. “Really?”

      “You have a better suggestion?” Thomas dared me.

      “You know I don’t.”

      A few minutes later we were flanked out along the corner section of the wall.

      “You ready?” Thomas asked Isin.

      I wasn’t entirely sure why Isin, arguably one of the scrawniest of the assembled, was going to be the one using the slingshot, but I also wasn’t going to say a word.

      We all watched as the rock went flying. Thomas had been right to give the slingshot to the boy. He really knew how to launch it. We all waited for the inevitable sound of the rock hitting the force field. We didn’t hear it. We didn’t hear anything. We only watched as the rock soared over the wall.

      “The force field is down.” Thomas wasn’t asking a question. He was stating what all of us were thinking. How was it even possible? “This is getting stranger by the second.”

      “I would say it was a trap except for all the dead men.” I looked around us. There were several bodies lying within our line of sight.

      “Maybe they were dead already and were planted,” Addison suggested. “That could be the case, right?”

      “No.” Thomas shook his head. “We’ve been over here long enough. I recognize some of these men. And we saw the way it happened.” Thomas lowered his eyes. “We watched them fall. It was crazy. One minute they were standing in their normal positions, the next they were all on the ground.”

      “It happened in a single instant?” I should have asked these questions earlier, but there were so many things to ask. “Yet you didn’t hear or see anything? You didn’t feel anything?” I tried to understand what could have possibly happened.

      “No.” Isin shook his head. “Nothing. They just fell.”

      “It must have been the activation of some implant.”

      “That’s what I was thinking.” Another of Thomas’s allies walked over. His name was Benji, and he had to be the tallest man I’d ever met. “Someone flipped a switch or something.”

      “Do you know much about how Central works? What they’ve done?” I asked.

      “My guess is it’s pretty similar to you.”

      His words came as a surprise. I took a moment before deciding how to reply. “You assume I know.”

      “I don’t recognize you individually, but I recognize you as one of the System. It’s easy to tell if you know what to look for. There’s a look that we all have—a craziness behind the eyes.”

      I nodded. What he said made sense enough. “So, it could still be a trap. We may have other enemies beyond Central.”

      “Exactly.” Benji nodded. “There are many players involved in this mess.”

      “Like the traders?” another man suggested.

      “Or those on the other side…” I stared at the wall. How much did we truly know about what was happening on the other side of the wall?

      “But they’ve solved the problem out there, haven’t they?” There was hopefulness in Isin’s voice.

      “Or so we think. I don’t know where you guys got your intel, but it is entirely possible we both heard errant information.” I’d accepted it as truth at first, but the more time that passed without anyone coming over the wall to our side, the harder it was to believe it was still true. Would they have allowed us to suffer? Or to phrase it another way, would they have given up the opportunity to take over a weaker nation?

      “Anything is possible.” Addison looked up at the wall. “It’s possible that a giant cockroach flipped the switch so to speak.”

      “Giant cockroach?” I raised an eyebrow. “Where did you get that idea from?”

      “Does it matter?” She put her hands out to either side. “The issue remains the same. We have no clue what is going on.”

      “True,” I agreed. “Okay. So, we head over and see what’s waiting for us.”

      “We don’t all have to go at once.” Benji glanced in Addison’s direction. “I’ll go first.”

      Addison shook her head. “You don’t have to go in on your own. That’s crazy.”

      “Once I’m in I can send a signal all is well, and you can follow. Or—”

      I didn’t let him finish the statement. “Or you’re dead.”

      “We haven’t heard from anyone once they’ve gotten even close to the wall, let alone to the other side of it.” Addison started toward the wall. “We have no idea what’s over there.”

      “Why does that change anything?” Benji followed her. “Why should we all risk our lives when we don’t have to?”

      “Let’s stick to reality here. We are all already risking our lives.” It’s not that I wanted Addison to scale the wall, but I knew very well she wasn’t going to sit back while others did. “Whether we go over the wall or stand right here, each and every one of us is in danger. Some more than others.” I didn’t specify Addison, but everyone knew what I meant. “For all we know we are being watched at this very moment—there may be guns trained on us ready to strike.”

      “That’s enough of that, Mason.” Addison glared. “I’ll go over with you, Benji.”

      “Of course, you will.” I smiled. “Do you think I doubted that for a second? But I’m coming too. If you go, I go.”

      “Let’s all go.” Thomas turned so he was looking at us, his back to the wall. “As Mason said, we could all die here too. We might as well stick together.” Thomas was certainly the leader of his group. I wondered how that dynamic had developed since he was not the oldest nor the strongest. “Do you both have climbing gear?” Thomas looked at Addison and me.

      “No, but we can climb.” Addison raised her chin.

      “You think Denver left us without supplying us with everything?” I pulled off my backpack and pulled out ropes and picks.

      Addison took the ropes from me. “When did Denver give you all this stuff? How did I miss it?”

      “He didn’t give it to me as much as he left it. You know he’s prepared for everything.”

      “Okay, let’s do this.” Addison unfurled the rope.

      “Let’s do this and somehow make it back alive,” Thomas mumbled.

      Those were my sentiments exactly.
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      It was time for Faith to live up to her name. We were all putting our faith in her as we made our way down the damp, cramped tunnels. We were in even more trouble than the others realized. Our water supply was almost gone. Pretty soon we’d have to make some tough decisions about who got water and who didn’t. I already knew who’d get it first, but eventually there’d be another round of decisions to make. I couldn’t even think about it.

      “Wawa.” Faith’s voice sounded eerily strong. If it weren’t for the simple nature of the phrase, I would have thought it was someone much older speaking.

      “You are sure it’s this way?” Kayla asked with care. She seemed to be trying to sound supportive but also realistic. “It’s okay if you change your mind.”

      Faith rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “Wawa.”

      We took that as a yes.

      The ground became increasingly damp as we continued on.

      “The kid is on to something.” Bolton walked in the very back.

      “Of course, she is.” Quinn walked right in front of me. “If you didn’t trust her, why did you let her lead?”

      Quinn and Bolton were never going to stop fighting. I understood Quinn’s reservations, but she needed to put her anger aside. Bolton had been nothing but an ally so far. Yes, he had his sights set on Kayla, but that was for Kayla to figure out. Right now, she seemed completely determined to wait for Mason. Considering the situation, we were in, I didn’t think we had any reason to think about any of that stuff for a while. Survival was the most pressing thing on any of our minds.

      “Puddle ahead,” Kayla called over her shoulder.

      “Puddle?” I asked the question a second too early, as my boot hit a shallow puddle moments later.

      I allowed myself some optimism. We had no reason to trust that this water was safe, but we had a filtration system. If it came down to it, we could survive on a puddle for a few days.

      We continued further. An even deeper puddle. And another until they were deep enough that the water was spilling over into my boots.

      “Do you want me to hold you, Bailey?” I called. If Faith was right and we were heading into significant water, it was going to be nearly impossible to help both girls.

      “Yes.” Bailey ran back toward me. I scooped her up.

      I’d grown to love the little girl. She had such a sweet disposition. She was extremely quiet, but what she didn’t say with words, she said with her eyes. I’d never met anyone with such expressive eyes. That’s what made it hard in the darkness. We were only using our lights as necessary.

      The water continued to rise the further we moved. Before we knew it, the water was knee deep. Then waist deep. Then chest deep.

      “So, we found water,” Bolton pointed out the obvious. “Now what?”

      “We found water!” Quinn yelled, her voice echoing through the water-filled passage. “Can’t you be grateful for a moment?”

      “If we drown this doesn’t help us. We need to find solid ground.” Bolton, as usual, was all about reality. I was too, but I didn’t want to put a damper on everyone’s excitement too quickly. Hope could be a powerful force. Besides, Faith had been right. True, it could have been a lucky guess—it was 50/50 after all—but somehow, I knew it was more. Either she’d been able to hear something none of the rest of us could, or maybe she just knew. These were all questions I wanted to discover, but first, Bolton was right. We needed to find solid ground.

      “We will find land.” Kayla pushed forward in the dim light of her headlamp. She was holding Faith as much out of the water as possible. “The question is whether we find it before we can’t stand anymore.”

      “Do you all know how to swim?” Bolton asked. “I know this is a bad time to ask.”

      “Bailey is just learning, and Faith doesn’t.” Quinn continued forward. “But Kayla and I know how.”

      “As do I.” I had no memory of learning how, but I could. It was likely something Central had programed in.

      “Whoever are the strongest swimmers should hold the girls,” Bolton declared.

      “I can swim and hold Bailey,” I immediately offered. I knew Quinn was capable, but I didn’t want to make things harder on her if I didn’t have to.

      “I can keep Faith.” Kayla pressed on.

      “Are you sure, Kayla?” Bolton sounded mildly nervous. Maybe he was afraid she’d snap at him for questioning her.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Are you doubting me?”

      Quinn snickered.

      Bolton shook his head. “I’m merely offering to help. I can swim really well.”

      Kayla looked straight ahead again. “Faith won’t go to anyone else. You know that.”

      “When it comes to life or death, she’d come to me.” Bolton wouldn’t drop it.

      “We aren’t at the life or death stage yet.” Kayla’s words were flat.

      “Not yet,” Bolton mumbled.

      I waited for Quinn to add something, but she didn’t. Maybe since Kayla was speaking up for herself against him, she didn’t feel as if she had to.

      The water got deeper, but we still managed to keep our heads above it. I had all sorts of thoughts about whether there was anything in the water that could make us sick, but I kept those thoughts firmly to myself. There was no reason to upset everyone else when there was absolutely nothing we could do about it.

      “Hello?” A voice called out in the near darkness.

      Kayla stopped short, which meant the rest of us did too.

      “Is there anyone out there?” The deep voice continued.

      We had a decision to make. We had no idea who this man was but spending an eternity in the water wasn’t a viable option. I was about to make the decision for us and call out when a spotlight blinded me. I blinked repeatedly.

      “Hello!” The voice boomed louder this time. “I see you and are coming to rescue you.”

      “Rescue us?” Bolton yelled back. “We never said we needed rescue.”

      There was the sound of a motor, and the water became choppy. I held Bailey tight as a boat drew closer and closer until it anchored and idled beside us.

      A man leaned over the side. “Well, this was not what I was expecting. Here. Let’s get you out of the water.” He threw a ladder down from the side of the boat.

      “Who are you?” Kayla asked.

      “We can make proper introductions once you are dry and safe.” The man tapped the ladder. “Please, the sooner you climb on board, the sooner we can get you dry and safe.

      “No. We aren’t going anywhere until we know who you are.” Quinn raised her chin.

      “My name is Belk. Does that help?” He stood motionless by the ladder.

      “Where are we?” I asked. “That seems like the more important question.”

      “That’s an easy one to answer.” He grinned, and his white teeth glowed in the strange light created by his boat. “Welcome to the Glen.”
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      “The Glen?” I repeated the words the man had just used to answer Maverick. I tried not to stare longingly at the boat, but getting dry sounded wonderful. Still, that didn’t mean I was willing to put the girls at risk just for comfort. I could put up with anything if it would guarantee Bailey and Faith’s safety. It had been a long time since I’d stopped worrying about my own life, but I knew I’d never stop trying to protect the girls. It was the only thing that kept me going.

      “It is easier to show you than tell you.” Belk tapped the ladder. “Come on aboard. Those children need to get dry.”

      “You can tell us.” Kayla held Faith tight. “We’ve been in this water for a while now. A few more minutes won’t change anything.”

      “It’s a safe place. The Glen. I promise you.”

      “We’ve heard that before.” I was done trusting anyone. It was hard enough to trust Maverick.

      “Where you were before couldn’t have been this safe, otherwise you wouldn’t be in this situation.” Belk leaned on the edge of the boat.

      “If you could direct us to solid land, we will be on our way.” Bolton sloshed forward so he was standing between the rest of us and the boat.

      I nodded. This may have been the first time I’d ever agreed with him.

      “The only land here is part of the Glen. You are welcome to join us for as long or as short as you want. Please get on the boat. I hate to see you suffer.”

      “We aren’t going anywhere with you.” Kayla stiffened. “But thank you. We will find another way.”

      “There is no other way besides turning back around the way you came.” Belk’s voice shook somewhat. Either he was legitimately worried for us, or he was struggling to control his annoyance. It was impossible to know.

      “We can do that.” I backed her up. I would never doubt one of Kayla’s feelings again. If she didn’t want to get on the boat, we weren’t doing it.

      “Where you came from isn’t safe.” Belk lowered his voice. “Listen. It’s dark. It’s getting colder. Come out of the water. At first light you can leave if you want. We’re not going to hurt you.”

      “You’d say that even if you were going to hurt us.” People told you what they wanted you wanted to hear. Everyone was after their own gain. Even we were. We’d say anything to protect the girls.

      “Why would I save you just to hurt you?” Belk included his head to the side.

      “We’re not idiots.” Bolton adjusted the sack on his back. I’d forgotten he was still dragging it. “We know exactly why you’d do that.”

      Belk exhaled loudly. “We have women here. That’s not what this is about.”

      “And children?” Maverick asked.

      “Some, but why would children change anything? We aren’t looking to be the next Central. We are only looking to get by and return to a semblance of normal life.”

      “Normal life.” I yawned despite myself. Exhaustion was starting to catch up. “Right.”

      “What can I say to get you to come out of the water? You have children. They need food. Water. Warm clothes. We can help you with all of that.”

      “We don’t want any trouble.” Although I wasn’t sure if there was anything out there anymore that wasn’t trouble. “Please. Leave us be.”

      “And you won’t find any trouble here. Only help.”

      “No one gives help without expecting something in return.” Kayla moved Faith to her other hip.

      Even at the camp we’d had to work to earn our keep. We’d also sacrificed some of our own—Mason and Addison.

      “This place is different.” Belk straightened. “Get in the boat and I can show you.”

      “You’d have better luck if you weren’t pushing so hard.” Father had a saying that you couldn’t trust a salesman who praised his own products too much.

      “I don’t want those children to die of hypothermia.”

      “The water isn’t that cold.” I tried to hide the shiver in my voice. The water was growing colder.

      “Really, what other choice do you have?” Belk sighed. “Be honest with yourselves.”

      He was right. And we all knew it. “Kayla…”

      “I know.” Her words fell soft, but they were piercing. “We’ll come with you, but we are only staying tonight.”
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      We huddled together as the boat made its way toward the shore. Any arguments we were having before no longer mattered, and that included Bolton and me. We were in enemy territory, and we needed to protect one another.

      “I’m not going to bite.” Belk watched us as the boat moved through the dark night. “You don’t have to sit all together.”

      “We like to be together.” Maverick put his arm around Bailey and me.

      “I see. It isn’t often you see family units.” Belk looked at us before returning his eyes to the water.

      “I’m sure.” Kayla held Faith close. “But that is what we are.”

      The man nodded. “It is an old way of life, but we will respect your choices.”

      I knew what Kayla was doing. Protecting us. I hoped Bolton and Maverick played along. Maybe if this man, and whoever else he lived with, assumed Bolton and Maverick were the fathers of the girls they’d leave us be.

      “It is late, most of the Glen is already asleep.” Belk shut off the motor after we reached the dock. “But someone will be up to help you find everything you need.”

      “All we need is some water.” Kayla rose to her feet. “We can take care of the rest.”

      “You need blankets. Clothes. Food.”

      Bailey’s stomach grumbled.

      The man laughed. “See, even the child knows she needs food.”

      Bailey buried her face in my chest.

      I said nothing. No one said anything as Belk tied the boat to the dock.

      “Okay, follow me. I’ll take you to the living sector.”

      “Living sector?” Bolton held out his hand to help me off. I accepted it. We silently agreed on a temporary truce.

      “Yes. We have distinct areas of the Glen reserved for different things. The living sector is for what it sounds like. Living.”

      We followed him up and away from the dock.

      “Sounds a lot like the place we just left.” I made small talk even though I didn’t want to. I was cold and afraid. I wanted to be back at the camp. Maybe it was a false sense of security there, but it was security at least.

      “Trust me, the Glen is different. It’s different from anything you have ever known.”

      The night was silent aside from the incessant chirping of insects. The sky was dark—only the tiniest sliver of the moon led our way. I held onto Bailey tightly, hoping I wouldn’t trip and hurt us both. I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open.

      “I would turn on my lantern but that might attract company we don’t want,” Belk explained.

      “What kind of company?” I knew I wouldn’t like the answer, but I asked anyway. More information was better than less.

      “The animal kind.”

      Slight relief hit me. We weren’t talking traders or Central. Not that being ripped apart by an animal would be pleasant, but it would be a different kind of trouble. Of course, this man might be a trader or Central. People went to great levels in order to deceive.

      “We will be at the welcome building soon.”

      “The welcome building?” Kayla and I exchanged looks.

      “Yes.” Belk glanced at us over his shoulder. “The place where newcomers can spend their time before finding out where they will live.”

      “We won’t be living here. And we don’t need beds or anything. Just water.” The whole situation felt wrong. Normally I was the one all about finding a safe place to land, but this place didn’t feel safe.

      “A good night sleep has never hurt anyone.” He smiled before turning forward again. The smile unnerved me.

      Sure it has. Falling asleep made you vulnerable. We couldn’t afford to let that happen.

      “I assume you understand we all need to stay together.” Maverick’s voice left little room to argue.

      “Of course. For this evening, we have a room large enough for all of you.”

      Kayla fell back to walk beside me. “I don’t like this.”

      “Me neither,” I spoke in only the barest hint of a whisper. “At all.” I especially didn’t like him adding that for evening part to what he told Maverick. What about after this? Was it going to be difficult to leave?

      “Are you ready to tell me where it is you’re headed?” Belk started to climb a steep hill. For a moment I felt as if we were back at the camp.

      “We are meeting up with some friends,” Bolton hurriedly replied.

      “Where?” Belk slowed. “Where are you meeting them?”

      “It’s hard to explain.” Bolton hung back a little, staying close to us.

      “I am sure I can follow.” Belk stopped.

      “I don’t see how it is any of your business.” Kayla didn’t mince words.

      Belk turned to look at us. “It isn’t strictly my business, but as you are guests here, I see no reason why we cannot participate in polite conversation.”

      “We only need to refill supplies, then we will be on our way. We will send repayment back to you as soon as possible.” Kayla moved Faith to her other hip again.

      There was something about the set of her jaw at that moment, the tone of her voice that made me once again think about what she’d gone through to save me. She’d told me very little about her time at the club and her journey there, but I knew it hadn’t been easy. She’d risked everything for Bailey and me, and I knew that I wouldn’t hesitate to do the same for her and Faith. I’d always loved my sister, but something had changed in me. I was no longer afraid. I was willing to fight.

      “Why are you in such a hurry?” Belk still stood frozen most of the way up the hill. It left the rest of us at the midpoint of the incline, a very uncomfortable place to be waiting. “These friends of yours won’t wait?”

      “We like to stay together. Splitting up was hard. No reason to make it last longer.” I found myself answering before anyone else.

      “Right.” Belk nodded. “I apologize if I am being pushy. It is not often that we get surprise newcomers. Especially not ones by the likes of you.”

      Newcomers. The likes of us. Women and children. He could say all he wanted, but our gender would play a role in what was to come. I was wary. We had no clue who this man was or where we were, but I think all of us knew we didn’t have other options. Getting on that boat had been the only choice we had, and now we would have to follow through. We would leave as soon as we could.

      “This isn’t going to be like the camp…” I whispered to Kayla once Belk resumed his walk.

      “Not at all.” Kayla’s shoulder brushed against mine.

      “That was so different. Denver brought us… and it wasn’t so… weird.” Weird wasn’t the right word, but I didn’t know what the right one was. Creepy didn’t say enough either.

      “I know. We stay together. Understand? We do not separate from each other no matter what. Even if they make us leave the men.”

      “We stay together. Of course.” She didn’t need to tell me that. There was no chance I was separating from my sister again. Nothing about our situation was easy, but it was made manageable because I had my sister.

      “Do you think we’ll be allowed to leave in the morning?” I was afraid to ask the question, yet I needed to.

      “I hope so.” There was no confidence in Kayla’s voice.

      Off in the distance I noticed a faint light.

      “Is that where we’re headed?” Bolton called up to Belk.

      “Uh huh.” Belk turned and watched us climb the rest of the way up the hill. “The welcome building. Someone will be on call.”

      “You rarely have surprise newcomers, yet someone is always on call?” Bolton reached the crest.

      “Think of it as part of the night watch.”

      “And you are part of it too?” I asked. I took a moment to catch my breath. Bailey was getting heavy.

      “Yes. Every so often someone shows up the way you did.”

      “Is there anyone in the newcomer building now?” Kayla watched the light in the distance.

