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      Thank you for buying this book. It means the world to me.

      When I first published this book, it was an Amazon exclusive. As a giant corporation like that isn’t something I want to support, I chose to republish all of my books to a wider audience. While they are still available on Amazon, they are slowly becoming available everywhere else, too, so you can choose how to buy my books instead of being forced into the Amazon universe.

      I’m an independent author and publishing my books came with ups and downs. When I published my first book, Chase, I hired an editor, spent thousands of dollars on getting my books beta-read, copy-edited, and line-edited, but many issues remained unseen. There were errors on the covers I had commissioned with a professional cover designer, and a marketing expert messed up the advertising, costing me more money without getting my books to people who would enjoy the stories. I made many mistakes, but I also learned a lot.

      If there are remaining errors, I’d be grateful for an email, so I can fix them. You can reach me at novels@katehildenbrand.com. Thank you!

      Telling stories is what I do best, what gives me joy, and I couldn’t do it without you: the reader of this story. Thank you again.

      WANT MORE?

      Find more information about my published and upcoming novels, as well as my podcast and articles about biodiversity, nature, and the ocean: katehildenbrand.com

      SUPPORT KATE

      Writing, editing, and publishing books, creating podcast episodes, and everything else that goes into spreading my words is a lot of work. As I do not want to support the advertising industry (which, after all, exists to sell products and services by making us feel inadequate…), the only fair way for me to earn a living  is by selling my books and through your support. Your support means everything. Thank you!

      katehildenbrand.com/support

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE NEW EDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      This series was originally published as three separate books. But, as this is a short series, I decided to combine them into one book with a beautiful new cover design. I don’t publish books to make money, so splitting a series into a trilogy just because that’s what’s recommended for marketing wasn’t a good enough reason for me. Instead, here’s the entire story. One book. One price. It felt better.

      When I realized how many issues there were with the original series despite spending thousands of dollars on so-called professionals, I decided to re-edit the series. While I would’ve preferred to re-write it, this isn’t possible at this point. I get a negligible income from my books, so investing hours upon hours is not something I can justify. However, I wanted to give you the best reading experience, as I still cherish this story, so I went through and fixed as many mistakes as possible.

      Meanwhile, I tried to take out some of the most cringe-worthy sentences that made me realize how much of a bubble I lived in while first writing especially the first book. When I first introduced Tien, I wrote that his eyes turned to slits when he smiled. Can you be more cliche? I have since learned a lot about the wonderful diversity of people and would probably write quite a few things differently but decided against a full overhaul of this book—after I was about 3/4 through the first book.

      So, please forgive the occasional cringe-worthy choice of phrase. I know better now. If anything offends you or if you spot a typo, please reach out to me, and I’ll do what I can to fix it.

      You can reach me at novels@katehildenbrand.com. Thank you!
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      The shrill ringing of the doorbell interrupts our argument. I curse and stomp toward the front door. I breathe deeply in a fruitless attempt to contain my anger.

      How can he tell me to trust the system? Dale should know better. He knows what they did.

      With my mind on the unresolved argument with my husband, I pull back my shoulders, force a smile, and open the front door. I look at the rain-soaked couple standing in the hall and wave them inside.

      If I had known my mood would be this bad when they got here, I would have canceled. I wish I had. Mira and Tien are over for dinner a lot, but today I’m not really in the mood for a happy dinner with friends. I would rather shake Dale until he sees sense. With an enormous effort, I pull myself together and push all thoughts regarding our government as far into the back of my mind as possible.

      I turn to greet Tien and Mira, who hover in the hallway, a little lost at my less-than-warm welcome, their rain-soaked clothes dripping onto the graying carpet. I take their coats and hang them onto the hooks by the door, avoiding a look in the mirror. I prefer not to see how bad of a job I did at making myself presentable in the middle of an argument. I pulled my hair into an untidy bun earlier, but I bet my damn curls are shooting off in all directions anyway.

      “Oh, don’t you look happy to see us.” Tien’s voice pulls me from my preoccupation about how much of a mess I am.

      “I’m sorry, guys. I was…” I start without any clue as to where I am going with the sentence. My voice trails off, and I look up with an apologetic smile. When I see Tien’s face split into a wide grin, I relax.