      “No. It is empty. We have plenty of space for you.”

      “When was the last time someone showed up?” I shook my head when Maverick offered to take Bailey again. I wasn’t letting her get an inch away from me.

      “Ah, at least a year ago now I’d say.”

      “That long?” I wasn’t sure what to make of that info.

      “There aren’t all that many of us left now.”

      “No.” The population was thinning out more and more. First, it was the decline in reproduction, but as time went on it was also the dwindling food supplies and medicine.

      We walked the rest of the way in silence. I took in the large white brick building as we moved closer. It was far bigger than I had been expecting—and more permanent. I was expecting more of the cabins, like from the camp.

      Belk walked up the porch and knocked on one of the double doors. It was pulled open.

      A woman with her dark hair pulled into a tight bun stepped out onto the porch.

      “We have newcomers, Darla.”

      She nodded, her eyes barely moving over us. “I will see to their needs.”

      “Thank you.” Belk moved to the side and gestured for us to go through the doorway.

      Kayla and I exchanged looks. Walking through the doorway was the last thing either of us wanted to do.
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      The climb up the wall was easy enough. We were all watching—waiting for the force field to turn back on, or for something to shoot us out of the sky. The higher we climbed, the warier I was. Someone had to be watching. Someone was always watching. Central had eyes and ears everywhere. Even when they couldn’t infiltrate themselves, they paid someone else to do it.

      Yet we made it to the top unscathed. I steadied myself as I stopped on the top of the wall and looked down. I blinked. Over and over again.

      “But that’s impossible,” Isin spoke out loud what we were all thinking as we looked out over the wasteland below. All we saw for as far as the eye could see was dirt, dirt littered with bodies and trash.

      “Maybe it’s just near the wall.” Addison stood right beside me. “Maybe the population has moved somewhere else. Or maybe they never lived in this area to begin with”

      “Maybe.” I didn’t want to take away her hope. Not after we’d come this far. Another thought struck me. “Or maybe the same switch that was triggered on our side of the wall happened here.”

      “Now that’s an interesting possibility.” Benji stood on my other side.

      “I’m not sure interesting is the word you are looking for.” Nothing about our situation was interesting. Awful, stressful, confusing. Those were all possible choices. Not interesting.

      “Sure, it is.” Benji patted my arm. “It’s interesting.”

      “We have to climb down, and we have to explore. We can’t give up now.” Addison sounded like she was trying to convince herself.

      “No one said anything about giving up.” Thomas took a seat a small way down the wall. “But we do need to reassess whether we all go. We have no idea what this journey is going to involve.”

      “And we knew anything more before we climbed the wall?’ Addison removed her jacket. “Nothing has changed. Nothing. What did we want to find? A giant military base? We all knew we weren’t going to find rainbows and unicorns over here.”

      Isin laughed. “You have a delightful imagination. First cockroaches and now rainbows and unicorns.”

      “I think I’d use the term twisted. Not delightful,” I teased.

      “Why did you leave her?” Isin took a seat on the wall next to Thomas. “Or rather how? If you had a beautiful woman, why leave her?”

      “Because I was needed. Because it was the right thing to do.” Yet it had been a mistake. Suddenly getting back to Kayla seemed insurmountable.

      “There is no right thing to do anymore.” Thomas pulled his long legs up to sit cross-legged. It was a gutsy thing to do considering how small our perch was. “That’s the truth of the matter. No matter how urgent and important something is, it may actually be of little consequence. But that changes nothing. We still have to follow our instincts. I’d rather die trying to make a difference than spend the rest of my life suffering in the shadows or being forced to be part of a system I abhor.”

      “I feel the same way.” Addison retied her hair. “Exactly the same way.”

      “Then let’s do this.” I pushed away my regretful thoughts. They weren’t going to help anything. “Let’s jump off this wall and get down to business.”

      “I’m not sure jumping off is the best idea,” Isin stood up.

      “I didn’t mean literally.” This time I was the one with the improper word choice.

      “Sure, you didn’t.” Benji winked.

      We went to work on the ropes again and repelled our way down the wall. Once again, I expected trouble the second our backs were turned. But there was nothing. Nothing but a near-deafening silence.

      Before long our boots were in the dirt below.

      “It wasn’t an illusion.” Addison put a hand over her mouth and nose.

      I didn’t blame her. The stench was almost unbearable.

      I held my breath as I examined the closest corpse. It was mostly bones, with just the smallest amount of flesh clinging to them.

      “These weren’t soldiers.” Arnold, another of the men, joined me. “These were civilians. You can tell by the clothes.”

      “And they died well before the soldiers on the other side,” Benji added.

      “Yes. Much earlier. So, couldn’t have been the same switch,” Thomas spoke so quietly, I wondered if he was talking to himself.

      “Technically it could be the same switch, but it was activated earlier,” Isin pointed out.

      “Weeks earlier.” Arnold studied the rotting corpse before standing and walking over to another one. “And I don’t see any sign of a wound. These people weren’t shot. Could have been poison though.”

      “Were you a medic?” Addison asked.

      “I am a medic now. I was a forensic scientist.”

      “Oh. So, you studied crimes?” She stepped back from the corpses. I didn’t blame her.

      “Yes. And my specialty was dealing with murder.”

      “I’m sure that was a rewarding job.” I let the words fall. He could interpret them any way he wanted.

      Arnold laughed. “I suppose it was in its own way.”

      “Did you work for Central?” It didn’t matter. Nothing from our pasts mattered, yet I still asked. Somehow, I wanted to know more about these men we were risking our lives with.

      He studied the clothing, looking at it from all angles. “In the end yes.”

      “Until they asked you to do something that was too much.” I remembered my own moment of snapping. Of realizing I had my limits.

      “Yes. It was a child… and I knew the death wasn’t accidental.”

      I hated Central with everything I had in me. We would find a way to bring them down. “We all have our tipping point.”

      “Yes, we do. That’s just part of life.”

      A large, grey vulture swooped down right over us and landed on one of the corpses. It took a look at the bones and took off again. Not enough there to warrant its attention.

      “Even the scavengers are abandoning this area.” I pointed to the departing bird.

      “There have to be people somewhere.” Addison turned all around in a circle. “I mean people who are alive.”

      I wondered if she was thinking about Denver. Was he alive somewhere? He was the most resourceful person I knew. I knew he wouldn’t go down without a fight, yet he wasn’t immortal.

      “We should have enough supplies to last us for a few weeks. After that we will have to reassess.” Benji adjusted a sack on his back.

      “Hopefully this doesn’t take a few weeks.” Addison put her jacket on.

      “Hopefully we aren’t dead within a few hours. We all know that is a real possibility.” Thomas started off across the dirt.

      Benji followed right behind. More of the men followed them. “When isn’t death a possibility? Even in the old days, before the changes, people had to worry about death. Death has always been just a part of life.”

      “But it’s really part of our life now.” Isin shrugged.

      “It is our life now.” Addison shivered before hurrying after them.

      I followed, trying to ignore the words about death. For much of my life death didn’t scare me, but it did now. I needed to get back to Kayla, and I would. Even if it was the last thing I ever did.
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      The manor house didn’t look all that different. Sure, there were flowers and more lanterns than usual, but otherwise, it was the same place. It was a lot like me. Someone could put a dress on me and pretty up my hair, but that didn’t make me any sort of princess. I was still the same girl. The large room at the manor house was still the same stale meeting place it had always been. It still represented so much I hated and so much I would never have.

      I took a few deep breaths as we walked further into the room.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” Bailey cooed beside me. Her eyes were wide as she took in the same walls that I did. I wondered, not for the first time, how two people could see the world in such different ways. But this was extreme even for her. I gave her a sidelong glance. She may have been prone to wearing rose-colored glasses, but usually she could still manage to see the truth in things. All her logic was clouded over though when a ball or romance was so much as mentioned.

      I sighed. There was nothing I could do to stop her. Bailey was probably about to make a huge mistake, but it was hers to make. We are all entitled to make our own choices. At least we should have been. “Sure. Beautiful.”

      “You could lay off the sarcasm a little bit you know. Maybe just for today?” She ran her teeth over her bottom lip, and I realized she was nervous.

      “Who says I am being sarcastic?”

      “Faith, really?” Bailey slipped her arm through mine. “You act as though I don’t know you.”

      And she did know me. Better than anyone. Sometimes I questioned whether she knew me better than myself. It was easier to pretend with myself than it was with Bailey. She saw straight through me, right down into my soul.

      “Over there. Look,” she whispered.

      I followed her line of sight to see a group of young men talking in the corner. They were each dressed in dark suits with dark shoes. And they were all watching us.

      I did my best to hide my discomfort. What did I care if they were looking at us? I’d spent my whole life under a figurative microscope. “Yes. I see them.”

      She nudged me with her shoulder. “Aren’t they handsome?”

      “As in the whole group, or one in particular?” I tried to look away, but I couldn’t. My curiosity and nerves got the best of me.

      “I like the one with the black hair.”

      “There are two with black hair.”

      “The one with the red tie.”

      I looked at him closer. “He’s not awful to look at.”

      She elbowed me. Hard. “Stop that.”

      “What? I’m being truthful.”

      “You have to pick one of his friends. Remember the plan.”

      “Yes. The plan.” Her plan. The plan I’d never agreed to.

      “Really, I can even pick for you. It won’t be hard.”

      “It sounds like you are discussing what clothes to wear. Or what food to eat.”

      “Isn’t it pretty much the same thing?”

      I gasped before I could stop myself.

      She laughed. “I only mean the choices we make are all about preference. Just as this is.”

      “But it’s a much more far-reaching decision.” At least it should have been.

      “Yes, but then again if I pick the wrong food—let’s say spoilt meat— and die, that’s a far-reaching decision too.”

      “What about the wrong clothes?”

      “Well, if you wear a summer dress in the dead of winter and no coat…”

      “Okay. That’s enough. Next thing I know you will be waxing poetic about the importance of the way you get out of bed in the morning.”

      “On the right side, of course.”

      “Is that a pun? As in any side is the right side?”

      She didn’t get a chance to answer.

      “My favorite sisters.” Mimi pushed between us, separating our arms, and linking hers with ours instead.

      “You mean cousins.” I was well aware that she knew this fact; she simply liked annoying us.

      “You look like sisters. I call you sisters.”

      “Can we help you with anything?” Bailey asked in a much softer tone than I’d just used.

      “This is going to be easier if us girls stick together.” She pulled us closer with her arms. “We should remain a team.”

      Bailey and I were already sticking together. But I didn’t say that. “Meaning what exactly?” I looked into her grey eyes, searching for her motivation. Was it fear? Was she somehow trying to hurt our chances—which really meant hurting Bailey since I didn’t care about the outcome- with the men?

      “Meaning we should approach them together. Stay unified. None of them can have any of us unless we are all picked.”

      “And you think that’s going to be a problem?” I untangled my arm from her. “The percentages are still way in our favor.”

      “Yes, but there are always hold-outs. Those waiting for the best of the best.” She glanced over at the men then away quickly as if she didn’t want them to know she was looking.

      “Then be the best of the best. Why should anyone else decide that?” It’s not that I cared whether Mimi found a match, but I hated that she thought the power should somehow be in the guys’ hands.

      “Oh, Faith. Sweet, innocent Faith.” She patted my shoulder.

      “I’m not sweet, and I’m not innocent.”

      Bailey laughed.

      “Did I say something funny?” Mimi spun to look at her.

      “Yes. Yes, you did.” Bailey pulled her arm away.

      Sometimes I loved Bailey so much I could barely take it.

      “You two don’t get it. You don’t get anything.” She wrung her hands at her sides.

      “If we are so hopeless, then why are you over here with us?” Bailey smoothed out some of my hair that must have been messed up when I detangled myself from Mimi.

      “I already told you. We have to stay together. We have no choice.”

      “Just admit it.” I put a hand on my hip.

      “Admit what?” She raised her chin.

      “You are afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid.” She wrinkled her nose. “Nothing scares me.”

      “Then why not go talk to the men yourselves?” I pointed in their direction. Unlike her, I didn’t care if they knew I’d been looking.

      “Because we need to stick together. It’s the right way of things.”

      “And what if we want to same one?” I couldn’t help it. I struggled to drop things even when it was the easier course of action. “Will we still stick together? Because it’s the right way of things?”

      “Come on, Faith. Do you even want one? We all know you are only here for Bailey.”

      “Then why not say that from the start?” I noticed one of the men watching me with a smirk. It was almost as if he could hear us even though there was no way considering how far away he was.

      “Because you two never go anywhere without each other. You are glued to each other. I said you probably don’t want a match, but that doesn’t mean you won’t take one. You will do anything to stay with Bailey.”

      “And you say it like that’s a bad thing. Like having a bond with my cousin is bad.”

      “It’s not fair. You two have always had each other. I’ve never had anyone.” She brushed something nonexistent off her dress.

      “And we’ve tried to keep you out?” Bailey asked. “What about all those times we asked you to join us? When we invited your company?”

      “You didn’t mean it.” Mimi put a hand on her hip.

      “How would you know?” I noticed the man with the smirk was still watching me.

      “It doesn’t matter. The past is the past. We need to look toward the future. And the future involves us getting out of the Glen. Finally.”

      “Things won’t be perfect out there either. Resettling won’t be easy.”

      “But it has to be better than this. Anything has to be better than this.” Mimi spread her arms out.

      “Do you remember anything of your life before?” Bailey’s voice fell to barely a whisper. “Before the Glen?”

      Mimi shook her head. “No. I was way too young to remember.”

      “I remember bits and pieces.” Bailey moistened her lips. I held my breath. Bailey never talked about this stuff. “I remember fear. I remember knowing that I would never be safe. I remember pain. I remember my mother. And I choose to focus on that final thing—on memories of my mother—because to focus on anything else hurts too much.”

      “Yet you are the one who wants to get out of here more than anything.”

      “Because I need to believe there is something more. That our lives have more meaning than this.”

      “I understand.” And I did. I understood more than I’d ever understood anything before.
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      We walked for hours. None of us had any real idea of where we were going, but moving forward seemed like the only answer. Turning around would bring us right back to where we started—with no chance for a future.

      The dirt was more like sand now. A never-ending desert with no shelter in sight. The sun beat down on us mercilessly.

      “Had I known where we were going I would dressed for it.” Isin wiped sweat off his brow.

      “Oh. You do have a sense of humor.” Addison’s lips twisted into a faint smile.

      He moved a little closer to her as he continued to walk. “You say that as if you are surprised.”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “I just didn’t think you had that kind of sense of humor. That’s all.”

      “Well, I do.” He raised his chin.

      “Good to know.” She smiled wider.

      He glanced over at her. “Why are you out here?”

      “Uh, the same reason you are. To find out what’s really going on over on this side of the wall.”

      “I know that. I mean why are you out here in the first place? Why didn’t you stay back?”

      I could have answered that question, but it wasn’t my place to answer for her.

      “Oh.” Addison paused. “Because I couldn’t sit back. Because I had to see things for myself. My whole life I’ve had to sit back and let men make the decisions for me. I’m done with that.”

      “I hear you.” Isin nodded. “I mean I can’t relate exactly, but I understand.”

      “I knew what you meant.” Addison dug the toe of her boot into the sand as she continued forward.

      Isin kept pace at her side. “Where were you before…?”

      “A camp.” She was keeping her answers short. To the point. Maybe she didn’t want to share more than she had to. I knew that feeling.

      “And before that?” His voice was gentle, but he didn’t hide his curiosity.

      “A club.” She looked away, off into the distance.

      Isin looked at me. “Was it your club?”

      I nodded. “Not sure how you guessed…”

      “The way you are protective of her, I guess.”

      I nodded. That made sense.

      Addison turned back to look at Isin. “He saved me from a far worse life.”

      Isin’s face fell. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry?”

      “That you’ve had to live in this world.” He put his hands into his pockets.

      “We’ve all had to live in this world,” Addison whispered. “None of us deserve this.”

      “Yeah, but it’s worse for you.”

      “Does that really matter?” She wrapped her arms over her chest. “Does one’s suffering have to be compared to another?”

      This was atypically analytical for Addison, and I needed to stop her from going into some depressive spiral. “Are we sure we’re going to find anyone?” I didn’t want to complain or hurt anyone’s spirit, but I was sure everyone was feeling that way.

      Thomas rubbed the back of his neck. “No. It’s entirely possible they are all dead.”

      “Because that’s not depressing…” Addison trailed off.

      “It is depressing; this whole thing is depressing.” Thomas pressed forward.

      We all followed. I gave him a few moments with himself before I caught up to walk beside him. “At what point do we call it quits and turn around?”

      “Call it quits?” Thomas looked over at me. “Do you have any other ideas aside from this one?”

      “Not at the moment,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t mean one won’t come to me when we return.”

      “I’ve tried everything. This is it. I’m not going back without something. They’ve suffered enough.” He looked straight ahead. I followed his gaze but saw nothing.

      “They? Your sisters?” From what Kayla had told me the siblings were all very close.

      “My sisters and every other woman, every girl. Hell, every one of us that’s our generation and younger. We’ve done nothing wrong, yet we’ve all been punished.” His hands rolled into fists at his sides.

      “But what if there is nothing here to find? What if we are wasting our time?” I eyed the sand at our feet. There was a real possibility that sand was the only thing we were going to find.

      “There’s something here. Maybe there are no people, but there will be a clue of some sort. We just have to find it.” Thomas pressed on.

      “Why did everyone lie?” Addison matched my pace. “We all heard the same rumors. That things were okay out here.”

      “And they may be okay in general but not here. We can’t judge a nation based on the desert.” I was just as worried as her, but something in Thomas’ determination rubbed off on me.

      “True. But shouldn’t there be border control? And why all those dead people?” Addison asked good questions. Questions with no clear answers.

      “Who knows. The survivors could be in hiding. They may have decided to conserve resources and only use part of their land.” Benji joined us. “And the dead? It’s hard to tell.”

      “And where are the others who we know went over the wall?” Addison directed that question to me. She was specifically thinking of Denver.

      I knew who she was referring to, but I wouldn’t call her out on it. “Those are even more questions we need to get to the bottom of.”

      “So, we keep walking.” Addison nodded. “Eventually we’ll find something.”

      “We keep walking.” I echoed. It seemed like the right thing to say. Hopefully Thomas was right, and the answers to our problems would show themselves if we only continued moving forward.

      No one else said anything. We just continued on. After our second water break I saw something in the distance. It was just an outline—a box type shape- but it was something. “Do you think that’s real?” I asked no one in particular. First thing I needed to do is see if anyone else could see what I saw. I purposely hadn’t drank too much of the water, and I knew I might be getting close to dehydration.

      “Well, it’s something.” Thomas’s sight line matched mine. “Are you thinking it’s a building?”

      “I hope it is.” Benji crouched down, as if to view it from a different angle.

      “Me too.” Addison put her hands on her knees. “It’s hot out here. I’m not sure how much longer we can go on like this.”

      “Only one way to find out.” I was as tired as the rest of them, but I was determined to hold onto this shred of hope. It was the first glimmer we had.

      “Do we assume they are friend or foe?” Isin asked. “Or is assuming anything dangerous?”

      “What you’re asking is should we have our weapons out when we get there?” At least that’s what was running through my head. As to his second question, yes, assuming anything was always dangerous.

      “Yes. I mean we have to protect ourselves, but if we come in guns blazing we know we aren’t going to get a warm welcome.” He shrugged. “Right?”

      “I say we play it by ear.” I may not have been the official designated leader. That was Thomas. But that didn’t mean I would refrain from making suggestions. I wasn’t good at sitting back and letting others determine my fate. At least not anymore.

      Thomas nodded. “Yes. But we need to be prepared. If we can see that building, then anyone who might be in there would be able to see us.”

      “I’m not sure if I want there to be anyone there or not.” A red-haired man who’d yet to open his mouth prior to this spoke. “I’m too tired to fight.”

      “But I want all this work to be for something.” Addison’s eyes blazed.

      “It will be for something.” Thomas pulled out a canteen. “I don’t believe I ran into you two by accident.”

      “Meaning what?” Addison accepted the canteen from Thomas and took a sip.

      “Meaning fate.” Thomas took the canteen back.

      “You believe in fate?” I searched his weathered face.

      “My mother believed in it.” He took a sip of water.

      “I know.” I almost felt as if I knew their mother from the stories Kayla had told me. “I’m sure you miss her.”

      “I was young when she died, but yes. That was the first wound. Now I’ve experienced so many more.” He held out the canteen to me.

      I took a long swig and gave it back to him.

      “Loss never gets easier. You may be numb, but you can still feel the sting of the blade.” Benji adjusted the weapons on his belt.