      “You’re pale, dear,” Mira adds and strokes a stray hair out of my face.

      I know I am. It’s amazing how pale someone with my golden complexion can get when stressed and building up a sleep deficit that would take multiple weekends to recover. As if to make me feel worse, Mira looks as impeccable as ever. Her short black curls always frame her deep brown face in exactly the right way, whereas I have trouble getting mine to behave at all. It’s not fair.

      Mira looks at me questioningly, and I pull her into a hug. “Later,” I whisper into her ear, and she squeezes me a little tighter in response.

      When I reach over to hug Tien, a squeal behind me makes all of us turn. My daughter storms into the small hallway and hugs Mira and Tien. Together, we walk into our small living room, careful not to step on any of Willow’s toys.

      Dale is sitting at the kitchen table, and my eyes find his. He sits a little slumped, his head hanging, and I can tell he is sorry. For a moment, I hope our argument might be over, but I know better and dread the time when Mira and Tien go home. A few minutes ago, I wished I had canceled on them, and now I hope they’ll never leave. The human brain is a strange thing indeed.

      Willow is running around the table in circles with her arms spread wide and almost knocks Mira over as she pulls the tall woman into another hug. “Mira! Mira, I built a castle! Come! Look!”

      She pulls Mira with her into the bedroom. I follow them, leaving the men in the kitchen. Willow is chanting, “I built a castle,” over and over. Mira and I laugh. My daughter sure knows how to get attention, and maybe I’ll get a chance to talk to Mira before dinner while we’re in here.

      I watch Willow and Mira as they crawl into Willow’s makeshift castle. She spent all day building her little hideout with anything and everything in her path around the apartment and begging for a few things she couldn't reach until Dale or I obeyed and gave her what she wanted.

      A ragged blanket hangs between two chairs, with a broomstick propping up the entrance. Willow has spread mismatched pillows and blankets over the floor between the chairs, creating a cozy, tent-like hideout—her castle.

      Willow pulls Mira close and whispers something in her ear. Mira turns to tickle the girl, her booming laugh joining the girl’s giggles. I watch them silently. I’m not sure Willow knows I’m here, or she would have tried to include me in this tickle fight.

      Mira looks over Willow’s shoulders at me, and she asks Willow to find more pillows to make the hideout even more comfortable.

      “Why don’t you go check on your dad’s bed?” I suggest, and Willow runs out of the room.

      As soon as she’s out of sight, Mira pats the pillow next to her. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      I sigh and sink into the cushions. “It’s Dale. He’s being an idiot.”

      “So, just Dale being Dale?” Mira asks with compassion and a joking undertone. She’s heard me complain about Dale more times than I care to admit.

      I shake my head. “No, it’s more than that. I’m anxious about Willow’s test. It’s coming up, and I don’t know… I have a bad feeling.”

      Willow is turning five on Friday, and five is the age at which the yearly exams begin. From then on, the government-mandated “wellness checks” are repeated every year. I have to admit, I have no idea what the tests do or what their purpose is, but they decide everything. They decide what job you are assigned, who you’ll be matched with, which part of town you’ll live in—basically your whole life.

      I might hate Dale today, but I am one of the lucky ones. I was matched with Dale seven years ago, and while I cannot imagine falling in love with him, living with him is easy. Well, most of the time it is. Today, all I want is to get away from everything.

      “Why are you worried? Isn’t the test routine? I mean, it’s going to be years before any big decisions are made, right?”

      “I don’t know. I feel as if something will go wrong.”

      “And Dale?”

      I snort. “Dale thinks I should trust the system. As if I could decide to trust. It’s not that easy.”

      Willow runs back into the room and jumps headfirst into the narrow, rectangular opening in the wall. Her head lands somewhere in the middle of our sleeping pod, and her feet dangle out. She giggles with joy and crawls in farther to grab my pillow from the end of the bed.

      Dale and I keep up the appearance of being a happy couple during the day, but sharing a bed with him would be too much. So, I share the sleeping pod with her.

      I remember the first apartment they moved us into. It only had one double pod, and Dale slept on the couch every night and woke up with a sore neck. Things got a lot easier when we were moved into this apartment with its second bedroom after I got pregnant. If the topic ever comes up, we tell people Dale snores horribly, and I can’t stand another night in the same bed without strangling him.