      “That’s a good way to put it.”

      We continued. My confidence that the building was just that, a building and not my imagination, grew stronger the closer we got.

      “Still no sign of life,” Benji pointed out.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t any.” If they were anything like us, they lived most of their life inside.

      “Do you think they might be there?” Addison asked.

      “Maybe.” Once again I didn’t use Denver’s name. It seemed cruel. Just because I liked to talk of Kayla didn’t mean Addison felt the same way about discussing the one she cared about.

      “Who are they?” Isin raised an eyebrow.

      “Friends of ours. They went over the wall before us.” Addison looked away as she spoke.

      “And they weren’t any of those others we saw I hope?” Isin asked.

      “No. None of those.” Not that we could really tell by what was left of them, but at least it wasn’t the last wave. Not Denver. “Plus, they wouldn’t have been wearing those uniforms.”

      “Unless they were undercover,” Benji added.

      “Just stop. Don’t.” Addison held her hands out to both sides.

      “Okay. Point taken.”

      We fell into silence. The kind of silence when you could hear the crunch that boots made in the sand. When if you listened close enough you could hear heartbeats.

      And then we saw him.

      “Is that…?” Isin pointed ahead.

      “Yes.” I looked at the young boy standing several feet away in the sand.

      “Let me handle this.” Addison gestured for us to stay back. “He won’t be as afraid of me.” She let out a slow breath. “I hope.” She took a few steps toward the boy. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” the boy replied.

      “Do you live near here?”

      The boy nodded. “Yes.”

      “We aren’t here to hurt you. We are looking for some friends and trying to find out who is here.” Addison kept her voice gentle and calm. She was handling this better than I’d have been able to.

      The boy nodded. “There are hardly any left.”

      “Hardly any what left?” Addison took another step forward.

      “Ones like you.”

      “Women?” She put a hand to her chest.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Are you out here all alone?”

      He shook his head. “No. But I was the only one brave enough to come see you.”

      “Where are the others?”

      He turned around and spread out his arms. Little by little children spilled out of the building and ran toward us.
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      I didn’t like this one bit. Not at all. All I wanted to do was take the girls and run, but that wasn’t an option. There was nowhere to run to that wouldn’t result in us being cornered or worse, killed. I had a responsibility to my daughter and niece, and I intended to honor it even if it meant ignoring the nagging feeling in the back of my mind. Because sometimes walking into danger was the only choice.

      I held Faith closer and stepped through the large doors inside the welcome house. The room was dark as the only illumination came from a few sconces on the walls. As a result, much of the room was left in deep, dark shadows.

      The door slammed behind us. I jumped, but I hoped it hadn’t been too obvious. I didn’t want to tip Darla off that I was nervous.

      Darla cleared her throat. “I will show you to the bath wing.”

      “The bath wing?” Bolton quirked a brow.

      “Yes.” Darla used a match to light a tall white candle. “You are all filthy.”

      “We aren’t filthy.” Quinn bristled.

      “You are.” Darla wrinkled her nose. “Horribly filthy.”

      “Fine. We are.” Quinn rounded her shoulders. “But that doesn’t mean we are going to take baths.”

      “Why not? Do you enjoy being dirty?” Darla moved the candle from one hand to the other.

      “You must understand how stressful this is for us. How much we have been through.” I tried to keep my voice calm even though I was feeling anything but.

      “And what does that have to do with hygiene?” Darla’s small eyes zeroed in on me.

      “It means we are hesitant and being careful.” Hopefully that was enough of an explanation without outright admitting we were suspicious.

      “I’d be more concerned of the diseases you may have been exposed to. Or the hypothermia you would have had if we hadn’t found you in time.”

      “We are worried about everything.” Maverick moved closer to Quinn. “Everything.”

      “You can worry about everything after you are properly bathed.” She turned and started down a hallway.

      “Do we follow?” Quinn whispered.

      “Yes, you follow,” Darla called over her shoulder. The woman had incredible hearing.

      Faith held onto me tightly. Was she fearful too? Did she know more than she was letting on? And how had she known about the water? Of course, it could have been a lucky guess, but it didn’t feel that way. It felt like she really knew. And we’d trusted her. That was just as significant. None of us had doubted her intuition.

      We followed Darla down the hallway and then turned down another one. These hallways were darker than the entryway as the sconces here were spaced much farther apart.

      Darla stopped short in front of a nondescript door. “This is the space for the women. I will show the men to their space next.”

      “We have to use separate bathing facilities?” Maverick put a hand on Quinn’s arm. “You cannot be serious.”

      “Of course, you do.” Darla frowned. “I don’t know where you were living before, but we have rules here.”

      “I am sure we can find a way to give each other privacy inside.” It was becoming harder and harder to keep my anger and annoyance in check.

      “Rules are rules. We believe in common decency here.” Darla wagged a finger at us.

      “And common decency would be to let us stay together. After everything we’d been through, we’d prefer not to separate.” Prefer wasn’t exactly the right word, but I was still determined to be polite.

      “Women and girls in this one.” Darla tapped the toe of her shoe on the worn tile floor. The grout was long gone, leaving holes between the tiles.

      “And how far away are the men’s facilities?” I asked.

      “Down that hallway.” Darla pointed into the dark. “Not far.”

      “Then maybe they can wait for us outside. Or we can wait for them first since they are bound to be faster.”

      “Both great suggestions.” Quinn nodded.

      “Ridiculous. At this hour of the night? Those children should be in bed.” She frowned again. This time it reached her forehead.

      “Yet you are making us shower first?”

      “They can’t go to bed filthy.” Darla sighed. “It is like talking to a wall with your lot.”

      “You are trying to separate us.” And the reason for that couldn’t be good. Everything about the situation was bad, but it was only going to get worse if we separated. “That’s not going to work.”

      “You have no choice. You are our guests here.”

      “So, treat us like guests. Shouldn’t it be our choice?” Bolton adjusted his pack.

      “Guests need to follow the rules of the place they are,” Darla continued on as if Bolton hadn’t said anything.

      I wasn’t sure what to do. I knew I didn’t want our group to separate, but I wasn’t sure what this Darla was capable of if she got really angry. I wasn’t worried about my safety, but we had Faith and Bailey to worry about. If they tried to separate us from the girls it would be a whole new calculation.

      “There is no reason we can’t wait outside.” Bolton tried a different approach. “Go ahead, we will be right here.” Bolton gestured to the door.

      “No, you won’t.” Darla shook her head. “You are wasting time.”

      “Why are you so keen on separating us?” I asked. “Or do you not know? Do your superiors tell you anything?”

      “I have no superiors.” She raised her chin.

      “Everyone has a superior.” Bolton murmured. “Even if you don’t realize it.”

      “Not here.”

      “Oh? There are no leaders here?” Quinn rolled her eyes. Even in the dark, it was possible to read her expressions.

      “No. None. The Glen is different. Completely different.”

      “As we keep hearing.” And I was getting tired of hearing it because the words meant nothing.

      “Have a little trust.” Darla took a step toward us.

      “Trust isn’t something we will have ever.” In our world, it was one of the most dangerous things to have.

      “It is your children that won’t get to sleep if you keep putting this off.”

      “And they are our concern.” Quinn put a hand to her chest. “Not yours.”

      “Why would we hurt you?” Darla rubbed her temple.

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      That was the real question after all. I’d seen enough in my life to know it didn’t take much to push someone toward causing harm to another.

      “You and your children are precious.” Darla’s voice lilted.

      “Then why are you trying to separate our family?” I threw back.

      “Are you truly families?” She inclined her head to the side.

      “We are all one big family.” Quinn put her hand over mine. “We will not be separated.”

      “Fine.” Darla wrung her free hand. “By all means. Violate our rules. But know for all actions in life that defy the rules, there are consequences.”

      “And staying together as a family is the most important priority,” Bolton added.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have used the term family, but it had the result I’d intended. Thankfully everyone else went along with it. I only hoped I hadn’t unintentionally put ideas in Bolton’s head. Not that it mattered. Survival was far more important than any of our feelings. Still, I felt a nudge of unease and guilt.

      I faced the door and pushed it open, part of me prepared for it to be something other than a bathing chamber. Something sinister. For all we knew the Glen was part of Central, and I knew Central was capable of horrible things.

      I looked around. At least it looked like a bathing chamber at first glance. It was almost entirely white. White walls. White tile. White baths and sinks. White towels were piled on one counter. The only deviation from the white was the pile of grey clothing on the far side of the counter.

      “I have no interest in bathing.” Quinn closed the door behind her. “Not that I don’t want to be clean, but I don’t want to be that vulnerable here.”

      “I feel the same way.” I wasn’t going to pretend to be fearless. That would do more harm than good. “Trust me.”

      “Let me check things out.” Bolton walked over to one of the sinks and turned on the tap. Clear water ran out. “Well, I don’t think it’s poison. At least not of the ordinary variety.”

      “Poison?” Quinn gasped. “I hadn’t even thought of that.”

      “I had.” I’d thought of many horrible possibilities. Yet I was still there in the washroom. Life had become a series of choices. Each worse than the previous one.

      I eyed the tubs and then looked back at the others. “I say we use the sinks. No reason to chance anything that leaves us more vulnerable.”

      “And are we changing?” Quinn pointed to the pile of grey clothing.

      “Only what is too wet and dirty to salvage.” I don’t know why I was making the decisions. No one had actually put me in charge, but it came naturally enough. And someone had to make the decisions.

      We got to work cleaning. Starting with the girls. They were both exhausted. Faith was sound asleep nearly the entire time.

      Twenty minutes later we were ready to go. We stepped back out into the hallway. Darla was waiting there with a tall, bald man carrying a metal lantern. The outside of the lantern was etched with pictures of animals, so that as the light emulated out, it created images on the walls.

      Darla eyed us. “You haven’t fully changed.”

      “We changed what we needed to.” Was she really going to pull a fight about this? Couldn’t she make anything easy?

      “We do not want you bringing contaminants into the guest rooms.”

      “Contaminates?” Bolton bristled.

      “You were in dirty water.”

      “I think you are being a bit overly worried.” Quinn’s words may have been polite, but her tone was bordering on angry.

      “The Glen is a haven. We can’t allow germs to ruin that.” Darla blew out her candle, leaving us with just the eerie shadows and the few sconces further down the hall.

      “What about any potential germs that we are carrying in our bodies? Ever think of that?” Bolton angled himself so he was partially blocking Faith and me.

      “Why do you think you are quarantined to the guest house?” Darla snapped.

      “Then what do our clothes matter?” Did she realize she was talking in circles? It was getting later and later, and I was exhausted. I didn’t mind holding Faith, but when she slept she was like dead weight in my arms.

      “I see you have no respect for rules. That will have to change.” Darla straightened up.

      “We have no plans to remain here long.” I met her eyes. “None at all.”

      “Sometimes plans change.” She turned on her heel and started down the hall.

      The man pointed at us and then at her. He said nothing.

      We all exchanged glances. We would be leaving as soon as we possibly could.
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      The children spilled out from everywhere. Maybe a dozen. Maybe a dozen and a third. It was hard to tell because the shock of seeing them set me off balance. Children had become such a rarity that seeing even a few of them together seemed unnatural somehow. Like they were a mirage.

      “Look at them,” Addison spoke under her breath. “How are there so many? They did find a cure.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Denver wasn’t the only clone out there. Technically that might be what they were. But they were children, and we had to find out more.

      “Well, no matter what we have to engage them. Find out who they are.” Addison’s eyes were wide. “There has got to be some explanation.”

      “That’s why we’re here.” Benji adjusted his gear belt. “To find out. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “I’m glad we didn’t have our guns out.” Addison clasped her hands together in front of her. “Even without them out I think we scared them.”

      “We can’t train our guns on kids, no matter who they are.” Isin looked around at our group, as if making sure we all agreed.

      We each nodded. No matter how awful things were, we needed to hold onto a semblance of a moral code. Kids, clones or not, were innocents.

      We continued toward the kids. Slower now. Without asking, I knew I wasn’t the only one trying to process what we were seeing. How did this fit with all the dead bodies we had seen? Why were the kids living in the middle of the desert? The questions were endless.

      The kids for their part just stared at us, as though they’d never seen anything like us before. Or maybe it was just Addison. But if they existed there had to be women. Unless I was right and these were more clones.

      We were within a few feet of them. It was immediately apparent that these children were wearing rags for clothing, as if they were poor and had nothing. Dirt clung to their clothing and skin. It looked like they hadn’t bathed in weeks or even longer.

      “Where are your parents?” Addison asked, still using a soft voice. “Or other adults?”

      The kids said nothing. They only stared.

      “Aren’t there any adults here?” I asked, trying to model my voice on Addison—I didn’t want to scare them any more than they already were.

      The first boy nodded. “There was one.”

      Was? As in past tense?

      “Can we see him?” Thomas stepped forward in front of the rest of us.

      The boy shook his head. “He isn’t here.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He left and never came back.”

      “How long ago was that?” Addison asked.

      “A long time.”

      “And you have been here all alone since?” Addison’s voice cracked.

      “Together.” He nodded and stretched out his arms to refer to the other kids.

      “Do you live in there?” I pointed to the thatched roof building.

      He nodded. “Yes. And others like it.”

      “Okay.” I thought fast. Finding a colony of unsupervised children had been the farthest thing from my expectations when we climbed over the wall. “May we come inside? We have been traveling for a long time.”

      “Do you have food? Water?” The boy asked. So far he was the only one who spoke.

      “These poor children.” Addison froze beside me.

      “We can’t leave them here. That is clear.” Benji pulled out a canteen and walked toward the spokesman. “We have some water and food. And we can find more.”

      The boy nodded again.

      Benji held out his canteen. The boy stared at it for a moment before he took it. I waited for him to take a sip, but he didn’t. Instead, he walked over to the smallest of the children, a boy that looked barely old enough to be walking. The first boy placed the canteen in the young boy’s hands and helped him drink.

      Something broke in me. Or maybe something was born. Here was a kid left to die in the desert. He was finally given water and instead of keeping it for himself he gave it to the youngest of his group. I’d never seen such selfless behavior before. Well, besides Kayla sacrificing her freedom for her sister, but my guess was these boys weren’t related. This wasn’t about familial bonds. It was something else entirely.

      We all pulled out our canteens and started to distribute. It was risky. We might run out of water before we could make it a new water source. These children might be sick, and we might be opening ourselves up to disease. But none of that mattered.

      “Come.” The boy gestured for us to head to the thatched building. I exchanged glances with Thomas. He nodded. We headed toward the building.

      He pushed open the door, and we stepped inside.

      The one large room was filthy. Scraps of clothing and what was probably once food riddled the floor. There were a few large pillows on the floor and a table top without legs, but otherwise there was no furniture.

      “These children are living this way?” Addison walked further into the room. “This is horrible. I thought kids had it bad back home.”

      “Where did the man go?” I turned back to the original boy. “Why did he leave?”

      “What’s your name?” Addison asked him. It was the question we probably should have asked in the beginning, but we’d all been in such a state of shock.

      “Name?” The boy narrowed his eyes.

      “What are you called?” I tried to explain in a different way.

      The boy shrugged.

      “What about you?” Addison walked up to a young girl. “What is your name?”

      The girl took several large steps away from her.

      “Do any of you have names?” Thomas asked. “How do you refer to each other?”

      The kids exchanged looks but said nothing.

      “They live out here alone in squalor and have no names. This is getting weirder and weirder.”

      “No kidding.” Benji flipped through some of the mess on the ground. “There has to be more to this place.”

      We walked to the back of the room and saw nothing else. I turned back to the original boy. “Where are the other buildings?”

      He nodded. “Come.” He ran outside. I followed behind, assuming the others would follow.

      He led the way across the sand before coming to a stop in front of a building that looked entirely different from the first. It was made of stone. He pointed to the door. “Open.”

      “Okay.” I met Thomas’s eye before I pulled on the door handle.

      The door didn’t budge. I pulled on it harder, and this time the door nudged slightly. I tried it even harder, this time it moved enough for me to get a look inside.

      “A lab.” I slipped my hands between the door and the frame and pried it open.

      “Not just any lab.” Benji moved next to me.

      “This is Central’s work.”

      “Central? What are they doing on this side of the wall?” Addison asked. “It makes no sense. Why have a wall at all?”

      “One of these days we’re going to stop expecting anything to make sense.” Thomas pushed passed us and entered the room.
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      We were in danger. There was no question about that. And that meant I’d failed somehow. I’d failed to protect the woman I loved. I’d also broken my promise to Mason. For the second part, I was doubtful he’d ever know, but the guilt was still there. Promises were still promises even if the person you made them to was dead.

      I had to find a way to get us all out of the Glen and to a safer place. If a safer place even existed. As hard as I tried to hold onto hope, it was slipping away as the days ticked by. I was beginning to wonder if our entire lives would be spent on the run. But I knew those thoughts wouldn’t help us. I needed to stay strong and alert.

      “We will be sleeping in one room.” I didn’t blink as I stared down Darla. “I don’t care what excuses you give.”

      “Is it impossible for you to have some trust?” The woman’s face was stern, and heavy bags hung below her eyes.

      “We give trust when it is earned.” And even then, it remained limited. Sometimes, especially when it came to Quinn and Bolton, it was hard to even trust each other.

      “Think of those children. The longer you argue with me, the longer it will be before they can get some proper rest.

      “They are resting fine right now. They will not move to a bedroom unless we are all allowed to stay together.” Quinn’s arm brushed against mine.

      “Fine. You want to continue with your stubborn behavior?” Darla frowned. “I am tired and done with this. Stay together.” She threw open the door to a darkened room. “You will find what you need in here. But just because you are allowed to stay together tonight, doesn’t mean you will be allowed to do it moving forward.”

      I said nothing and neither did the others. None of us were going to give in. We each exchanged glances before stepping inside the door. Within seconds the door slammed closed behind us, and a lock clicked into place.

      I tried the knob, already knowing it wouldn’t budge.

      “They locked us in here.” Kayla sat down on one of the cots that were spaced equidistantly in the room. “There is no good reason for that.”

      “There is no good reason for anything they’ve done since we arrived here.” I stood with my back to the door surveying the dark room. A small candelabra set on a table was the only illumination. At least we had that.

      Quinn sat on the bed closest to Kayla, carefully laying Bailey out. “Even the whole contamination thing is a joke. Diseases go far beyond the clothes we are wearing.”

      “Exactly. They wanted to separate us.” Bolton paced the room. “And the reason for that can’t be good.”

      “No. We can’t let them succeed.” Kayla stretched out beside Faith, curling her body around her small daughter. Kayla often worried that she was failing Faith, that she wasn’t living up to the expectations of motherhood, but she couldn’t have been more wrong. The girl, much like Bailey, was lucky to have the mother she did. Not that I knew much about mothers. I’d never known mine.

      “Absolutely not.” I may have failed in keeping everyone safe so far, but that didn’t mean I was going to let things get worse.

      “What do you think their end game is?” Bolton paused his pacing. “What do they want us for?”

      “You mean what do they want them for?” I nodded toward the women and girls. I was far past mincing words. Quinn and Kayla knew the realities better than anyone.

      “I’m sticking with we because we are one unit. If we insist on that we will be safer.” Bolton made a good point. At times his impulsiveness drove me crazy, but he was a good one to have on our side.

      “Agreed.” Quinn leaned back on her hands. “No more fighting.”

      “No more fighting.” Bolton echoed her.

      Bailey stirred beside Quinn.

      “You should get some sleep.” I nodded in her direction. “We have no idea what the morning will bring.”

      “We have no idea what tonight will bring. Or any day.” It was always disarming when Quinn talked in a defeatist tone. I’d grown used to her optimism, and it was often contagious. I missed it now.

      “True, but sleep is helpful.” And there was no reason for all of us to forego it.

      “I can do first watch.” Kayla sat up. “Even the few minutes of lying down has been helpful.”

      “Faith is sleeping. Stay with her.” I spoke gently, hoping she’d just accept it and get some rest. She’d been carrying her daughter all day. I couldn’t imagine how tired she was. “You can take over later. We don’t even have many hours left before morning.”

      “We have no idea what time it is.” Bolton walked along the back wall of the room. “It’s unnerving.”

      “No. We don’t. But night can only last so long. We all know that.” Kayla ran her hand over the stiff grey bedspread.

      “Although this night has lasted forever.” Quinn wasn’t talking about the actual evening. She was talking about life as we knew it.

      “We need to make a plan.” Kayla remained sitting up. “We can’t just sit back and wait for things to happen.”

      “We need more information to make a plan.” Bolton ran his hand along the wall as if searching for something. “What are our exit options? How many people do they have living here?”

      “What kind of weapons they have?” I added to his list. It was going to become a rather long list. We knew so little.

      “I can’t believe they didn’t search your bag.” Kayla pointed to the bag Bolton still carried. “That’s what so weird. They were so worried about some things and not others.”

      “That tells me they have weapons that would put anything I have to shame.” Bolton turned toward us, abandoning his search of the wall. “Otherwise they would have been concerned. I can’t come up with another possibility.”

      “Which is frightening.” Quinn barely whispered.

      “What about this isn’t frightening?” Kayla lay back down. “Every part of this place feels off and uncomfortable.”

      “I don’t believe this room has no windows,” Bolton turned back toward the wall. He was no digging his fingers into the dark siding.

      “Why not?” I asked. I didn’t doubt him, but I wasn’t sure what made him so sure.

      “Because this building is old. It was built long before things changed. People built windows back then.”

      He was speaking of a time long before I was born. It was hard to even picture it. “They must have done a really good job covering the windows up. Or the light is too faint to give us a real view of things.” I wanted to check out the wall myself, but it felt safer to remain by the door. I wanted to stay between the girls and the unknown people in this place.

      “You need to sleep.” I glanced over at Bolton. “You too. We can take turns with watch.”

      “Are you sure? You can stay awake?” There was no accusation in his voice.

      “I will.” There was no way I was letting them down again.
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      I stayed right where I was for the first while, finally allowing myself to lean back against the wall. I was exhausted, and I knew an attempt to sit down would likely end up with me sleeping. That couldn’t happen. If it became too much for me I’d wake up Bolton.

      Having no sense of time made things much more difficult. I didn’t know how many hours had passed, nor how many more hours we had before morning. I needed sleep. I could pretend otherwise, but I wasn’t going to be at my best if I didn’t do something soon. I headed over to where Bolton slept. I’d just pushed on his shoulder when I heard the lock click.

      Bolton bolted up and grabbed his bag. He blinked a few times but didn’t say a word.

      The door opened and two men walked in. Both were dressed in the same grey clothing as the others.

      “What do you want?” Bolton stood up.

      “Hello? Is that a way to welcome your hosts?” One of the men smiled. His dark hair was cut short, but he wore a heavy beard.

      “Hosts? You mean wardens?” Bolton had woken up revving to go.

      “You think you’re prisoners?” The first man frowned. So far the other man had not said or done anything aside from rubbing his bald head. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “What’s ridiculous is you thinking you can treat us this way.” Bolton wasn’t the only one who was annoyed. Anger had been stirring inside me since we arrived, and my growing exhaustion was only making it worse.

      Both Kayla and Quinn were sitting up by now, looking between their daughters and the men at the door.

      “But I am treating you this way, aren’t I?” The man’s smile grew.

      “What do you want? There has to be a reason you barged in here at this hour.” And it was time we found out what it was. There was no reason to put off the inevitable.

      “Do you even know what hour it is?” The second man finally spoke. He had an accent, one I’d never heard before.

      “No. I don’t. But what does that matter?” Bolton scowled.

      “It is morning. We are here to wake you up.” The first man’s smile had disappeared.

      “Wake us up?” Kayla snapped. “Right.”

      “Yes. And to welcome you. I was regrettably sleeping when you arrived.” He walked over to where Quinn and Bailey sat. “Hello. I hope your stay has been pleasant so far.”

      I felt a growl develop deep inside me.

      “Pleasant? Not exactly.” She pulled Bailey into her arms. Bailey blinked a few times before closing her eyes and snuggling into Quinn’s chest.

      “Is there a problem?” The first man softened his voice as he addressed her. “Anything I can do to help?”

      “We will not be separated.” Quinn’s eyes were dark and cold.

      “We have no interest in separating a mother from her child.” He held out his hand. “Here let me start this over. My name is Clayton, and this is Michael.” He nodded toward the other man. “You are safe here, and we promise not to separate you from your children.”

      “None of us want to be separated.” She stared him down.

      “And you will still see one another, but women and men must live separately here in the Glen.”

      “Why? Why do they have to live separately?” Kayla asked.

      He walked over to Kayla. “It’s good to ask questions. I like that.”

      “I ask the questions that need to be asked.” Her blond hair was rumpled from sleep, and it gave her an almost wild look.

      “Which is a good thing.” He nodded.

      “Yes. What is the answer? Why do you make men and women live separately?”

      “Just because you ask questions doesn’t mean you will get answers.” Clayton’s eyes twinkled in the low light. Was he enjoying this? My anger grew. I was tired of feeling out of control. I was tired of having to answer to others. I felt weak, and it was the worst feeling possible.

      “Why won’t you answer that question?” Her hand balled into a fist on the mattress. “How hard could that be?”

      “I thought there were no leaders here.” Bolton leaned back against the far wall.

      “What makes you think I’m a leader?” Clayton turned his attention to Bolton.

      “It’s easy to spot a leader if you know what to look for.” Bolton straightened up.

      “There are no leaders here.” Clayton clenched his jaw.

      “Keep saying that. It doesn’t change anything.” Bolton adjusted the bag on his shoulder.

      “Why are you fixated on leaders?” Michael strode further into the room.

      “Because it shows the holes in your argument.” I was exhausted, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t do my part to figure out what the hell was going on.

      “Or so you think.” Pleasure cross Clayton’s face.

      If I wasn’t careful my anger was going to get the best of me. As much as I wanted to let loose on this man, I knew it would expose us all to greater danger, and I couldn’t risk that.

      “Either you have leaders here or you don’t. It shouldn’t be a difficult question to answer.” Kayla sighed. “But evidently you don’t believe in answering anything.”

      “The question is why you care. How does it change anything?” Clayton crossed his arms.

      “Because it lets us know how deep the lies go.” Her words were sharp.

      “Who says there are lies?” He raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think we’ve misled you at all?”

      “There is no such thing as a place without leaders. It doesn’t exist.”

      “What do you know of where you are?” Clayton sat on the edge of one of the bare beds. “You arrived in the dark and you have had no time to explore or learn.”

      “It’s called the Glen, and you guys are crazy about rules.” Quinn stroked Bailey’s hair.

      He laughed. “You are right about both of those things.”

      “You admit to being crazy about rules?” Her eyes widened.

      “Rules are for the good of everyone involved.” He clasped his hands together, letting his fingers slip between each other. They looked like snakes to me. Snakes that might be the end to us all.

      “Says who? Those who make the rules to benefit themselves.” Kayla put a hand on Faith’s back. Faith had so far managed to sleep through the visit. I hoped one day the girls would know peace and security. There were so many horrors in our world, but they deserved better. They deserved hope.

      “You are a sharp one, eh?” He smiled at Kayla.

      “I’m not naïve. None of us are.”

      “And neither am I.” Clayton crossed his legs at the ankles. “Neither am I.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” She met his intense gaze.

      “It means what it sounds like.”

      She closed her eyes. “This is getting old. Very. Very old.”

      “Did you all get enough sleep?” Clayton rose to his feet.

      “No.” Kayla looked at me. “We had to sleep in shifts.”

      “Then we will leave you for another few hours.” Without another word, he walked out the door. Michael followed. The lock clicked again.
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      I didn’t like him. Clayton. I didn’t like the other one either, but Clayton was dangerous. I knew it from the moment he’d opened his mouth. He was trying to appear nice, but that only made it more vital that I stay alert. His comment about not being naive unnerved me. Did he know that our companions weren’t the fathers of our girls? Or was he implying something else entirely? There were so many horrible possibilities it made my head spin. Where was the good in the world? Where was the safety? The end of this nightmare? And where was Mason? Had he reached the wall? Was he ever coming back—although coming back to where he’d left from wouldn’t bring him to me.

      “Get some more sleep.” Bolton stood in front of the door. Maverick had fallen asleep within minutes of Clayton and Michael leaving. I appreciated Maverick’s willingness to take first watch. As short as our rest was, it had helped. I was at least functioning now. My arms still ached from the hours of carrying Faith, but physical exhaustion was an easier state for me to handle.

      “I’m not tired.” Everyone else was sleeping. Quinn and the girls were all fast asleep. I was grateful for that. I hoped Faith would never remember any of this.

      “You can let go once in a while. I can handle this.” Bolton didn’t move from his spot by the doors, but his intense impression made it feel like he was much closer.

      “This isn’t the matter of who can handle what. This is about me having a lot on my mind.”

      “You miss him.” Bolton leaned back against the door.

      This was the first time anyone had mentioned Mason since we’d left the camp. I’d kept my thoughts and feelings to myself. Like I always did until Bolton or Quinn pressed me and I let some of it out.

      “Of course, I do.” I missed him all the time, but I couldn’t allow myself to dwell on those feelings. In the beginning, I’d given myself permission to think of him only at night. To remember the feel of his skin. To reflect on how safe and protected I felt in his arms. But that was then. This was now. Things were even more dangerous, and I couldn’t take the chance of distracting myself for a second.

      “If he’s alive he’ll find you.” Bolton’s expression was unreadable. Serious and pensive.

      “He’s alive.” I wouldn’t give up that hope. Faith deserved to meet her father. I gave her so little, surely I would be able to give her that.

      “Okay. He’ll find you.” Bolton shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “You’re not going to argue with me about being realistic?” I expected it. I needed it. His pushback kept me grounded and even more determined.

      “What would be the point of that? Arguing is a waste of time.”

      “Even when it comes to arguing with Quinn?” I was only half teasing. Their arguing was so natural it was almost strange without it.

      “Yes.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “We can’t afford that. We are all on the same team, and it needs to stay that way.”

      Everything had changed the moment we were pulled out of the water. We were in uncharted territory, and trusting each other while working together was the only hope we had. “When they open the doors next time, they are going to try to separate us.”

      “Of course, they will. That doesn’t mean we’ll let them.” His right hand balled into a fist at his side.

      “So, you’ve come up with a plan?” I hoped he had. We knew so little about this place that getting out seemed hopeless. I couldn’t feel hopeless. There was always a way.

      “The plan is to fight it. They won’t hurt you or the girls.”

      “Or so you think.” I could think of plenty of ways they could hurt us. I thought of little Bailey in Central. Quinn still didn’t know what had happened to her, and it was likely we never would.

      “They need you.” Bolton’s voice broke me out of my thoughts.

      “Don’t be naïve. You know exactly what they need Quinn and me for.”

      “I’m not going to let that happen.” His voice was strong. Determined. He had grown up so much since we’d first met. It was hard to believe he was the same boy who’d helped me escape the traders. He’d always had that inner strength; he’d just needed to push to bring him out. I wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad thing. Sometimes I wondered how much happier he’d have been if he’d been able to spend his life tending a peach orchard. But that life was no longer a possibility. For any of us.

      “Can I ask you something?” It was easier to ask questions in the near dark. Somehow it made me feel less exposed even though the same words would be heard.

      “Sure.” He leaned back against the wall.

      “Why are you here?”

      “The same reasons you are.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I mean—well, you could be doing so many different things. Why stay with us? We put a target on your back.” Maybe he couldn’t have his family and the peach orchard, but he could be doing so many different things.

      “You know the answer to that.” His eyes were heavy with exhaustion. I’d take over as next watch soon.

      I sat up more, careful not to wake up Faith. “I don’t.”

      “What do you want me to say, Kayla? That I love you? That I’d do anything to be with you? What’s the point of admitting that when you are still in love with Mason? Why hurt you when I don’t have to?” Maybe the darkness was making him more honest too.

      “Is that really the only reason you are here?” I wasn’t sure why I was pressing him. Maybe it was the exhaustion, or maybe it was the realization that we’d likely be forced apart in a few hours. The guilt was setting in.

      “I care about you. Whether you like it or not.”

      “I care about you too.” I did. I cared about him in a deep and intense way, but my heart belonged to Mason. It always would.

      “Do you ever wonder what would have happened had we stuck to my plan?”

      “To the peach orchard plan?” I closed my eyes and imagined the trees heavy with ripe fruit. The paths winding between them. The small white farmhouse off in the distance. It all looked pretty, yet I knew that life was never meant for me.

      “Yes.”

      I opened my eyes to find him watching me. Something in his expression made me think he could read my mind. He could see me imagining it all.

      Those thoughts were ridiculous. Bolton was an ordinary man. He hadn’t been worked on by Central. If he had any sort of gifts they were naturally born. And if he could read minds he’d be somewhere very far from here. “There wouldn’t be Faith so I can’t think about that.”

      He nodded. “I understand. I have edited her into my visions. Of course.”

      “I hope you find happiness one day.” I did. Even if the selfish side of me was so glad to have him around. That side knew I needed him, and that wasn’t fair. Nothing about my relationship with him was fair.

      “I’ve already found more happiness than I ever thought I would.”

      I considered his words. They were moving yet horribly sad.

      He continued. “Our friendship means more to me than you will ever know. And getting to help with Faith—she may not be my daughter, but that doesn’t change the fact that I love her as if she were.”

      He wasn’t lying. I knew it. I knew it from the way he interacted with her. The way he cared for her. I’d taken it for granted. I’d taken so much about him for granted. “Thank you.”

      He shrugged. “It comes naturally.”

      “Do you ever wonder what happened to Ethan?” He was a friend—the one that I always thought would have been more, but he was also Bolton’s cousin. They had a relationship that went far beyond me.

      “Yes, but then again I wondered what happened to make him leave in the first place.”

      “He went looking for more. Is that really all that surprising?” I’d accepted Ethan’s decision right away even though it hurt. I imagined that being rejected always hurt, but being rejected for the mere possibility of someone else sounded far worse.

      “When the alternative was to stay with you, yes.” Bolton yawned.

      I knew he wasn’t bored with the conversation, he was tired. He had every reason to be. “In the end, he would have ended up in a worse spot.”

      “Not necessarily, and even if he did, what would that matter? He’d have had the chance to be with you. To really truly be with you.”

      “Quinn,” Maverick mumbled.

      I looked over as he rolled back over. He was talking in his sleep. I smiled. I was glad Quinn had someone who cared about her so much.

      “Think she’s ever going to give him a chance?” Bolton nodded in Maverick’s direction.

      “It’s not as if we have time for that now.” We’d had the time before, but she hadn’t been ready, and even though on the outside she’d acted calm and settled, maybe she never had been.

      “If you keep using that excuse there will never be time.” Bolton rubbed the stubble on his chin.

      “My point exactly.”

      “Eventually we will all have to start living.”

      “But not now. Not in this mess.” I spread my hands up toward the ceiling.

      “We’ll get out of this mess.” He put his foot against the wall. “I know we will.”

      “We have to. I can’t let anything happen to Faith or Bailey.”

      He nodded. “The girls always come first. We know that.”

      “Does Maverick know that?” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I know he’s dedicated… but he’d put Quinn first, wouldn’t he?”

      Bolton shook his head. “He knows what Quinn would do if anything happened to either of the girls. He wouldn’t risk them.”

      I nodded, but I couldn’t help wondering if Bolton was right. Maverick treated the girls well, but his intense feelings for Quinn seemed stronger than anything else. Love could do crazy things to a person.

      “You do need to get some sleep.”

      “So do you.” I’d caught the yawn even if he thought I’d missed it.

      “Are you planning on holding Faith all day?”

      “Of course.” She was too young and our location too dangerous to allow her to get down and explore.

      “Then you need the sleep more.”

      “If you say so.” I stretched out beside Faith. Maybe I should have argued more, but I would have had to have had the energy for that.

      “I do.”

      “Thanks, Bolton.” I closed my eyes.

      “You already thanked me.”

      “I’m thanking you again.”

      “You’re welcome. And thank you.”

      “What are you thanking me for?” I opened my eyes and turned toward him.

      “For giving me more than I expected out of life.”

      “You’ll be happy one day.”

      “And so will you.”

      I drifted off to sleep with his words echoing through my head.
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      I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. A lab in the middle of the desert? A lab clearly run by Central—or something very similar to it. This was a government-run facility. I had no doubts about that.

      “Is this what you looked for?” The first boy asked. He needed a name. But was I the right one to name him? Would that be presumptuous of me? It wasn’t like me to question things so much, but I could no longer go headlong into anything anymore. I debated every move even when I knew that was dangerous. I could blame Kayla for that. She’d changed me in ways I was only now beginning to see.

      “Uh, not exactly, but I’m glad we get to see it. Thank you.” I tried to push away my surprise and stay focused.

      “This is crazy.” Addison examined a set of computers off to the side of the room. Like the rest of the equipment, they were stark white. “Do you think this is Central?”

      “If it’s not Central it’s the government’s crazy cousin.” Benji hopped up to sit on a table—the kind of table that was likely used as a bed for a patient when running tests. “How close to the intelligence were you, Mason?”

      “Not close. I was pushed out before I could get further along.” My thoughts went back to those last days in the System. To packing up and leaving. To my character being too strong for what they wanted me to do. I’d thought those were dark days, but they were all worth it since it ultimately brought me to Kayla. Now I needed to find my way back to her. How much time had passed? I could no longer count the days. They were all blurring together into a dark mass of time.

      “Mason?” Benji snapped. “Are you listening?”

      “Yes. Sorry.” I pushed those thoughts away. Now wasn’t the time to get sucked into the past.

      “What does any of this mean? How does it help?” Addison watched several of the kids running around the room. They were playing some sort of game, but I couldn’t identify which one it was. There seemed to be several kids doing the chasing, and they only tagged certain others.

      “I don’t know that it helps,” I admitted. “We were hoping to find a cure. This suggests something else entirely.” Had our entire mission been a waste? I never should have left Kayla.

      “But it gives us some information.” Benji got off the table. “And all information is potentially useful.”

      Benji’s optimism was surprisingly contagious. I snapped out of my thoughts and set to work exploring the lab. I recognized a lot of the machines, but not all of them. This was the time when we needed Denver. He knew how everything ran. How everything connected. My gut was they were cloning in here, which meant the kids were what I’d originally thought they were. That didn’t make them any less of kids—they still deserved protection.

      “The first thing we need to determine is whether they abandoned this lab, or merely left for a short while.” Thomas pressed on the screen of one of the computers. Nothing happened. He ran his hands over the back, along the sides. I assumed he was looking for some sort of switch or button.

      “Or if they never left and are watching us.” That possibility kept circling my head. If this was a Central operation, they’d have eyes everywhere.

      “What would they be watching for?” Addison looked all around us. “We’ve been sitting ducks for a while now.”

      “Who knows.” I shrugged. “Does there have to be a reason for the madness?”

      “Don’t lose it on us, Mason.” Thomas patted my shoulder. “Something here is triggering you. You can’t let it do that.”

      “I’m here. I’m focused.” I would be. I had to be.

      “Where do you come from?” The boy asked. So far the rest of the children hadn’t talked. I wondered if they were shy or if they couldn’t. Had something gone wrong in the cloning process?

      Addison bent down to match his height. “From the other side of the wall.”

      “The wall?” The boy frowned.

      “There’s a big wall a few hours from here.”

      “We’ve never left home.”

      Home. This cropping of run-down buildings and a lab in the middle of the desert were the only home these kids had ever had. There was no way we could leave them here.

      “Okay. All you need to know is we are here to help you,” Addison explained. “We want to make sure you are safe and cared for.”

      “And what makes you think you are qualified to do that?” A male voice called from behind us.

      We all spun around as Denver walked into the door. He was dressed head to toe in white with the tell-tale insignia of Central.

      “Denver?” Addison gasped.

      He frowned. “No. You have me confused with someone else.”

      “That’s impossible.” Addison shook her head. “Denver, it’s me. Addison.” She put her hands to her chest. “Did you hit your head or… did someone do something to you?”

      He shook his head. “Your name means nothing to me. Why are you here?”

      “Denver?” Addison narrowed her eyes.

      “Are you hard of hearing?” Denver asked.

      “Oh.” Realization sunk in. “You’re not Denver, are you?”

      “Were you listening to a word I said?” He rubbed his forehead.

      The door opened again. “Addison?” Denver—dressed in the clothes he’d been wearing when he left us walked in.

      “Wait.” Benji’s eyes widened as he took in the two identical looking men. “More clones?”

      “Which one is the clone?” Benji looked between Denver and his exact duplicate.

      “We both are,” Denver answered. His eyes locked on Addison, something unspoken was being communicated between the two.

      “How many of you are there?” Thomas looked back and forth between them. “And are there more kids? What kind of numbers are we talking about?”

      The Denver duplicate waved his hands. “No need to get worked up. Being a clone doesn’t make someone inherently dangerous. But there are many of us. There are many of all the top leadership.”

      “That’s one way to solve the reproductive problem,” Thomas mumbled.

      “Not a long-term one.” Denver crossed the room and took Addison’s hand in his. “Not a real one.”