      Ha.

      Though I’m certain if that was the truth, we’d hear him since his pod is directly above ours, just open to the other side.

      I grab Willow’s feet and pull her off the bed. She giggles and tries to escape my hold. After getting her all the way out, I pick her up and throw her over my shoulder. She laughs and continues her escape attempts. I put her down next to Mira, who immediately joins my tickle attack.

      After a while, we lie with Willow cuddled up between Mira and me. “I love your tent. It is very cozy.” Mira yawns. “I wish I could sleep here tonight.”

      Willow pulls herself into a seated position and holds up one finger. “First of all, this is a castle.” Willow pushes her chin up and snorts as if calling her castle a tent was an unforgivable affront.

      She adds another finger. “Second of all, you can sleep here whenever you want.” She looks pointedly at me. In the shade of the blankets above, her dark blue eyes look completely black. She gives me a look that begs me to invite Mira to stay.

      To my relief, Mira saves me before I have to come up with an excuse. “I’m sorry, cutie. I can’t. My mom needs me at home. Plus, I think your mom might want her blanket back tonight.”

      Willow purses her lip and crosses her arms, but after a moment releases them, shrugs, and says, “Okay,” as if she had never been disappointed.

      Sometimes, I cannot believe how cute my daughter is. As I look at her tent—sorry, her castle—I cannot help but be proud. Willow is such a smart little girl, always building and creating things, and she enjoys taking things apart at least as much.

      “Girls, dinner is ready,” Dale calls, and Willow darts out of the room, nearly knocking down her castle on the way out.

      * * *

      I grab one of the pots from the stove and carry it over to the kitchen table. I catch Dale’s gaze on the way. and set the pot down with a little too much force. A few splatters of sauce sprinkle the table. I look up and see Mira raise her eyebrow at me.

      “Whoops,” I say, a little too late, but no one challenges my weak cover-up.

      We sit down, and after a few moments of forced small talk about who wants vegetables with their sauce, an uncomfortable silence falls, interrupted only by the clattering of cutlery and the quiet thumps of glasses being put down.

      To my relief, Tien breaks the silence. “So,” he says to Willow, “what do you want for your birthday, little girl?”

      When Willow props her arms up on her hip and announces she is not a little girl, he grins at her broadly, his fork hovering in midair. He holds up his free hand and apologizes, “Of course not, Willow. I’m sorry. You are turning five, and we know that’s basically grown up.” He lifts her chin up with his finger, and a grin fights its way onto her face.

      Five. At the unwelcome reminder, I exchange a glance with Mira. Through my worry, I barely hear Willow telling Tien she wants an elephant for her birthday. I hope the conversation will stay on the birthday and steer nowhere near the exam that comes along with it.

      “An elephant? That’s quite a big wish, isn’t it? Where would it sleep?”

      “It can sleep in my castle.” Willow scratches her chin in thought. “But I’m not stupid. I know I can only have a babyelephant. Baby elephants are small. It will fit.”

      I laugh at my child’s logic. I wish I could ignore my problems as easily.

      The mood has lightened considerably, and I begin to enjoy myself. Mira puts her hand on the table, and Tien reaches for her, but seems to think better of it and grabs his glass instead. When he puts his glass back down, his arm lands right next to hers, not quite touching. I admire Tien for his patience with her.

      “Did your mom finally get her heating fixed?” I ask.

      Mira shakes her head. “They are giving her the runaround. It’s really annoying. She’s spending most of her days in bed, covered up in heaps of blankets.”

      Tien looks stern. “I wish I could go and kick the property manager’s ass for you.”

      Dale covers Willow’s ears for emphasis, even though it is too late.

      “Sorry, Dale.” Tien continues, “Anyway, he really shouldn’t be giving you trouble like this.”

      “Is there anything we can do to help?” Dale offers after allowing Willow to wriggle out from under his hands.

      Mira deflects and switches the topic pointedly by asking Willow more questions about elephants.

      It pains me to see her worry. Mira hasn’t been matched yet and still lives with her mother. Her mother’s health is declining, and the help is much needed. I know how worried Mira is about what will happen to her mother when she is forced to move out.

      When Tien reaches for his fork, his hand brushes against Mira’s arm, and Mira flinches away automatically, but neither of them says anything. Mira hesitates, then puts her hand on Tien’s arm and strokes it with her thumb. He looks at it and smiles at her. Mira returns her hand to her knife, and the moment fades.

      When Mira catches my eye, her expression is unreadable. I know she likes Tien, and I am sure he likes her. But it’s not that simple if you live in this society. It’s not like people here can choose their own partner. It’s anything but fair.

      I turn my attention to Willow and ask her if she wants any more food. She stabs the last noodle on her plate with gusto, shoves it in her mouth, and shakes her head with a cute little mm-mm.

      Dale nudges her nose with his finger and announces, “Time for bed, princess.”

      She stands up in her chair, and he picks her up. They walk around the table, and Willow leans over in Dale’s arms to kiss each of us good night. On the way out, he grabs her stuffed elephant from a side table and pushes it into her arms.

      I made that elephant for her when she wouldn’t shut up about elephants for weeks after learning about them in school. Unfortunately, it only made her obsession stronger.

      With Dale out of earshot, Tien leans closer and asks, “You two wanna tell me what the hell is going on? You’ve been exchanging glances all through dinner.”

      Before I catch myself, I exchange another glance with Mira. How do I explain something to my friends that doesn’t even make sense to me?

      “It’s Willow’s five-year exam. I have an awful feeling about it. I don’t know why.” I look down at my plate and try to make sense of my own feelings.

      Tien takes my hand and squeezes it lightly. “I’m sure it will be okay. She’s a smart little girl. I wouldn’t be surprised if she gets perfect scores in all of their tests—whatever it is they are actually testing for.” Mira nods along encouragingly, and I try my best to convince myself my friends are right.

      There’s probably nothing to worry about. I’m being stupid and paranoid. This wouldn’t be the first time I overthought things.

      Yet, I cannot shake the uneasy feeling, and my stomach won’t unclench. Something’s going to go wrong.

      “I don’t know,” I repeat. “I guess we won’t know for sure until I take her to the hospital.”

      A floorboard creaks, and I see Dale leaning against the doorway.

      How long has he been back?

      “Why won’t you trust the system?” Any hope he didn’t hear what we were talking about drains away.

      “You know full well why I can’t do that. I’m so done talking about this.” I am unable to keep the anger out of my voice, and I don’t care.

      How can he not understand? Why doesn’t he trust me enough to believe me?

      I get up and stack the plates with shaking hands. They rattle against each other, and I storm off into the kitchen. I drop them a little too carelessly into the sink and almost break them. I put my hands on the counter and take a deep breath. I need to calm down.

      I feel rather than hear someone behind me and turn to find Mira reaching out. She pulls me into a hug and holds me for a long time. I fight the sobs rising inside me.

      “What’s going on with you two? You’ve always seemed so stable.”

      Before I can answer, the men join us in the kitchen, each carrying more dishes from the table. I release Mira and take another deep breath to prevent any more explosions.

      Dale’s eyes find mine, and I can tell he regrets his outburst. I try to return the apology, but I’m not sure I manage to keep the anger out of my expression.

      * * *

      Mira and Tien leave much earlier than they usually would, both citing excuses we know are made up. I close the door behind them and stand with one hand on the knob, preparing myself for what’s coming next. Reluctantly, I turn and join Dale in the living room. He sits on the couch with his shoulders slumped and stares down at his feet.

      Now that we are alone, I don’t know what to say. Ever since I opened the door for Tien and Mira, I wanted nothing but to finish this argument. Now I finally can, and I’m lost.

      “I’m sorry, Chase. I—I didn’t mean to—”

      “What?” I cut across him. “Start an argument in front of everyone?” I fold my arms and lean against the wall. The anger and disappointment are bubbling up again, and there is nothing I can do to stop it.

      Dale is trying to apologize, and it’s making everything worse. I am not ready to hear it. Plus, he’s apologizing for the wrong thing anyway.

      “Chase.” His tone makes it clear he thinks I’m being unfair. And I know I am, but I don’t care. I also know that if I let him end this argument now, it will be rekindled at the next possible opportunity. This needs to end now. I join him on the couch and face him.