      Addison looked at their joined hands for a moment then ran straight into his chest. He appeared startled for a moment before he wrapped his arms around her.

      “Where are the others you came over the wall with?” I didn’t want to know they were gone, but I had to. No matter how used to death we got, everyone needed to be counted.

      Denver wrinkled his brow. “I sent the survivors back. We were ambushed. I would have come back myself, but I wasn’t sure if we’d ever have a chance to make it this far again. I needed to search for answers.”

      “No one came back.” Addison lifted her head from Denver’s chest. She was barely talking. Not Addison like at all. At least not the new Addison. The free Addison. I’d only done what I’d thought I’d had to at the club, but I’d never get over the guilt.

      Denver ran his fingers up and down her back in an absent-minded sort of way. As if it was a habit he wasn’t fully aware of. “Hopefully they found a new home then.”

      “You know they’re dead.” Addison stepped away from Denver. “No use pretending.”

      “No use deciding something if you don’t know all the answers.” Denver studied her face as if trying to figure out a puzzle. “I’ve seen horrible things, Addison. Ones I will not even burden you with, but that doesn’t mean all hope is lost.”

      “What have you been doing here?” I asked the other clone before Addison and Denver could break into a fight over the best way to view the world.

      “Making and raising clones. Hoping they might be the answer. So far no clones have been able to reproduce, but that might change.”

      “You can’t repopulate through clones. Surely one day they will accept that.” Denver sighed. “It is getting tiresome explaining it over and over again.”

      “If it’s the only choice we will…” Denver’s look-a-like scowled.

      “Do you know anything about what’s making Central’s militia drop dead?” Addison changed the subject again. It was beginning to feel like we were part of a verbal pin-ball match—the conversation changing at any moment. I’d only played pin-ball once, on a refurbished machine someone had dug up, but the memory had stayed with me. Memories were so strange that way.

      “Drop dead?” Denver rubbed his forehead.

      “Yes. All at once,” Thomas explained. “The best way we’ve come up with to describe it is that it’s as though someone pushed a button that ended them all.”

      “Very convenient.” Denver nodded.

      “Too convenient,” I muttered.

      “What about all those rumors we heard? Of the cure? Were they lies?” Addison’s face was pale. Any excitement at seeing Denver alive and well had been overshadowed with the rest of the news.

      “There was one,” the other clone began.

      “What happened?” There had to be more than what we were seeing.

      “Central happened.” He shrugged.

      “Wait, what?” Addison took a step back.

      “They don’t want a cure. If everything goes back to normal…” Denver trailed off.

      “There is no need for clones. There is no need for them.” It all made sense.

      “Exactly.” Denver pointed at me. “Exactly. Exactly.”

      “But who pressed the button so to speak? Who was powerful enough to take power from Central?”

      “Whoever that is, it’s who we need to find.” Denver smiled. “Anyone up for the challenge?”

      “Another challenge? Another journey? Another unknown destination?” Addison wrung her hands at her sides.

      “Do you have any better ideas?” There was nothing condescending in Denver’s words. He was legitimately asking.

      “No.” She shook her head. “And my guess is no one else does either.”
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      His lips slowly moved up and down my neck, settling on a sensitive spot. He sucked in and then bit down gently. His hand slid up and down my body, while his other hand cradled my head. I pushed up against him, needing the feel of him against me. Needing the comfort and security only he could bring.

      His lips left my neck as his hand slid between my legs. “I love you, Quinn.”

      I gasped and woke up in a sweat. Maverick? Had I really just dreamt about Maverick in that way?

      I felt around me. Cool sheets. I hadn’t gone to sleep under the sheets. Bailey. Where was Bailey? I sat up shivering. It wasn’t from the cold. It was from fear. Real and terrifying fear. I didn’t even remember leaving the room. They’d somehow drugged us—I was brought back to Central in my head. The room was dark, but I got up and stumbled around. I had to find Bailey.

      I hit something hard. A wall. I fumbled around and a small sliver of light entered the room. I must have found some sort of window. I glanced around, my heart rate decreasing as I caught sight of Bailey and Faith curled up on a cot.

      “Where are we?” Kayla rubbed the back of her head. She sat up. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know where we are exactly.” I pushed the blind back more, letting in even more light. “But my head is killing me.”

      “Mine too.” Kayla rubbed her head again. “They drugged us. I know it.”

      “That would explain the headache. Hold this so I can check on the girls.”

      “There has to be a way to open it more.” Kayla stood and joined me by the wall. She took the blind, tugged down and it sprung all the way up, mostly disappearing.

      “Thanks.” I hurried over to where the girls slept. Their breathing was even. “Do you think they drugged the girls too?” I was terrified of the answer. I knew Bailey had been through worse at Central, but she was older now. She might remember this. My stomach sunk. She might remember all of this. The older she got, the harder it was to shield her from everything.

      “Probably. I wouldn’t put anything past these people. Maverick and Bolton. Where are they?” Kayla looked around.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been up much longer than you have.” My focus had been on finding the girls.

      “I can’t believe this happened…” Kayla trailed off.

      “You mean you can’t believe Bolton let this happen.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to say anything.” And I understood. Whether we wanted to or not we’d all started relying on each other. The last I remembered Bolton had been keeping watch. That meant in one way or another he’d failed even if it wasn’t explicitly his fault.

      She looked away. “I don’t think that.”

      “Kayla… you know he tried.” I couldn’t quite believe I was defending Bolton, but when push came to shove he was on our side.

      “I’m worried.” She watched the girls.

      “About him? About us?”

      “About everyone.”

      “Well, right now we have to be grateful the four of us are together. If they took the girls away it would be much worse.”

      “Exactly.” Kayla knelt down in front of them.

      “Or if they separated us. I’m never going through that again.” I’d known when Kayla and I had ended up in different vehicles that we were in for trouble. I’d never been more relieved in my life when she showed up in Central. Not only was I grateful for her saving us, but I was grateful that she was okay. Even if she was often the one protecting me, she would always be my little sister. I cared about her more than she’d ever know.

      I closed my eyes trying to remember how we’d ended up in this room. Instead of memories, remnants of the dream came back. My breathing picked up. It had been so real. So vivid. I hadn’t thought of a man that way since Benjamin. And even then I didn’t dream like that. All my dreams were intense now. The nightmares. And this one. I opened my eyes. “We can’t just sit here.”

      “What did they give us?” Kayla put a hand on the side of her head. “My head is killing me.

      “Who knows. I’m worried about the girls. Do you think it’s bad that they haven’t woken up yet?”

      “I hope not.” Kayla ran her fingers over Faith’s cheek. “I’m torn. I want to wake them so we know for sure they are okay, but once we wake them this is all going to be a whole lot more complicated.”

      “We have to know.” I knelt beside her.

      Bailey stirred before I could do anything. She opened her eyes. “Mama?”

      “Hi, baby. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Sleepy.”

      I nodded. “Me too. Me too.”

      She closed her eyes and yawned.

      “Well, your job was easy,” Kayla teased. “Faith.” She whispered softly. Faith mumbled something and curled up into a tighter ball.

      Kayla nodded. “They are okay.”

      I walked back over to the blind and looked out for the first time. We were high up. The ground looked several floors down.

      “I guess we aren’t climbing out the window, are we?” Kayla pressed her hand to the glass. “Look at all those.” She pointed to three tall buildings. “We must be in a structure like that.”

      “What is this place?”

      “I don’t know. I assume it’s still the Glen, but this definitely feels different from where we were before.”

      “Stay with the girls.” Kayla walked toward the door on the far side of the room.

      “Where are you going? You can’t really leave me with both of them. We stay together.”

      She touched the doorknob. It didn’t turn. “I need to find out more about where we are.”

      “Then we do it together. You need to stop this, Kayla. We are all part of a team. Even if we’re separated from the men, the four of us have to stay together.”

      “I know.” Kayla sighed. “It’s just so hard. I don’t want to put the girls at risk, but I feel like staying puts them at risk too.”

      “They are better off if we stay together. I am right about this. Just this once trust me.”

      “I’ve trusted you plenty of times.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Kayla, please. Now isn’t the time to make up stories.”

      “I have. I trust you. I always do. Just because I act impulsively doesn’t mean I don’t value your sage advice.”

      “Sage advice?” I laughed. “Now I know you are really stretching the truth.”

      She turned her back to the door. “We need a plan.”

      “Yes, we do. So, let’s make this one together.”

      Kayla jumped as the door jangled behind her. We waited, spread out just enough to create a visual barrier between the door and the girls.

      The door opened and Clayton, the bearded man from earlier, walked in. “Good morning again.” He grinned as though there was anything about the situation worth grinning about.

      “Where are the others?” There were so many questions to ask, but that one needed to be answered first. Unfortunately, I couldn’t think about Maverick without thinking about the dream. It was seared in my head.

      “Calm down.” Clayton made a downward motion with his hands.

      “Calm down?” Kayla gasped “You drugged us.”

      “It was nothing dangerous. I assure you.”

      “Nothing dangerous? You gave it to our daughters. Did you know how it would react in children?” Anger surged through me. Messing with me was one thing. Doing anything to the girls was something else entirely. I would do anything to protect them.

      “We knew it was safe.” He craned his neck to look around us. I assumed it was to get a better look at the girls. I moved to the side to block his view.

      “How?” Kayla crossed her arms over her chest. “How could you have known it was safe.”

      “Because it’s been tested.” He gave up trying to look. I’d been successful on one count.

      “On children?” Kayla pressed.

      “It’s been tested and used before. There is nothing to worry about. They are absolutely fine.” He pointed around us toward where the girls slept.

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know if they will still be fine in a few hours.” No one could know. Drugs could have all sorts of side effects. I had convinced myself everything was fine in order to keep calm, but I didn’t really know.

      “They will be. Listen. I understand your concern.” He bowed his head fractionally.

      “You can’t possibly understand our concern.” I struggled to keep my voice low so I wouldn’t wake up the girls.

      “Actually, I can.” He put his hands together as if in prayer. “You aren’t the only parents.”

      “What?” I let his words set in. “Are you saying there are other kids here?” I tried to remember what the man had said about clothing. Hadn’t he implied there weren’t other children?

      “There are some. And we want to bring in more. But that’s not what I’m referring to.”

      “You’re a father?” Kayla questioned. “From Central or…” She trailed off.

      “No.” He shook his head. “In the old-fashioned way.”

      “Where is the child?” Could it really be? I searched his face for evidence that his words were only lies.

      Clayton shook his head. “I wish I knew. They took my wife. And my son. You see we aren’t as different as you think.”

      “Why should we trust you?” He might be telling us this story to make us feel sorry for him. To gain our trust. But trust was a fragile thing.

      “I have no answer to that other than to posit the question, why shouldn’t you trust me?” He rested his chin in his hand.

      “Because you separated us from the others. Because you drugged us.” And the list went on.

      “What if there are good reasons for that?” He tugged on his beard. “Would that change your view of things?”

      “Oh yes. Good reasons.” Kayla rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, these reasons have to do with the importance of rules. Got it.”

      “You both hate rules? Why?” His pensive look returned.

      “Answer our questions first.” Technically he was in control, but that didn’t mean we had to make it easy on him. Going with the flow wasn’t usually the best course of action.

      “What questions? You made a statement.”

      I sighed. “Why did you separate us? Why did you drug us? Now I phrased them as questions. Answer.”

      “I will, but you have to promise to let me explain everything. Don’t interrupt.”

      “We’re not promising you anything.” Kayla shot me a look. As if I was going to disagree with her? Sometimes my sister frustrated me with her lack of faith in me.

      A look resembling awe crossed Clayton’s face. “You two have a strength I’ve rarely seen.”

      “We hear that a lot.” Kayla yawned.

      “Does that come from your parents? Your upbringing?”

      “Why does any of that matter?” There was no reason for us to explain ourselves. Our past wasn’t of issue.

      “Because it does. Because I believe in the old way of things.”

      “And that’s what you have here?” I tried to follow. This conversation was going nowhere.

      He shook his head. “Not now. Not yet. But one day.”

      “Please explain everything to us.” I looked over at Kayla, hoping she was going to follow my lead. We needed answers, and if that meant humoring this guy and hearing his story then so be it.

      “Did you love her?” Kayla asked. “The mother of your child?”

      “Love.” Clayton rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s an interesting term.”

      “You don’t believe in it?” I knew this question wasn’t the most pertinent, but it was a question I asked myself all the time. Did love exist outside the confines of family? Was there such a thing as true romantic love? And if there had been before, was it gone now? I fought against my feelings for Maverick constantly.

      “It’s not the matter of believing.” Clayton shifted his weight from foot to foot. “It’s the matter of understanding it.”

      “Understanding it? It’s not that complicated. Either you have it or you don’t.”

      “Have you ever been in love?” He inclined his head to the side. “And I don’t mean for your sister and daughter. I mean romantic love.”

      “Yes.” Kayla nodded. “I have.”

      I wondered if she realized the can of worms she’d opened. What if he asked if she was in love with Bolton?

      Clayton nodded. “Very well. The Glen was all my idea. I don’t say that to take credit, I say that so you understand where this all started.”

      Kayla and I exchanged looks. All his idea? And he claimed he wasn’t a leader.

      “Oh?” Kayla gestured for him to continue.

      “I knew other safe havens existed. Pockets. Places outside of the purview of the clubs or Central, but none of them had a greater mission. None of them could see beyond the short-term. I don’t blame them. The short-term is important. Saving even one child is important, but what if we could do more? What if we can change the face of the future?”

      “Does your plan involve getting rid of Central? Because eventually Central or the Traders find every haven.” Kayla frowned. I felt exactly the same way she did.

      “Is that what happened to you? Is that how you ended up here?” Clayton’s voice was softer now.

      “Isn’t this supposed to be your story?” I had no time for this. “Not ours.”

      “But our stories have intersected. That makes it relevant.” He was playing mind-games.

      “If our story is relevant explain the use of the drugs. Separating us. We’ve been waiting patiently for answers. If you can take the time to question us, you can answer those.”

      “Waited patiently?” He tugged on his beard.

      “Yes. We’ve waited very patiently.” I tapped my foot. I didn’t say I was still patient.

      “Is this what you call patient?”

      “Yes.” I stopped tapping. “If you think this is impatient you don’t want to know what the real thing is.”

      He laughed. “Maybe I do.”

      I remained stone-faced. “Nothing we’ve said is funny.”

      “We drugged you because it was the safer option.” He took a seat on an empty bed. Kayla and I moved to continue to block his view of the girls.

      I glanced at Bailey still curled up with Faith. At least they had each other. “Safer option? You mean easier.”

      “Easier?” He raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “How’d you do it anyway? Did you put something in the water?” Try as I might I couldn’t remember anything. I was careful not to try too hard lest more memories of the dream would come back.

      “Yes.”

      “I knew I tasted something.” Kayla sighed.

      “Yet you drank it.”

      “Sometimes we don’t have a choice in what we do. We have to do it.” She rubbed the back of her head again. I worried that her head was hurting more than mine. My headache was already fading away.

      “You’ll have some choices now.”

      “Oh? Will we?” I sounded like Kayla with all the sarcasm.

      “Yes. We all have power in the Glen.”

      “Power. Right.” Kayla put a hand on her hip. “I’m sure.”

      “I understand your skepticism. You have lived lives that encouraged that attitude. But those lives are over.”

      “We aren’t staying long.” Kayla crossed her legs at the ankles.

      “Why not?” He said it so simply. As though he didn’t have an agenda even though he quite clearly did.

      “Because we won’t be.” Kayla stared him down.

      “That isn’t an answer. Where is it you are going? What are you searching for? Or is it not a place but a person?”

      Kayla paled. He’d hit the nail on the head when it came to her. I knew she was searching for a safe place, just like the rest of us, but she’d always be searching for Mason.

      I answered for her. “Where we are heading is none of your business.”

      “It is our business so we can help you get there.”

      “We don’t need your help.” Kayla snapped.

      “No? You planned to leave the way you came? Through the dirty water?”

      “No. We will find a new way.” She raised her chin.

      “The is no other way. We are protected here.”

      “There is always another way.” Now wasn’t the time to give up.

      “Not here.” Clayton shook his head. “The sooner you face that fact the better.”

      He wasn’t just talking about the way out. He was letting us know we had no choice but to follow his rules.

      Kayla stomped her foot. “No. I haven’t come this far, fought this hard, to be trapped.”

      “You aren’t trapped. You are finally free. Free to make good choices for once. Not just for you but for your children.”

      “I’m sorry you do not have your child with you, but that does not mean I’m going to turn over any control over my own.” I gritted my teeth.

      “Nor do we expect you to. Your girls are still with you, are they not?”

      “You drugged them. That was not something we agreed to.” There was no way I was putting any trust in this man or anyone else at the Glen for that matter.

      “And that will never happen again.” Clayton gazed into my eyes. “You have my word.”

      “And why would your word mean anything to us?” Kayla said exactly what I was thinking.

      “It won’t now, but it will eventually.”

      Kayla shook her head. “It won’t.”

      “How can you know that already?” His face reddened.

      His growing frustration didn’t deter Kayla. “Where are the others?”

      “The men?” Clayton asked as if there was anyone else we would be asking about.

      “Yes.” She scowled.

      “In the men’s area.”

      “You are a man, yet you are here,” I pointed out.

      “To visit. Not to stay.”

      “Then why can’t they visit?”

      “They will once they get set into their new jobs.”

      “Jobs?” I asked with surprise. I was relieved he hadn’t said he’d kicked them out. But jobs? I wasn’t expecting that.

      “One is a doctor. One a farmer. Both are valuable here.”

      “How do you know what they are?” I couldn’t imagine the men would have shared much willingly. They were likely frantic about our whereabouts.

      “It was easy enough to discern.”

      “And what of us?” Kayla clasped her hands together in front of her. “Have you discerned our value?”

      “Your value? You both know you are valuable on many levels. But you are both farmers as well, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.” Kayla nodded.

      “Then you can work in the fields.” Then he turned to me. “Or you can make clothing if you prefer.”

      “How did you know—”

      “As I said. None of this is hard to discern. “If your daughters are ready, I would be happy to give you a tour.”

      Kayla rocked back on her heels. “We won’t be staying long enough to need a tour.”

      “Oh yes. How could I forget? Then take a tour so you can learn from what we have here.”

      “We don’t need to learn—”

      “We would love a tour.” I cut Kayla off. A tour is what we needed. We might find Bolton and Maverick that way. Or another way out. Both were things that needed to happen soon.
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      On the surface, the Glen was exactly what we’d thought. A commune trying to fly under the radar of Central and the traders. In some ways, it felt like a much bigger version of where we’d left, but in other ways, I immediately knew it was something different.

      There were distinct sections just like Clayton had explained. Some were for living. Some for working. There was an entire medical complex—the area where Maverick would likely be spending the vast majority of his time. There were also acres upon acres of fields and orchards. A military and weapons center, as well as a textile area. It took several days to finish our complete tour of the entire place, and I nearly flash-backed to my tour of the club. Everything was so organized and separate. Just as it had been there. It reminded me that no matter what, humanity found the same ways to survive. I wasn’t entirely sure if that was good or bad. And it made me miss Mason even more than I did already.

      Thankfully by the end of the second day of touring we had found both Bolton and Maverick.

      “Kayla!” Bolton yelled out my name the second we reached the military zone where he was working. He tossed down a pack of something, and luckily all it did was make a clinking sound. With weapons one never knew.

      “Bolton.” Without really thinking about it I ran toward him, holding Faith tightly in my arms.

      The other men- and noticeably women, I’d never seen quite so many in the same place before—working inside turned to look at us. I ignored them. I had more important things to worry about than the other workers.

      “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” Bolton rubbed Faith’s back.

      “We are fine.” We were physically, although that did not mean I was ready to put my guard down. “What about you?”

      “Yes. They put me to work.” He spread out his arms. “As you can see.”

      “On weapons. What happened to the orchard?” I adjusted Faith on my hip.

      “They thought I’d be more useful here.”

      I nodded, realizing that it was where he probably thought he’d have a better chance of protecting us. “I understand.”

      “I’m going to get us out of here,” He whispered. “You can count on me.”

      “I just wish I had a better understanding of where here is.” I leaned into him. “We still don’t know.”

      “So you knew whether Mason could find you?” Bolton raised an eyebrow.

      “And so I know what they want with us. Have you found anything?” I kept my voice as low as possible, completely aware that we were still being watched.

      “Nothing yet. But I will.” He tickled Faith and she burst into giggles. He had the ability to make her laugh when no one else could.

      “I can’t imagine things are as happy here as everyone pretends.” So far everyone we had talked to on our tour spoke of the Glen with reverence. Everyone wore smiles and seemed to enjoy their work or activities.

      “I guess anything is good compared to the alternative.”

      “True. Or they have really good drugs in the water.”

      “Yeah… It took me a while to wake up from what they dosed us with.”

      “Same. I am so relieved they didn’t give too much to the girls.” I brushed some hair from Faith’s face. “At least I don’t think so.”

      “I gave them quite a mouthful about that.”

      He grinned. “I bet.”

      “Kayla, it’s time,” Clayton called from directly behind me.

      “I’ll find you soon,” Bolton promised as Clayton led us away.

      I took a glance back at him over my shoulder on our way out.
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      “Are you finally ready to start trusting me?” Clayton handed me a cup of water as I walked out of the fields. I no longer worried about what he put in my drinks and food. As far as I knew, the use of the drugs had been a one-time thing. That didn’t mean I’d forgiven him for it.

      “What makes you think I will ever trust you?” The sun was on its way down and a cool breeze made it feel more like winter than fall.

      “You’ve been here close to a year, Kayla.” He watched me intently. “That’s a long time.”

      “We are only here because you will not let us leave.” We’d searched for a way out, but there was none. The only opening was back through the water, but that wasn’t a real exit plan.

      “Oh, is that so?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. You gave us no choice.”

      “And where would you have gone?” He rested his chin on his hand.

      “I don’t know. You know that.” And I hated that he was wasting my time when he already knew the answers to his questions.

      “Exactly. So don’t act like you are a prisoner.”

      But I could do the same thing if he wanted to play things that way. Faith was safe with Quinn. I had a few minutes to spare. “If we wanted to leave would you let us?”

      “Let your children venture out into danger?” He frowned. “You know I couldn’t allow that.”

      “Exactly. We can’t leave.”

      “You have nowhere to go. It’s time you learn to be happy here. What we are doing here is important. Don’t you want things to change?”

      “I still don’t understand the need to separate children from their families by age ten. It makes no sense.”

      “It makes lots of sense. Traditionally many groups have sent their children away for schooling.”

      “But this isn’t for schooling.” I didn’t know why Clayton wasted his time trying to convince me of his ways. He was never going to change my mind.

      “One day Faith will have to move over to the girls’ dormitory.”

      I shook my head. “We will leave before then.”

      “Yes. To go out to the unknown. Yet you know she is safe here. Your hesitation is selfish.”

      “Selfish?” I slammed the water down on the wooden fence separating the fields from the pathway. “How dare you call me selfish? Everything I do is for Faith.”

      “Yet in your heart, you understand her best chance for survival is here. This has nothing to do with you being a good mother or not. This is bigger than you.”

      “This is bigger than Faith, isn’t that what you want to say? That the greater good is more important.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “That’s not what I’m going to say. This way she gets an education. She gets a chance to interact with peers. To develop a healthy independence so she will be ready to start a family if she is able.”

      “She needs me.”

      “Right now, yes. She is still very young. I am not trying to take her away from you.”

      “You are. You limit all interaction between parents and children once they move over.”

      “It’s to make the separation easier on everyone. You know that.”

      “I don’t know that at all. It’s what you say.”

      “I know full well how hard it is to have a child taken from you, but it is nowhere near as hard if you know the child is safe and cared for. We are the only place of our kind. The only chance our species has for survival.”

      “That’s not true.” I thought about Mason’s mission. About the reason he’d missed so much of Faith’s early years already. “There is a cure on the other side of the wall.”

      “Then why hasn’t it been brought in here?” His eyes were kind, but I didn’t care. He only wanted me to hear what he wanted me to hear. “After so much time?”

      “Because Central hasn’t allowed it. They put up the wall…”

      “And what makes you think they will ever allow it? Or whether the rumors are true? We need to focus on the truth. What we can actually do.”

      “How is it that so many children end up here? There were only a few in the beginning, but there are more every few months.”

      “I have scouts scouring the country. I only wish we could have found you that way instead of you having to suffer so much ahead of time.”

      “I wish I could trust you.”

      “You can.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “Let yourself. Quinn does.”

      I shook my head. “She doesn’t trust you, but she sees that Bailey is happy.”

      “And Faith is happy too.”

      “Faith is too young to know what happiness is.”

      “Do you even know what happiness is?” He rested a hand on the fence. “Even when the opportunity is right in front of you?” He looked at something over my head. I turned to see Bolton heading down the path toward us. “I urge you to give the Glen a chance. Has anything bad befallen you in the past year?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “Then let that guide you for the next year.” He smiled before walking away. “Hello, Bolton. Beautiful evening.” He walked off, leaving Bolton and me alone.

      “You worked late tonight.” Bolton brushed some dirt off the sleeve of my dress.

      “So did you. And you are taking the long way around to the men’s house?”

      “I was hoping to find you here.”

      “I’m nothing if not predictable.” This wasn’t the first time Bolton had surprised me this way. I never minded the visits.

      “When Faith is with Quinn. Otherwise you’d long before gone home.”

      “True. But Quinn always gets off earlier on these nights.”

      “She does. Because Maverick does.” Bolton shrugged. “Think that’s a coincidence?”

      “One day she’ll stop fighting herself.”

      “The same could be said to you.”

      “Bolton—”

      “Don’t even start. That’s why I’m here,” he interrupted before I could finish my thought.

      “Oh?”

      He cleared his throat. Something he only did when he was nervous. That made me nervous. “I wanted you to know I’ve agreed to put myself into the mating pool.”

      “Oh?” I tried to ignore the lump in my throat.

      “Oh? Is that all you have to say?”

      “If it’s what you want. Do it. I mean just know I might still leave. Just because you decide to stay doesn’t mean I have to,” I struggled to string words together in a coherent fashion. His statement had taken me by surprise. I’d always assumed he’d leave with us when we did. That was my fault. I never should have started to rely on him.

      “You aren’t leaving, and neither am I. We both know that. If we were going to leave we would have done it months ago. Do you want me to wait another few months? I can do that if you want me to. You know that.”

      “No. There’s no reason to do that. As I said, I’m free to make my own decisions about leaving or staying.”

      “There’s no other reason you’d want me to put it off?” He looked deep into my eyes.

      “No. You know I gave my heart to Mason a long time ago.”

      “And I think it’s time I listen.” Bolton frowned. “But know I’ll always be here for you and Faith. No matter what happens.”

      “I wish you the best.” And I did, even if the lump in my throat was growing bigger by the second.

      “This isn’t goodbye, Kayla. We will always be friends. Didn’t you hear what I said?”

      “I need to go. Faith is waiting.” I ran off back toward the unmatched women’s area. I refused to let Bolton see the tears I knew were building behind my eyes.
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      “Hi.” One of the young men—the one with jet black hair and the smirk, the one I’d noticed right away- walked over.

      “Hi.” I glanced around for Bailey. She’d accepted a dance with one of the other men. Making polite conversation for a few minutes was one thing. Doing more than that was a whole one another.

      “I’m Artum.” He held out his hand.

      I looked at it for a moment. It was calloused. Much like mine. I accepted his outstretched hand. “Faith.”

      “Hi, Faith. Interesting name. Not one I’ve heard much.”

      “How many girls names have you heard?” I was only half teasing. Maybe he knew more girls than I did. I couldn’t even remember what life was like outside the Glen.

      He laughed. “Good point. I suppose considering how few of us there are left it’s a good thing they’ve managed to be unique when it comes to names.”

      “Did you want to come here tonight?” I sipped the sweet bubbly drink Bailey had shoved in my hand. It was purple, and I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know what was in it.

      “Wow. I wasn’t expecting that question.”

      “Well, did you?” I hated when people tiptoed around questions by trying to change the subject. But maybe that wasn’t what he was doing. I waited. Hoping he proved me wrong.

      “Yes. I did. Didn’t you?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not at all.” If he only knew how much I’d fought against attending.

      He took a sip from his purple drink. By his facial expression he wasn’t enjoying it any more than I was. “You want to stay in the Glen forever?”

      “No. Not a day more than I have to. Which is why I’m here.”

      “I see.” He put his hand inside his jacket pocket.

      “Know of any other ways out of here?” I glanced around again for Bailey. She was still out there twirling around. I often wondered why we were so different. My Aunt Quinn certainty wasn’t like that—at least not the parts of her I remembered. And neither was my mother. But maybe as children they had been. They never talked about their childhoods aside from talking about my grandparents.

      “No. Sorry. But is pairing off and starting a family unit really such a bad option?” He seemed to have a real question in his eyes.

      “For me? Yes. I haven’t ever lived on my own. I want the time to experience that.” Maybe that made me selfish—I understood how much was at stake and that each of us was expected to do what we could, but I didn’t want that. At least not yet.

      He nodded. “I understand that.”

      “You do?” I set my mostly untouched cup down on a long thin table.

      “Why do you seem surprised?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not used to people understanding.”

      “Not even your friend?” He nodded toward Bailey. “I’ve seen you two around.”

      “You have? They’ve never let us see you. They kept us completely separate from the boys growing up. It was one of those rules they refused to break, just as they refused to let us see our parents again until we paired off.”

      “I didn’t say they let us do anything.” He winked.

      “Oh. You are a rule breaker?” Maybe this guy wasn’t so bad after all. It wasn’t that I idolized rebels, but I had no time for someone who blindly followed others.

      “Of course. Aren’t you?”

      “I wish I were.” I eyed my cup. I didn’t want more of the drink, but holding the cup had given me something to do with my hands.

      “You can be.”

      “She’s my cousin.” I don’t know why I told him that. But I did. I was hit by the need to share everything with him I could.

      “Cousin? Huh? That must have been something. Growing up together.”

      “She’s like a sister—or how I would think that would be. Our mothers are sisters.”

      “Rare family.”

      “We are.” Lucky too. No one really believed our story, the lengths our mothers went to protect us. “What about you?”

      “Oh. Well, I was created the traditional way if that’s what you mean.” He waggled an eyebrow. “But my mom and I were brought to Central.”

      “Did you escape before or after the fall?”

      “After.” His voice fell a little.

      “I was born before but was never in it. My cousin was.” Bailey didn’t remember her time in Central consciously, but she was still plagued by nightmares where she was all alone in a dark room. We both were pretty sure those were some sort of repressed memories.

      “The worst of humanity comes out in times of crisis.”

      “The worst of humanity always comes out.” The good got squashed as soon as it tried to rear its head.

      “Not always. There is always some good in the world.”

      “You are far more optimistic than I am. You should talk to Bailey instead of me.” I watched as she spun around, a huge grin on her face. I couldn’t imagine ever being that happy and carefree.

      “But I want to talk to you.” He turned so his back was to the dance floor.

      “Why?” I clasped my elbow with my other hand. Why was it so hard to figure out what to do with my hands?

      “Why do we ever want to do anything?” He was so calm. Unlike me, he wasn’t fidgeting.

      “I don’t know.” I took a deep breath. I was being ridiculous. This was just a man. An attractive one who actually had a sense of humor, but that didn’t change anything. A few more hours and the ball would be over. Then I just had to survive without Bailey until I aged out of the Glen. I could do it.

      “I mean some things can’t be explained. You just have this way about you. Like you are above it all. Like you can see things no one else can.” His eyes looked into mine—really into mine, like he was trying to see inside of me. I tried to look away, but I couldn’t.

      “In other words, because I’m jaded.”

      He laughed again. He had a nice laugh. It was deep and comforting. “You aren’t jaded. You are real.”

      “And is there a difference between those two things?” Maybe I couldn’t pull my eyes away, but I could talk. I wasn’t becoming completely useless.

      “A big difference.”

      “Would you like to—"

      I didn’t let him finish his thought. “No. I don’t dance.”

      “What makes you think I was going to ask you to dance?” He inclined his head to the side.

      “What else would you have been asking?” I felt a strange emotion. Embarrassment. What did I care if I got that wrong?

      “I was going to ask if you wanted to take a walk.”

      I searched his face. Was he merely making an excuse? “In the dark?”

      “Yes. Are you afraid of walking in the dark?” His lips twisted into a smile.

      “Not generally.” I wasn’t afraid of the dark. But was I afraid of walking in the dark with him?

      “We can bring a chaperone.” He nodded in the direction of the crowd.

      “We will have to bring a chaperone.” There was no way they’d let us outside of the building alone.

      “True enough. We probably will have to. Or we’ll be told to. Doesn’t mean we have to.”

      “Are you suggesting we sneak out of here?” I took one step back.

      “Are you ready to admit you have a rebel side?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “So, I should find a chaperone?”

      “No. That won’t be necessary.” What had I just agreed to?
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      Maybe I’d been good at following orders and keeping my mouth shut while at Central, but everything had changed now. It had changed the moment I met Quinn, and as the months became years, it was increasingly harder for me to even remember the man I was before.

      Yet here I was. Keeping my mouth shut and following orders. The alternative was far worse. If I was thrown out of the Glen I’d never seen Quinn and Bailey again.

      Bolton had struggled at first too. He was nearly thrown out our second night there, but Clayton had talked him down with a promise we’d see the girls soon and that they were safe. Other men had also taken his weapons. Bolton was right. The weapons they had put ours to shame. Neither of us knew whether we could trust his promises at all, but with no other alternatives, we clung to them.

      As the months moved on, so too did Bolton. Kayla didn’t say much when he married just a few short months after putting his name in the mating pool. The marriage was pushed forward quickly when his eventual wife got pregnant. Unfortunately, she lost the baby, but they had hope that they would get a second chance. Either way, he was a lucky man, and although I wasn’t sure he would ever fully get over Kayla, he seemed happy.

      Clayton’s words had been at least partially true. I saw the women and girls often, and they appeared to be completely unharmed. So, I continued to follow rules and keep my mouth shut as long as I got to see them when promised. But I wasn’t sure how much more of it I could take.

      

      “What are you thinking about?” Quinn lay back in the grass. I’d just finished my shift at the medical center. Quinn had spent most of the day making clothing.

      “What makes you ask? How do you know I’m thinking about anything in particular?”

      “I can tell.”

      “Oh. Can you now?”

      “Yes. You get this look on your face. This pensive stare. The kind of stare where I’m afraid if I’m not careful you’ll be lost to your thoughts forever.”

      “Worried about me, are you?”

      She leaned up on an elbow. “Of course, I am. And I’m worried about losing you.”

      “You don’t have to be.”

      “Sure, I do. None of us truly know what’s to come.”

      “No. But that doesn’t mean we have to pass the minutes of our lives worrying.”

      “Says the man who worries almost constantly.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t say I took my own advice.”

      She laughed. The real, light laugh of hers. Gradually it was coming back, but not fully. Something about our journey to the Glen had put out some of her light, and try as I might I couldn’t get it back yet. But I would. I’d had to give up on many things in my life, but I’d never give up on giving Quinn the happiness she deserved.

      “Come on, tell me.”

      “Tell you what? I forget what we were talking about.”

      She pushed my arm. “Don’t be like that. You know what I mean. What were you thinking about so intently?”

      “I was thinking about you.” I went with honesty. There was no reason trying to hide anything from Quinn when she’d figure it out anyway. Besides, I didn’t want to hide anything from her.

      “What about me?”

      She turned onto her side, her body mere inches from mine.

      “Are you sure you want to know?”

      “I asked, didn’t I?” She blinked a few times and wiped her eyelashes.

      “Yes, but sometimes we don’t really want to know the things we ask about.”

      “I always want to know what you’re thinking.” She reached out and brushed some hair away from my eyes.

      “I was thinking about whether you’ll ever know exactly how much you mean to me.”

      “Well, I know what you mean to me.” Her answer wasn’t the one I was expecting. Usually, she shut down any talks about emotions pretty quickly.

      “Oh?” I didn’t want to press too hard, but I wanted to know. She’d said things all the time about appreciating my help and that she couldn’t picture her life without me. I wondered if this would be different. Probably not, although she was the one offering it up.

      She stared at me silently for a moment before she opened her mouth. “I love you, Maverick.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “What?” I had to have heard her wrong.

      “I love you.” She wrinkled her nose. “That wasn’t the reaction I was hoping for…”

      I took her hands in mine and helped her sit up. “I’m sorry. I love you, too. You know that. I was just surprised.”

      “Surprised that I finally said what I should have said years ago?” There was an amused twinkle in her eye.

      “I didn’t want you to say it until you mean it.”

      “I’ve known it for a long time, but I didn’t want to. I was scared I guess.”

      “Scared for you or Bailey?”

      “Both.” She moistened her lips.

      “I’m not sure what got you over your fear, but I’m glad.”

      “Time. I think time can be an amazing thing.”

      “Me too, but not as amazing as you.” I didn’t think. I leaned forward and crashed my lips into hers. There were sparks—at least it felt that way to me. Her lips were soft and eager, and I pushed my way into her mouth. I needed more of her. I soaked up her taste. Savoring every second as I pulled her into my arms. I never wanted to let go of her again.
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      I was still grinning like a fool months later when we put the finishing touches on our family hut on the far side of the Glen.

      “I don’t like that Kayla and Faith can’t stay with us.” Quinn was happy, but as usual, she was also worried about her sister and niece. I didn’t blame her. I was too. I’d considered them family for a long time, but that had only continued to deepen as Quinn and I moved our relationship further.

      “I know. I keep petitioning.” I tried pulling every string I had, but it did nothing. There were some rules in the Glen that no one would break.

      “If she would have only chosen Bolton before it was too late—” Quinn stopped herself. “I know that’s awful to say now that he’s married. But still. They could have been happy.”

      “It’s still strange to hear you say you wish Kayla was with Bolton. You used to, well, you know how you used to feel about him.” I never liked their arguing, but I understood it. I also understood why her feelings about him had changed. Even I had grown to appreciate him.

      “But he’s a good man. I know Kayla loves Mason, but he’s never coming. There is no way he will ever find her here.” Quinn knit her hands together. “She deserves to be happy. She doesn’t need to play the martyr. Maybe one day she’ll pick someone else.”

      “But you know as well as I do that what she deserves doesn’t change anything when it comes to her decisions.”

      “But a family unit would be better for Faith than the bunk houses, and I know Kayla loves Faith more than anything.”

      “But she’s stubborn. Just as you can be.”

      “Me?” She put a hand to her chest. “Stubborn?”

      I laughed. “And yes, I know it is much like the pot calling the kettle black. I can be plenty stubborn myself.”

      “Yes. You most definitely can.”

      “But back to Kayla…” I trailed off.

      “Yes, back to Kayla. I wish I could make her see.”

      “You can’t make her do or see anything.”

      “I know. I’m only venting.” She went back to hanging up a set of curtains she’d made herself.

      “And venting is always fine.” I put my arms around her waist from behind.

      “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Of course, you do.” She leaned back into me.

      “I don’t. Bailey and I. We are so lucky to have found you.”

      “And I am so lucky to have found both of you. And your crazy sister and her daughter.”

      “I am going to tell her you said that.”

      “Please leave off the whole crazy part.”

      “Why? That’s the best part.” Quinn laughed. It was a light, beautiful laugh.

      “Yeah but it’s true, so please don’t tell the crazy one that I called her that.”

      Quinn turned in my arms so she was looking at me. “I know you care about her.”

      “Of course, I do. I’ve gained so much since meeting you.”

      “You saved us.” Quinn put her hands on my shoulders. “Bailey and I would have never made it out of Central if you hadn’t taken a chance on us.”

      “And the same could be said for me. You snapped me out of my insane daze. I did horrible things—I followed orders blindly. As I said, I don’t deserve you. I don’t deserve this.” I gestured to our new home, but I meant more than that. I meant our life together.

      Quinn shook her head. “Yet you changed. You risked everything for a woman and child you barely knew.”

      “Because you had my heart from the moment I met you.”

      “The moment?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes. It skipped a beat, and I knew there was no way I could ever let you go.”

      “You sure didn’t show that at first.”

      I shrugged. “I never said I was the best at expressing myself, or that I moved my thoughts into action very quickly.”

      “Mother! Father!” Bailey ran inside. She put her hands on her knees clearly trying to catch her breath.

      “What’s going on?”

      “They found people. Newcomers!” Bailey ran back outside.

      My heart surged as it always did when Bailey called me Father. I may not have been her father biologically, but I’d do anything for that little girl.
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      We left the lab and wandered around the area. Everywhere we went we found more corpses. Nearly every one of them wore the same uniform—or variation of it. The only exceptions were older bodies, further along in decomposition and who were probably killed by the newer blood. Each set was the same. It was as if they’d fallen down suddenly. There was never a sign of struggle. No blood. Just a body.

      I’d seen plenty of strange things in my life, but nothing like that. This almost seemed like something Central would pull off, but it was against Central, not orchestrated by it.

      “There’s only one more place to go.” Denver rose from where he’d been kneeling while he observed a corpse.