      “How can you be mad at me for questioning the examination?” My voice is cold and calm. “You know why I don’t trust them, and neither should you. Why do you care anyway? She’s not even your daughter.” It’s a low blow, and I know it will hurt him. Part of me wants to punish him for not trusting me.

      He knows what they did to me. The fact Willow even exists should be plenty of evidence that something is wrong with this society. Instead, he thinks I’m lying about what happened to me.

      Dale looks dangerous, with his face nearing the color of his crimson hair and beard; his freckles disappear in his rage. His eyes are sad but furious. I know I have gone too far and already regret saying it.

      “She’s as good as mine.” His voice cracks. “You know that. How dare you hold that against me? I wasn’t the one who tricked you into a pregnancy.” I feel as if he’s stabbed me in the gut and watch the color drain from his face as quickly as it came, but he continues, “I’m the one who helped you cover it up. I’m the one who has kept you and your daughter safe. You need me to act like she’s mine unless you want to end up like the Bartons. So fuck you for holding it against me that she’s not technically my daughter.”

      With dread, I remember the couple who lived next door when we moved into our first apartment. Most matched couples in the city either pretend they are in love or fall in love out of habit and convenience. The Bartons made no such effort. They didn’t pretend to be in love or try and hide their extramarital relationships.

      I had a bad feeling about it back then and tried to talk to them about being more discreet. I remember them sitting on the couch and explaining that life is too short to spend it with the wrong person, even if you liked them.

      Unfortunately, I had been right.

      After a few months, three men visited their place, and the Bartons were never seen again. The new neighbors told us they had moved away, but I am one hundred percent sure that’s not true.

      This, more than anything, made Dale and me pretend we were like any other happy couple. We were sure to spread the news about trying to have a baby, though it was far from true. Dale and I have never kissed, let alone had sex.

      A few months later, I was pregnant. I couldn’t believe it. At that point, I hadn’t had sex with anyone for over a year. Willow was impossible.

      When I first told Dale, he was sure I had cheated on him—well, if one can cheat in a fake relationship. I knew he thought I was lying when I denied it. It took me forever to convince him I would never endanger either of us like that.

      To this day, I’m not entirely sure that he believed me. Arguments like this always make me question how much he trusts me.

      Rain starts drumming against our small window. There: Even the weather is gloomy. How can I not be?

      I’ve been sitting still, hugging my knees with my head on my arms, for far too long. I look up and find Dale looking at me.

      “Chase? You know I just want to keep you and Willow safe, right?”

      I have never come close to falling in love with Dale, but he’s been my friend ever since I first set foot in the orphanage. He looked out for me back then, and all he is trying to do now is the same.

      I nod slowly and chew my lip. The sadness in his voice makes my insides turn, and my anger is pushed away. Instead, I feel guilty for hurting him more than I meant. I want to hold him tight and convince him I’m sorry. I don’t know how to begin, but he seems to understand because he pulls me into a hug and holds me.

      “I’m worried, too,” he whispers. “I’m afraid they’ll figure out you know about Willow’s immaculate conception if you don’t pretend everything is okay.”

      I’m surprised by his confession, but it comforts me. We sit in silence for a long time, his arm around my shoulders, my knees hugged close to my body.

      Friday, I’ll take Willow to her appointment, and nothing I say or do will be able to change that.

      I crawl into bed hours later and hug Willow extra tight in a feeble attempt to shield her from whatever is awaiting us in two days.

      “I love you, pumpkin. Please, never forget that,” I whisper more to myself than my sleeping daughter. I push a strand of hair from her face and give her a kiss on the forehead.

      When I finally fall asleep, my dreams are full of scrubs, weird instruments, and frightened-looking children in lab cages.
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      I’ve only been here for a couple of minutes, and I’m already bored. Fuck.

      I’m sitting in the back row of the assembly hall. Chair balancing on two legs. Its back resting against the wall. I look around the room, hoping to find something to distract me until this ordeal is over.

      I’m here to listen to the mayor—my dear father. Prius Ashcroft, the man in charge of this city, stands in front of his audience with intimidating confidence. Black-rimmed glasses, perfectly parted gray hair, broad shoulders. It impresses me just how upright a person can stand—and I’ve spent years watching security officers of all ranks.

      Behind my father, the wall is covered in boring graphs and spreadsheets, symbols, and numbers. I am vaguely aware my father is giving a presentation about population statistics, but I rarely pay attention during any of these meetings. My father thinks I should be here. But I can’t make myself care.

      After years of listening to my father talk, it still annoys me to admit he is rather good at it—a little too good for my taste. It is way too easy for him to convince people he is right.

      I watch the six council members in the first two rows, a man and woman from each of the three Circles. They hang on my father’s every word and nod their agreement like well-behaved school children.

      Behind them sit four members of PCR, the city’s security company, which I unfortunately work for.

      Protecting City and Region. Stupid name.

      One of them is Derec, my least favorite person in a room filled with people I, at best, don’t care about. His sharp features are clenched. I am happy to see he is as bored as I am, though he fights hard to keep up appearances. Vanilla-blond stubble on his head and yellow eyebrows contrast awfully with his dark skin and black eyes.

      When I first started PCR training, Derec wasn’t the unit leader yet. He was another recruit like me. Didn’t take long for us to hate each other, though. The moment he laid eyes on me, he said I was only there because my dad pulled some strings. Before we could tear each other to pieces, a broad-shouldered blond with a topknot stepped in—Zeke. Zeke and I have been friends ever since. My father caught on and had PCR partner us together.

      I focus on a man behind Derec to keep myself from getting up and punching him for no reason other than existing. Fuck, just looking at the man makes me clench my fists.

      The man behind him is in his mid-fifties. I have never talked to him, but I know he is the owner of PCR—which makes him almost as powerful as my father. I put my hands behind my head, and my chair falls over. I manage to catch it, but my chair gives a loud thump as the legs hit the concrete floor.

      Shit.

      My father’s voice falters. He throws me the briefest judgmental glance before continuing. I shrug and lean my chair back again.

      A few chairs in front of me, Zeke’s wife, Isabel, writes notes on everything my father says, her tight blonde bun moving frantically side to side. Leaned over her tablet, she looks perfect—as always—in her tight, white dress.

      There’s really nothing here to keep me occupied. The room is large enough for at least a hundred people. I wish it was bigger. More distance between me and the people in the front.

      I wonder for a moment if I could get away with slipping out of the room. There are enough PCR members here to keep my father safe. No need for me to be stuck in here.

      I glance at the door, a few seats to the left of me. No. No way I can leave without my father noticing. I’ll have to stick this out.

      I yawn. With nothing else holding my attention, my father’s words are harder to ignore.

      “The city has seen an immense increase in population over the past seven years. Population is up by five percent since last year’s census. The increase is most significant in the Outer Circle of the city.”

      Why the fuck am I here? What do Outer Circle population statistics have to do with me?

      I rarely ever leave the Government Complex. My house might be just shy of the inner wall, but that doesn’t mean I have much contact with people in the city’s three other Circles. My whole world is limited to the complex.

      The main government building, the Imperium—another stupid name—holds this assembly hall, PCR headquarters, scientific labs, and my father’s office. Around the Imperium, there are twenty-five houses in the Government Complex.

      My father lives in the largest one, closest to the Imperium. Daily commute of a few steps and an elevator ride. Must be nice.

      I live in one of the small, cube-like houses set on the outer edges of the complex. I don’t mind the walk. Clears the head.

      The door opens, and heads turn to watch a portly man with balding hair enter. He hurries to my father’s side and whispers urgently into his ear. My father’s eyes widen in surprise. He immediately sorts his features into an emotionless mask. Yet his voice betrays his nervousness.

      “I am very sorry indeed. I am needed in the labs, and we shall resume this topic at a later time.” Without waiting for a reaction, my father rushes out of the room, balding man at his heels.

      After the door falls shut behind them, the room stirs into motion. I jump up and hurry to the door. By the time I get into the hallway, my father and the man are already gone.

      No idea what could be urgent enough to interrupt a town hall meeting. Something important must have happened at the labs.

      Isabel storms past me, tablet clutched in her arms. She sits down at her desk in the main hall. I don’t stop to exchange pleasantries. Instead, I throw her a perfunctory smile as I pass.

      I’ve never liked the woman much. Ambitious, career-first-type woman. The only thing that makes me play nice is that she was matched with my best friend. Not that Zeke likes her much either.