      “Back to Central?” I didn’t need to ask the question. It was the only real possibility.

      “Yes.” Denver brushed off the sand clinging to the knees of his pants.

      “We’ll do what we have to do.” Addison zipped up her jacket. “We have no other choice. But we can’t leave the kids.”

      “Of course not,” Denver agreed. “That was never the plan.”

      “They will be in my care,” Denver’s look-alike spoke stoically.

      “And what about the wall? Isin asked. “It needs to come down.”

      “It does need to come down.” Thomas smiled. “How would you like to lead a group to do just that?”

      “I’m on it.” Isin nodded. “But I’m sorry to have to take leave of you, Addison.”

      She kissed his cheek. “I’m sure we’ll meet again sometime.”

      Several men volunteered to stay with the kids. Another group offered to help Isin. The remainder came with us. I felt uneasy leaving them in the desert, but it wasn’t my choice and I wasn’t sure that there was any sort of better place to bring them. Certainly, Central wasn’t that place. After refilling our water with a hidden supply in the lab we headed back out.

      The best part about heading to Central was that we were heading back toward Kayla. I knew I couldn’t see her yet, but somehow each step we took after going back over the wall felt lighter. I’d promised I’d be back for her, and I would. That is if I could approach Central and come out alive.

      As the hulking building came into view I thought back on the last time I’d been there. I’d been willing to do anything to go in and save Kayla. I felt the same way now.

      “Are you going to be able to get us in easily like you did last time, Denver?” Addison asked.

      “I’m afraid that trick isn’t going to work again.”

      “We’ll sneak in a back way.” Benji grinned.

      “You have a plan to make that happen?” In the months spent getting to know Benji I’d learned he was constantly full of surprises.

      “Of course, I do. Don’t all of you?” Benji looked around our assembled group. I’m sure we all looked worse for wear. Extra clothes weren’t a luxury we had. “Otherwise why are we even here?”

      “I was relying on Denver.” Addison playfully punched his arm.

      “How do you know I wasn’t relying on you?” Denver grabbed hold of her fist and pulled her into his chest.

      “Were you?” She looked up at him with wide eyes. Watching them together made me long for Kayla. I wanted that feeling again. The feeling you only get when you are so deeply in love that no matter what else happens you know you are going to be okay.

      “You are rather resourceful.”

      She spun out of his embrace. “Not about breaking into a reinforced compound. I’m not sure even willingly turning myself over is going to help this time.”

      “How do we know we can’t just walk in?” Thomas paced around us.

      “Uh… how would that work?” Addison asked.

      “Everyone else has dropped dead. No one has stopped us this far. Why are we so convinced there is anyone in there?” Thomas replied.

      “There are some people around,” I pointed out.

      “Yes. Regular, everyday people. But has anyone seen a single militia member?”

      “Not ones that are alive.” He was right. We’d seen corpses even on this side of the wall. I should have been thinking along the same lines, but I assumed like everything else, this couldn’t be simple. I was always waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “We are walking right in?” Benji adjusted the sack on his back.

      “Does anyone have an objection to trying?” Thomas looked from face to face.

      “Why not do it in two groups?” I suggested. “That way if some of us get taken the rest can go in another way.”

      “Let me guess.” Addison frowned. “You want me to go in another way.”

      “How did I know you were going to say that?” I shook my head. “I don’t care, but we need a second line in case we are captured. I figured you’d want to be the one doing the saving.”

      “Good point.” Addison grinned. “Maybe you know me after all.”

      We broke into three groups. If two groups were helpful, three would be too. After some deliberation, I ended up with Thomas and Benji. I was glad Thomas was with me. I felt protective over Kayla’s younger brother even if she didn’t even know we had met.

      We moved around the building. The only Central people we saw were dead. In the same way as all of the others. Maybe Thomas was right. But even so, we had to get inside and find out who was behind it. Hopefully, they weren’t even worse than Central.

      The doors were barred. Clearly, we couldn’t just walk in—but the fact that they were locked and no one was guarding them was more proof that something different was going on.

      Benji pulled out a crowbar. “You might want to back up.”

      We all stepped back. Benji smashed the crowbar into the doors. They splintered.

      He grinned. “Easy does it.” He pushed open the remainder of the door and we walked in, stepping over the bodies of another set of guards.

      “This is starting to get eerie.” Thomas slowed his pace. “Very eerie.”

      “I’d call this lucky, not eerie. We couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome than this.” Benji whistled under his breath.

      “Unless whoever did it turns against us.” Thomas looked around the darkened halls warily.

      “Or maybe we’re on the same side. We don’t know. Let’s hope for the best.” Benji resumed his whistling once he finished.

      “Always the optimist…” Thomas trailed off.

      We stepped over another set of corpses. Then another. We moved into a dark hallway, I was grateful I could see better at night than most.

      “Where are we headed exactly?” Even though no one was specifically in charge, Benji was the one who said he had a plan.

      “The center hub. We need to turn after we cross the next fork.” Benji knew the layout well. He hadn’t given much information about his past, but this was more knowledge than I expected.

      “You know this place well,” I stated without trying to imply anything.

      “I do.” Benji didn’t offer any other explanation so I let it be.

      We continued in the dark until Benji stopped short in front of a doorway. He went inside. “How’d you get here before us?”

      I hurried inside to see Denver, Addison, and the rest of their group inside.

      “Mason, you are going to want to see this.” Denver gestured to the computer beside him.

      I walked over. He pointed to the screen. “The Kayla?”

      I looked at the words blinking over and over against the bright white screen.

      “Looks like someone made a program that detonated a chip in all of the soldier’s heads. It probably also took out the force field.” Denver grinned. “Impressive. Not that I am an advocate for ending human life, but the sheer scope of the undertaking is genius.”

      “A chip?” I asked. “If these chips are in everyone’s heads, shouldn’t I have this chip after coming through the system? And you?” I pointed at Benji. Clearly, he’d been part of Central.

      He shrugged. “Maybe it’s a newer chip.”

      “It’s named after Kayla.” Thomas’s voice was low and dry from where he spoke across the room.

      “My Kayla?” Of course, that possibility had gone through my head, but I’d brushed it off.

      “She’s my sister which makes her my Kayla too.” He turned around. “But yes.”

      “How do you know?” I watched him. Was he losing it after we’d come so far?

      “Because of this body.” He pointed behind him. “There’s only one Kayla Ethan would name a program after.”

      “Ethan?” I ran over to where Thomas stood. I bent down and examined the body. Unlike all the others this one had a definite bullet wound in the chest, and it was most definitely Ethan. The man who’d left Kayla behind to come to my club. I would never understand his decision, but I owed him. If he hadn’t made it, Kayla and I would have never met. “Who killed him? If all the chips were detonated?”

      “Maybe he’d already set off the program but couldn’t get out in time,” Benji suggested. “Or maybe it’s because they didn’t all go off at once. That’s the only way to explain the different rates of decomposition. But it doesn’t matter. He’s dead.”

      “Or it was a cockroach.” Benji grinned at Addison.

      Addison rolled her eyes. “So now what? Do we really believe Central is done?”

      Thomas shrugged. “I don’t know what else we can do now.”

      “It’s time to find Kayla.” I couldn’t wait any longer.

      “And Quinn and Bailey,” Thomas added.

      “Of course. It’s time to find everyone.”
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      “What if they don’t recognize me? Or they don’t want to see me. It’s been so long.” Thomas had been fretting about seeing his sisters since we left Central.

      “You can worry about that once we find them. We still don’t know if we are heading to the right place.” I was done pretending to be optimistic.

      “Everyone keeps talking about this place. The Glen. If they aren’t there, they should be able to help us,” Benji was leading the pack. He appeared to have limitless energy, never tiring or letting frustration knock him down. I tried not to show my worry and unease, but I’m sure I failed. The only thing that kept me moving was thoughts of Kayla.

      “She’s okay, Mason. You know it.” Addison patted my arm. “You pushed me along when I wanted to give up. Now it’s my turn.”

      “I never said anything about giving up. I’m only voicing my concerns that we are putting all of our trust in strangers.”

      “But are we?” Benji glanced at me over his shoulder. “Are we trusting them or taking their advice? It’s two totally different things.”

      I wasn’t necessarily sure I agreed, but I nodded. I wanted to be left alone with my thoughts.

      “I wonder how different they are now. And Bailey. I bet she’s so big. I’m sure she won’t recognize me, but that’s okay.” Thomas fell back into his talk about his family. I didn’t mind, and I couldn’t really imagine how he was feeling.

      “I’m sure she will be thrilled to finally meet the uncle who saved her life.”

      “I didn’t. Kayla did.”

      “You did. Kayla told me everything about that last day at home. You were a great brother and a great uncle.”

      “I did everything I could.” Thomas looked down.

      “What do we really know about the Glen?” I pulled the conversation back to our destination. “Do you guys really believe what everyone is saying? They think they can rebuild the population without the government? We’ve already learned the hard way the truth about rumors.”

      “I don’t see why not.” Denver swung an arm over Addison’s shoulder. “They have the technology to, and if they have really been taking in all the women and children they find it might be possible.”

      “But like everything else, it might be too good to be true.” I played devil’s advocate even though I desperately wanted to believe he was right.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Addison smiled. “Now stop sulking, it’s only going to slow us down.”

      I laughed. “I don’t sulk.”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      I pushed off the negative thoughts and focused on Kayla. I would find her again even if it was the last thing I did.
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      I froze. There she was. Gorgeous and full of light. Yet I froze. Unable to move. She seemed to be experiencing the same sensation. Her eyes locked on mine, and her mouth fell open.

      A million thoughts spun through my head. Had she really waited for me? Or had she moved on? Was she angry?

      Then just as suddenly the frozen spell broke, and I ran to her. Without a single word I pulled her into my arms and held her.

      She pulled away slightly and tilted her chin to look at me. “Mason. Is it really you?”

      “Yes. It’s me.” I cupped her face with my hand. She was older now—but the years had done nothing to her beautiful face. I didn’t think after that. I crushed my lips into hers. She responded immediately, eagerly pushing into my mouth. I let her take control, closing off every other part of me so I would only focus on her.

      I ran my hands down her back, her arms, as I got lost in the kiss, in her sweetness, and passion. In everything Kayla.

      “Mama,” A little voice spoke.

      Kayla stepped back. I took a moment to catch my breath when I noticed the source of the voice. A little girl with dark black hair and piercing blue eyes.

      “Faith, there is someone you need to meet.” Kayla picked up the girl. “Faith, this is Mason. Your father.”

      “Father?” I said the word out loud, trying to follow. I was a father? All these years Kayla had been raising our daughter? And I’d missed it. I’d left Kayla to fend for herself.

      Kayla seemed to recognize the look on my face. “It’s okay, Mason. We’ll make it through this. Just like we’ve made it through everything else before.”

      “Kayla?” Thomas walked over with Quinn grinning beside him.

      “Thomas!” Kayla ran over and pulled both her siblings into a hug. “This is impossible. How can it be possible that both you and Mason are here? This has to be a dream.”

      “We came together.” Thomas smiled. “Would you like me to tell the story, or do you want to?” he looked at me.

      “You can.” I knelt down next to Faith. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to spend some time with my daughter.”
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      Finally, after what felt like forever I had time alone with her. The first few days I’d been in shock. Meeting Faith had rocked my world in the best sort of way, and the three of us had to adjust to being together. I tried to give Kayla time, but I needed her in every possible way.

      

      “This is where we’ll move once we’re ready.” She walked around the mostly empty house. It was late, far past curfew, but no one in the Glen seemed to care what we did. Maybe they understood what years apart could do to a couple. “They assigned me one ages ago for when I was ready, but I couldn’t be ready until you returned.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You did what you had to do.”

      “I should have been with you and Faith.”

      “And you are here now. I never gave up believing you’d come back.”

      I put my hands on her hips. “I would have traveled the globe ten times over to get back to you.”

      “I know.” She smiled. “I never doubted you.”

      “I’ve missed you so much.” I brushed my lips against hers.

      “I’ve missed you too.” She reached behind her and untied the ties of her halter night dress. She let go and let the fabric fall to the floor. She was wearing nothing under it, and my hands and mouth greedily devoured her breasts and swept over her soft skin.

      “What about you? You know I demand we play fair.” Her eyes locked on mine.

      I reluctantly released her and stepped back. I pulled off my clothes, enjoying the way her eyes swept over me in the process.

      “That’s better.” She grinned before reaching out and taking me in her hand.

      “When did you get so assertive?” I teased- moaned.

      “I’ve spent years waiting for this moment. I am in a bit of a hurry.” She grinned.

      I picked her up and carried her over to the simple bed, pulling back the covers and laying her down gently. I sat beside her, running my hands up and down her body. She closed her eyes and moaned softly as my fingers moved between her legs.

      “Mason.” She called my name, and I knew what she was asking. I moved over her, and she opened her eyes.

      “I love you, Kayla. I always have, and I always will.”

      “I love you, too.” She put her arms around my neck. “That will never change.”

      I kissed her breast before thrusting into her and returning to my favorite place in the world.
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      This was it. We were leaving. It wasn’t happening in the way I planned. I wasn’t alone and middle-aged, finally venturing out of the reinforced fences penning us all in. Instead, I was eighteen, holding the hand of a man, climbing over the fence hoping we weren’t caught.

      I wasn’t leaving Bailey behind really. She’d moved over to a family home a month before, and she’d understand. She knew I couldn’t live my entire life confined to these walls.

      My only regret was that I wouldn’t get the chance to see my parents one last time before I left. I’d had one brief opportunity when Bailey left the dormitory to see them, but it hadn’t been nearly enough. I’d split my time between seeing my birth parents as well as Bolton and his wife. Mason might have been my father, but Bolton would always have a special place in my heart. I knew he’d always have a place in my mother’s. Still, despite my hesitation at not seeing them again, I knew my mother would understand. After all, she named me Faith. It was time to have faith in myself and my own decisions.

      “What do you think we are going to find out here?” Artum offered his hand when I was close to the bottom of the fence on the outer side.

      “I don’t know.” I accepted his hand even though I didn’t need it and jumped down. I was learning that it was okay to enjoy the comforts he offered. That didn’t make me weak.

      “That is the fun of it, isn’t it?” Artum squeezed my hand. “Venturing into the unknown.”

      “I’m glad we’re doing this together,” I admitted.

      “Me too.” He tugged on my hand slightly to lead us further away from the fence. “I think it’s high time we start our own adventure.”

      “Did you tell your father?” I didn’t want to ruin the magic of the moment. But I couldn’t help it.

      “No. I couldn’t. He’d have stopped us. He’d have had no other choice.”

      I nodded. “I figured that. Clayton likes his rules.”

      “We’ll be back one day.”

      “You think they’ll take us back after this?” We were breaking one of the biggest rules of the Glen. You can’t leave until you were past breeding age.

      “Of course. They are our families. That’s what families do.”

      “You seem to be an expert on family now,” I teased.

      He stopped and put his hands on my arms. “I finally understand the appeal.”

      “Yet here we are stealing off into the night.”

      “Because you would never be ready to settle down without an adventure. We’ll have our adventure first.”

      “That’s the only reason you suggested this?”

      He brushed his lips against mine. “Don’t get me wrong. I want an adventure too, but at the end of the day I don’t care where we are as long as the two of us are together.”

      I nodded. “Okay. We can discuss the end plan later. Right now, I want to enjoy the unknown.”

      “And we can. But first I need to do one thing.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Instead of answering, he crushed his lips into mine. I lost myself in his kiss. Not a bad start to the biggest adventure of my life.
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      Thank you for reading Conflicted. I hope you enjoyed it! Writing the Corded Saga was a journey for me. It took years, and it was one of the most challenging projects I’ve ever tackled. I am thrilled I was able to share it with you. Please consider leaving an honest review at your point of purchase. Reviews help me in so many ways!

      If you would like to know when my next novel is available  you can sign up for my New Release Newsletter.

      

      You can email me at alyssaroseivy@gmail.com

      

      To see a complete list of my books, please visit http://www.alyssaroseivy.com/book-list-faq/
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      Although the Corded Saga is complete, I have many other worlds for you to explore.  Please keep reading for a preview of Stardust (The Half Light #1) by Alyssa Rose Ivy.

      

      www.AlyssaRoseIvy.com

      www.facebook.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      twitter.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      AlyssaRoseIvy@gmail.com

       

      To stay up to date on Alyssa’s new releases, join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj
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      What if the one you thought was your savior was actually your captor?

      

      The earth was never destroyed. A few words uttered by a stranger change Rachel’s life forever. After years of believing earth is gone, Rachel discovers that she cannot trust anything she thought was true or anyone she thought she loved, including the alien prince she was bound to spend her life with. Terrified and angry she takes a chance— and returns to earth.

      

      College sophomore Noah is just going through the motions. He is numb to everything and everyone since tragedy took his brother away far too soon. All he wants to do is survive another year of school until everything changes— he meets her.

      

      Not quite sure what to make of Rachel’s sudden appearance on his doorstep, Noah offers her help, and she unwittingly pulls him into a mess of intergalactic proportions. As the stakes are raised, their attraction to one another builds into something so much more than stardust.

      

      (New Adult/ Mature Young Adult)
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      I dug through the pile of discarded parts looking for something resembling a hand.

      “Rachel?”

      I jumped at the sound of Caspian’s voice. I regained my composure the best I could before turning around to face the door.

      The room was so tiny Caspian was only a few feet away even though he was hovering in the doorway and I was near the back wall. Piles of outdated equipment and robot parts separated us. The space was probably more akin to a closet than a room. “Hi.”

      “Hi?” He smiled yet frowned at the same time. It was an expression completely unique to him. The frown took nothing away from his handsome face—especially not his deep grey eyes.

      I straightened. “Is there a greeting you’d prefer?”

      “I thought you’d be getting ready.” He stepped into the room. It only took him a few steps before he reached me. He brushed some of my brown hair behind my ear.

      “Oh.” I put a hand to my chest. “I completely forgot.”

      “You forgot what tonight is?” The smile part of his expression disappeared.

      “No. I mean I forgot what time it was.” I looked down at my empty wrist. I’d taken off my watch while I worked.

      “Tonight means a lot to me.” He stood mere inches away. One more step and I’d be backed against the wall.

      I craned my neck to look up at him. He towered over me in a way that was beginning to bother me. “I know. And I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry enough that you’ll run and get ready?” He took my hand in his much larger one. “There’s still time if you leave now.”

      “I take it I can’t go in this?” I gestured down to my jumpsuit.

      “If anyone could pull off that look at a gala you could. But no. I thought you were going to wear the dress I had Alda make you.” He ran a hand through his black hair.

      “It’s a bit…” I trailed off. I hated how careful I had to be with Caspian nowadays. It was an unnatural feeling, the worry, and it had come out of nowhere as if someone else had taken over my brain and dropped in their own thoughts.

      “A bit what?” He tapped his foot impatiently.

      “Revealing.”

      “Revealing?” He tilted his head to the side. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Of course he wouldn’t. He didn’t understand where I was coming from at all. “It’s backless.”

      “And your point is?” He gestured for me to continue.

      “Caspian… am I not entitled to have my own opinions on clothing anymore?”

      “Wear a shawl. No one will see your back then.”

      “Why would Alda have made that kind of dress for me?” I forced myself to maintain eye contact.

      “Are you implying I asked her to do it specifically?”

      I nodded. “Did you?”

      “She knows I love your back…” He grinned. “And your front.”

      “Speaking of which. The front dips kind of low too.” Far too low for my taste. I was much happier in a jumpsuit any day. I didn’t mind short things, maybe because my legs were nowhere near as long as the other women’s, but when it came to plunging necklines and backless gowns I wanted to run the other way.

      “Where did these conservative notions come from?” He picked up a broken leg from a decades old android. “The dress is similar to what all the others will be wearing tonight.”

      “Others from Andrelexa.”

      “You left Earth at five. You weren’t old enough to truly take on their norms.” He set down the leg.

      “I’m not wearing something I’m not comfortable with. I can’t do it.” There was a time when I would have done anything Caspian wanted but not anymore. It was almost as if a cloud had cleared and I was seeing a new side to him—and to everything else in my life.

      “Is that why you aren’t ready yet? You didn’t want to wear the dress?”

      “I’m not wearing it.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “If you want me at the gala I’ll select something else from my closet.”

      “You can wear anything you want.” He squeezed my hand. “You know I only want you to be happy.”

      “Yes, but you’ll mope.”

      He swung our arms. “I never mope.”

      “You do.” I rested the sole of my shoe against the wall behind me. “Frequently.”

      He took my other hand so he held them both. “In all seriousness, I need a promise from you.”

      I braced myself for a moment before replying. “Yes?”

      “You’ll be there?”

      “Wearing what I choose?” If I didn’t stand my ground now I’d never have a voice.

      “Yes. Wearing anything you want. Even this jumpsuit.” He ran his eyes up and down my body. “But I need you there.”

      “I’ll go for you.” Despite my annoyance at the dress he had had made for me, Caspian had never been anything but good to me. He’d always been my best friend and confidant. I couldn’t leave him hanging at his greatest moment.

      “Don’t you want to be there anyway?” His grey eyes clouded over. “I thought by now you’d concern yourself with my advancement.”

      “Caspian…”

      “What?” He ran his thumb over my wrist, making tiny circles. “You’ve known my feelings since we were still children.”

      “Yes. You’ve made them very clear.”

      “And you declared the same thing when asked.” He brushed his lips over my ear. “I know you are ready to move on to the next phase with me.”

      “Telling me I don’t know my own feelings of readiness isn’t going to win me over to your point of view.”

      “I shouldn’t have to win you over.” His expression darkened.

      “Caspian, stop. Okay? I’ll be there. And I’ll even wear that dress if it makes you happy.”

      “It would make me very happy.” He smiled. He’d won just as he’d known he would. There were few and far between who could ever deny the prince what he wanted.

      “But after this…” I trailed off.

      “After this what?”

      “We need to talk.” I forced myself to say the words so I’d be held to them.

      “Aren’t we talking now?” He released one of my hands and placed his hand on my hip.

      “You could have anyone. Especially someone who’s really from here. You don’t have to wait for me.” At one time saying those words would have broken me. But they were strangely easy to say now.

      “And I’ve already made my choice. Nothing is going to change that. I’ll wait as long as I have to for you to feel ready.” He kissed my hand and turned away.

      Within a few steps he was back in the hallway and out of view.

      I waited a few moments. Wishing I had a choice. I had absolutely no interest in attending the gala, but Caspian would never forgive me for failing to show up. Neither would Telton. My stomach turned. He was already angry with me. I couldn’t make it worse. And worse than all that would be Caspian’s father, the Emperor. Even Caspian wouldn’t be able to protect me from his wrath.

      I organized a few of the old android pieces before pulling myself from the room. I’d finish later. If I didn’t leave soon I’d never get ready in time.

      I stepped into the brightly lit hall of the palace. My footsteps were silent on the dark, rubber-like floors. I stopped to look out the window—struck as always as the two moons of Andrelexa crisscrossed each other in the sky. I could have stayed and watched for hours, but I didn’t have the luxury of time.

      I nodded in greeting to a few guards as I made my way to my room. They never said much to me, but I could tell they didn’t understand why the royal family kept me around. I didn’t blame them for the confusion. I had the same question.

      Alda was already waiting in the doorway, ready to usher me in. “There you are.” She closed the door behind us. “I was beginning to think you’d forgotten what night it was.”

      “I’m here.” I held my chin up, willing my qualms to disappear.

      Her bright topaz eyes were full of worry. “Yet you don’t look happy about it?” She put her warm hands on my shoulders. “Tell me what’s going on inside that head of yours.”

      “You’ve known me since I was a child, yet you seem surprised I wouldn’t be eager for a gala. I never enjoy big events.”

      “It’s a big night for Caspian.” She released my shoulders.

      “It is a big night. For him.” I was growing tired of everyone’s assumptions that just because something was important to him it was important to me. We’d been considered a pair practically since I arrived at the palace. As a child I never questioned it, but now it seemed odd. Why would a royal—the prince—want a mate from another planet? What could I possibly offer him that a native wouldn’t be able to give him ten times over?

      Alda put a hand on her hip. “You are going to get yourself in trouble if you don’t watch out.”

      “You say it as if I weren’t in trouble already.” It was hard to argue with Alda. Once my nanny she was now more of a mother figure. Lately she had begun to feel like a friend.

      “Telton wants what’s best for you.” She smoothed down her silver gown. The straps were braided with glowing golden strands. The same gold was braided into her long dark hair. She was as beautiful as she always was. A few wrinkles on her face were the only physical signs that she was well over fifty now. The people of Andrelexa aged extremely well.

      “No. He wants what’s best for him.” I’d glorified my adoptive father in the beginning, but as I only saw him once or twice a year anymore, I’d stopped caring so much about his opinion of me.

      Alda stepped toward me and gripped both my arms with her hands. “Is it someone else?” Her eyes bore into mine. “Tell me the truth.”

      “Someone else? Please.” I laughed dryly. “Have I even had the chance to get to know someone else?” Every moment of my life since arriving on Andrelexa had been determined for me. I’d spent the past few nights sitting up and trying to understand how I’d let it happen. Had it been fear? Heartbreak? It was excusable when I was younger, but I wasn’t so young anymore.

      “Caspian is a born leader. He is going to do great things.”

      “I don’t doubt that for a second. But he can do those things without me by his side.” And he’d be better off if he selected someone else. He deserved someone that was devoted to him, and everyone else had to have seen it.

      “I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. There’s attraction going both ways.”

      “Anyone who’s looked at Caspian is attracted.” With his tall (even by Lexa standards) muscular frame, pitch black hair, and stormy grey eyes, his physical attractiveness was impossible to deny. When he smiled you felt it in every grain of your being, and some unsuspecting visitors to the palace nearly ended up as puddles on the floor. And to make matters worse he seemed oblivious to his effect on others. He didn’t flaunt his good looks; they were just there.

      Alda chuckled. “So what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is I have other plans for my life.”

      “Other plans? Is this about joining the Explorers?” She said the name of the elite arm of the Andrelexa royal forces with distaste.

      “You mean following in my father’s footsteps?” I’d spin it any way I had to. I couldn’t spend the rest of my life confined to the palace. I needed to get out.

      “This isn’t about Telton, and you know it. You want to run away, but you need to get that idea out of your head. You are here for a reason. You’re not a child anymore. It’s time to accept that.” She pulled a gold and red gown from the closet.

      My stomach churned as I eyed the slinky fabric. “I’m not going to wear that.”

      “Why not?” Alda held it out. “I spent hours on it.”

      “And I told you not to. I told you I don’t like the—”

      “Back and front. Yes.” She smiled. “And you truly thought I’d make you wear something you were uncomfortable in?”

      “The last fitting it was exactly that way.” And I’d nearly thrown a fit. The only thing stopping me from destroying the dress was understanding how much time it took Alda to make.

      “Because I knew Caspian would be checking. I may have made a few modifications since then.”

      “Modifications?” A small well of hope grew inside me.

      “Try it. If you still hate it you can wear something else.” She helped me into the delicate gown.

      I walked over to the double mirror. “The back still dips lower than I like.”

      “But it’s not backless,” Alda pointed out.

      She was right about that. I’d take it. “No, but the front feels more revealing than I’d normally wear.”

      “It shows nothing you don’t want to show.” She pushed down the straps so they sat midway down my shoulders the way they were designed to lay.

      Despite not absolutely loving the neckline or back, it was far superior to the last version I’d tried on. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Alda.”

      “Good. Now please at least behave tonight so Caspian isn’t too angry with me.”

      “He shouldn’t be angry. This is a much more beautiful dress now.” I held out the skirt, marveling at the intricate jewels she’d sewed in.

      “A beautiful dress for a beautiful woman. I wonder if you take after your mother.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember her at all.” I fought back tears that threatened to spill.

      “That’s okay. She loved you enough to send you away.” Alda squeezed my hands. “Now on to your hair.”

      “I’d prefer to wear it down.”

      “Really? It’s tradition for you to wear it up.”

      “Since when have I been traditional? I’m not the one being advanced. I’m just there to watch.”

      “Will you at least wear the gold slippers?”

      “Yes. Those are comfortable.”

      Alda smiled. “I hope you realize he’s not going to change his mind.” She set the slippers down in front of me. “No matter what you look like tonight, he’s not going to turn his sights to someone else.”

      “That’s not what this is about.” I slipped into the shoes.

      “No?” She ran her fingers through my hair to smooth it out without losing the waves. Most of the women of Andrelexa had smooth, straight hair. Mine was a frizzy mess unless I took the time to straighten it out or accentuate the waves that were already there.

      “No.”

      “I warned you to be careful. I will do it again.”

      “And I told you I’m already in trouble.”

      “By Telton.” She sprayed a mist all around me. It was Caspian’s favorite scent. Of course.

      “Yes.”

      “There are others whose punishments may be much worse.”

      “Caspian isn’t going to punish me.” He knew his anger and disappointment would be enough.

      “No.” She nodded. “I agree with you there, but his father may not be so forgiving.”

      I recoiled thinking about the Emperor. “I’ll stay clear of him.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “Will you be blamed if I wear my hair down?” My silly preferences weren’t worth getting Alda in trouble.

      “Not if you let me braid in some gold strands.”

      “Deal.” I took a seat on a stool. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of Alda working on my hair.

      “All done.”

      I opened my eyes. “It looks great. Thank you.”

      She beamed. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I ran my fingers over the gold.

      “But sad.”

      “I am sad.” Without thinking I spoke my thoughts out loud.

      “Try to be happy tonight.”

      “For Caspian. Yes.” I would do what I had to do.

      “And for yourself. You can be happy in this life.” She kissed the top of my head before leaving me all alone in my room.
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      “It’s not mine.” I looked down at the cluttered counter top rather than at the girl behind the help desk. A placard listing the technology center’s hours was knocked over, a pile of neon orange pamphlets advertising a computer service plan strewn on top of it.

      “The computer isn’t yours?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “No, the computer is mine. Uh, the virus on there. That stuff. It’s my roommate’s,” I muttered, wishing I was anywhere but here at the help desk. I was also wishing the one hot girl who worked there wasn’t the one who happened to be on duty.

      “Does your roommate often borrow your computer to watch porn?” Her voice rose. A few snickers of laughter from behind me let me know we were far from alone.

      “Only when his laptop isn’t working.” I knew how lame I sounded, but it was the truth. I was also wishing I’d had a better password because borrowed wasn’t exactly the right word for when someone takes your things without asking.

      “I see.” She typed something into the desktop computer. “This might take awhile to fix. Want to leave it here?”

      As if I had a choice? “Yeah. Sure.” I needed my computer if I wanted any hope of getting my history paper done, but it was useless to me now that it was frozen on a screen of a naked chick.

      “You sure you are—I’m sorry— your roommate is going to be okay without this for a day or so?” Her lips twisted into a smirk. She was enjoying my torture entirely too much.

      “A day or so?” Shit. I was going to have to step foot into one of the archaic computer labs. Dale was going to pay for this.

      “We’ve got quite a few computers in front of yours.” She was still smirking. She no longer seemed hot.

      “Yeah. Whatever.” I waited for the email receipt to show up on my phone before leaving the help center behind.

      I was going to kill Dale when he got back in town, and if they couldn’t fix my laptop, he was buying me a new one. I wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      I kicked a stray beer can with my sneaker as I made my way down the side street toward my house. The night was surprisingly cold for March in New Orleans. It was only a few weeks after Mardi Gras, and beads still hung from the trees at every turn, blowing every so often as the wind hit them.

      I put my hands in my pockets, glancing around the dark night. Walking alone at night was a stupid idea, but getting my computer fixed was top priority. If I wanted to get into my top choice law school, I needed to ace all my classes, including Modern American History. That meant blowing away the professor with this paper.

      The house came into view, and I heard a noise. A faint rustling. Last time I checked people didn’t hide in bushes before they robbed you. It was probably a squirrel or something. I was being an idiot, but I’d been paranoid for the past few years of my life.

      I picked up my pace a bit and kept moving.

      Another rustle.

      I glanced over my shoulder again as I ascended the rickety old steps to the house I rented. I was careful to skip the top step. That one was probably going to fall through one of these days.

      I pulled out my key and inserted it into the lock. I turned it a few times as I always had to. If there was one thing I learned from my seven months of living off campus, it was that some landlords sucked. Mine fell into that category.

      I got the lock to turn, pushed open the door, and heard the rustling again.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw only darkness.

      I could have called out and asked if anyone was there, but I wasn’t the idiot in scary movies who did that and then got killed. Instead I got right inside and closed the door behind me. I flicked on the lights and locked the door. I hated how paranoid I was, and despite wanting to ring Dale’s neck, I was glad he hadn’t been there to witness it. He’d have never let me live it down.

      I pulled back the vinyl blinds and looked out at the darkness. Nothing. No masked figure running up the porch stairs. Not even a raccoon coming out of the bushes. I was losing it.

      I set down my now empty backpack. I really wasn’t looking forward to having to spend hours in a computer lab.

      Moments later I was back at the window because I heard a creak on the stairs. There was someone out there.

      Despite it being an unquestionably stupid idea I swung open the door while holding absolutely no weapon. I stared out into the darkness again. “Is there anyone out there?”

      “Hi,” a distinctly female voice answered.

      I squinted, looking for the sign of anyone in the darkness. “Umm, where are you?”

      “Here.” A figure stepped out of the shadows. My body tensed. Just because it was a girl didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try to kill me.

      My jaw about dropped as the girl walked into the light coming from inside the house. She was easily 5’9 or 5’10 with long dark hair that fell in waves all the way to her waist. She was dressed in a fitted black jumpsuit that hugged her body like a glove. The outfit might have been odd some places but not in New Orleans, especially at night.

      She smiled in a forced sort of way. “Do you live here?”

      “Hi. Yeah. Why?” Technically she could have been looking for Dale, but I doubted it. Not this girl.

      “I think I used to live here.” She stared at the old shutters leaning against the side of the house.

      She thought? How didn’t she know? Was she that drunk? “Oh. Well, you don’t live here now.”

      “I know.” She cracked a small smile, this one less forced than the first. “Or wait. Was that supposed to be a joke?”

      “Yes, no.” I let my awkwardness take over. Great. At least I probably wouldn’t see this girl again to have to care about it. And at least I wasn’t showing her my porn-filled laptop. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I need to find my brother.”

      “Oh.” I looked out into the night again. I saw no one. “Do you need to borrow my phone or something?” I wasn’t thrilled at the idea. She’d probably steal it and then I’d be without a computer or a phone, but what other choice did I have? If she was legit and not trying to rob me, I’d be a total jerk not to offer.

      “No.” She shook her head. “Unless you have his number?”

      “What’s your brother’s name?” There was a small chance he was an acquaintance.

      “Benjamin Miller.”

      The name didn’t ring a bell at all. “I don’t know him.”

      “Oh.” She leaned on the stair railing.

      “No!” I yelled a little too loudly. “Don’t do that.”

      “Oh.” She straightened immediately. “Sorry.”

      “No. Don’t be. It’s just that railing is going to break. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” She looked down at her shoes—shiny black boots—and then back at me. “This is the only address I have… could I come in?”

      “Come in?” I asked. “Here?”

      She nodded.

      “Now?”

      “Would that be okay? I promise I don’t mean you any harm. Please.” Her eyes were wide and honest, if eyes could be honest. “I have nowhere else to go.”

      Any ounce of resistance disappeared when those eyes locked on mine. Puppies had nothing on this girl. Nothing. “Sure. Come on in.”

      I held the door open wider, and she hurried in. Likely she wasn’t going to hesitate long enough for the offer to be rescinded. It wouldn’t have been though, and that had nothing to do with the way that tight black outfit hugged her body. Nor was it due to her haunting brown eyes. No. The reason the offer wouldn’t be rescinded is that I was a good person. Okay. Maybe her eyes had something to do with it.

      She walked around the room before stopping suddenly near the TV. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

      “Hmm?” I watched her without really watching her. There’s a fine line between checking someone out and ogling.

      “There’s nothing here that reminds me of anything.” She buried her face in her hands.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No. Not in the slightest.”

      Not the answer I was expecting. “Oh. Well, then can I help in any way?”

      “Help me find my brother.” She gave me those damn eyes again. “Please?”

      “Benjamin Miller, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does he go to Tulane? Loyola?” Considering most of the houses on my street were rented by college students, I assumed that’s the demographic she was looking for.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything about his life now.”

      “Oh.” Ok, this was getting more difficult. She was confused, but she wasn’t acting drunk at all. Her speech was clear. She was standing up straight. She didn’t appear disoriented in any physical way. “Is there anyone else I could call? A friend or a roommate?” I wasn’t trying to get rid of the girl. But I also didn’t know what else to do.

      “I know no one else here.” She took a seat on our ancient black couch. It was left behind by the last tenants, and I didn’t want to know what some of the stains were.

      “Okay… so you’re from out of town?” I remained standing. I wasn’t sure if sitting down next to her would freak her out.

      “Yes. From out of town.” She looked up. “I’m Rachel.”

      “Hi, Rachel. I’m Noah.” I held out my hand.

      She accepted my hand and shook it, holding onto it a moment longer than necessary before letting it fall.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “Staying?” She furrowed her brow.

      “Yeah. What hotel or whatever? Or with a friend?”

      “Oh, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I guess I assumed I’d find my brother… I guess I didn’t think things through at all. It was all such a rush.”

      “Well, you can stay here for the night if you want.” What had I just said? Was I insane?

      “I can?” Her eyes lit up.

      “Yeah. You can take my room.” If I was offering her a place to stay, I needed to make sure it was decent.

      “Where will you sleep?”

      “Out here.” The couch was safer than Dale’s bed.

      “Oh. I can’t ask that of you.” She pressed her lips together, pulling my attention to them. They were light pink and all natural. It didn’t look like she was even wearing lip gloss. Considering her over the top outfit the lack of makeup was surprising.

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering.”

      “Oh.” She seemed to think it over. “Great.” Her stomach growled.

      “Are you hungry? Have you eaten?” Okay, here was my chance to find out a few things. “Were you out drinking tonight?” That would explain her confusion even though she still really didn’t seem drunk.

      “No. I haven’t had anything to drink today.”

      “Not even water?” Maybe dehydration was the problem.

      She shook her head. “No. I left in a hurry.”

      “Oh. Well, I’ll get you some water.” I walked into the galley kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water out of the giant pack in the fridge. I handed one to her.

      She took it and stared at it a moment before twisting off the cap.

      “Yeah, it’s the generic brand. From Winn-Dixie.”

      “Generic brand.” She repeated my words.

      “Yeah, you know the store brand. It’s like half the price of the brand name stuff sometimes.” And now I sounded cheap. Good thing I wasn’t actually into this girl.

      “Good information to know.” She sipped the water. Then she sipped again before downing the entire thing. She crushed the empty bottle in her hands. “Thank you.”

      “You really were thirsty.” I was winning at this awkward thing.

      “May I truly spend the night here?” She brushed some of her brown hair behind her ear. She was wearing this unique kind of earring. It was black and wrapped around the edge of her ear and seemed to dip inside the ear too.

      “Yeah. Absolutely. Just don’t try to kill me.”

      “You make jokes a lot.”

      “Evidently not funny ones.” Usually my jokes landed okay. Not tonight.

      “I’m not the best at picking up on humor. Caspian tells me that all the time.” She adjusted a metal chain necklace around her neck. There was something on it, maybe a pendant, but it was hidden underneath her bodysuit.

      “Caspian?” I tried not to react to the name. It sounded like some brawny warrior or something. Knowing my luck he was her boyfriend and would show up looking for her and beat the crap out of me thinking I’d hurt her.

      “Oh. He’s my friend.” She looked down. “You wouldn’t know him.”

      “Got it.” I did my best to hide my momentary panic. “Can I get you anything else? I don’t actually have much food here. Cereal, peanut butter. I could make some eggs. That’s about it.”

      “The water was fine.” She held up the empty bottle.

      “Want another one?”

      “Yes, please.” She smiled.

      I retrieved one from the fridge and handed it over. She made no move to open it.

      I led her down the hall to my room. I pushed open the door, relieved I’d at least made my bed that day. “This is my room. It’s not much, but it’s a place to crash.”

      She studied the room before turning to me. “Thank you. Is there a place to… to?” She tapped the side of her head with her finger. “A bathroom. Yes, a bathroom.”

      Did she really take that long to remember the word for bathroom? There had to be an explanation. She was speaking in English. Maybe there was a faint accent there? Maybe it wasn’t her first language?

      “Yeah. Down here.” I led her out of my room and pointed to the door at the end of the hall. “It should be decently clean.” Thanks to me. Dale never cleaned.

      “Thanks.” She smiled before brushing past me.

      I tried not to notice the way her ass looked in the tight material. I had no idea what was going on with this girl. But from the small glance I allowed myself, the rear view of her was just as pleasant as the front. That meant I had to get her out of there before Dale got home tomorrow. I didn’t want to know the things that would come out of his mouth around her.

      

      Stardust is available now!
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