      I leave the building as fast as I can without running. Fresh, cold air hits my face as soon as I step out of the door. Better.

      * * *

      With a grunt of frustration and a loud thud, I land on the thick mat. I almost had it. I stare up at the climbing route that keeps beating me.

      “You’ll get there, mate.” Zeke smiles broadly and extends an arm down to help me up. I grab his forearm and allow him to pull me up.

      “Two-hundredth time lucky, you think?” I can’t keep the annoyance and sarcasm out of my voice.

      It’s late. The bouldering area has emptied completely, and we are almost alone in the hall. Most people are with their families.

      Zeke and I spend most of our evenings together. I live alone. Zeke doesn’t like spending time with his family. If we are not here climbing or at the punching bags, we hang out at my apartment with a couple of beers.

      I watch the other two climbers in the gym. A woman hangs dangerously from one arm. Her muscles twitch and bulk. She slips and falls into the rope with a loud swear and a grunt of annoyance. Her partner is pulled into the air and hovers for a few seconds before he finds his footing and lowers her down.

      I prefer bouldering. Shorter bursts of strength and energy. No harness digging into my balls. No rope getting in the way. Not to mention the kick of adrenaline when there is nothing keeping you from falling.

      Zeke walks up to the rock that sits like a strange mushroom in the middle of the bouldering area. The walls here are much lower than in the top-rope area where the couple is climbing. High enough to get hurt, but low enough to keep the chances slim.

      I watch Zeke as he takes a circle around the rock. He picks a route that looks impossible to me. Impressed as always, I watch him climb with ease. He slaps the wall at the top, holds for a moment, then lands much more elegantly than someone his size should.

      I decide to try the same route again. My muscles are already sore, and my fingers feel like I’ve been climbing on a grinding stone. This won’t go well.

      I reach and grab onto two handholds. I put my left foot on a hold underneath me, the right heel hooked underneath, another sitting above my hip. I lean as far as I can to the left and swing slightly. My eyes are fixed on the hold I need, far above my right side.

      My arms are shaking from exhaustion. I don’t let go. I rearrange my fingers slightly on the left grip, build as much momentum as I can, and push off with my left foot. My right hand reaches for the targeted stone. My fingers connect. I feel joy and triumph. But my fingers slip, and I fall just as hard as before.

      Fuck this.

      I roar in frustration to let off steam. The couple looks over from the other end of the gym. I kick the wall as hard as I can. A sharp pain burns up my leg. I grab my foot and hop around. The woman stifles a laugh, then quickly busies herself with the knot in front of her.

      I stumble and fall next to Zeke. Like a sulking toddler, I pull myself up until my back rests against the rock. I let my head fall back against the cold stone and stare at the opposite wall.

      Zeke joins me. He crosses his legs underneath him and smirks. “What did the rock do to deserve that?”

      I know I’m more frustrated than I should be. I have been working on this route for weeks. It’s the hardest I’ve tried. Failure doesn’t normally derail me this much. I search for the source of my anger.

      The meeting. My father’s sudden disappearance. No explanation. I hate being left in the dark. My father always does this.

      “My dad convinced me to go to another meeting today. Boring as ever.” I sigh. “He still hopes. Wants me to become his assistant or whatever.” I shake my head. “And I think something happened at the labs today.”

      Zeke raises a bushy eyebrow. “Any ideas?”

      “No. One of those science guys pulled my father out of the meeting. Didn’t give a reason. Just said we’d finish later and ran out.”

      I look down at my damaged hands. Even with all my calluses, the skin is bleeding slightly. My fingers are shaking.

      “I hate it when he does this,” I say through gritted teeth. “Wants me to be there? Sure. But trust me with details? No. I’m stuck working security. I am his son, for fuck’s sake. Why shut me out? He says he wants me to take up a role in government. How am I supposed to do that if he doesn’t tell me anything? It’s fucking annoying.” My father has been keeping secrets from me for a long time. But I think it’s gotten worse since I joined PCR.

      I shake my head and stand up. I stretch my fingers and wrists. Everything hurts. “Let’s call it a day. There’s no point trying again. I can barely move my fingers. See you tomorrow?”

      Zeke reaches back and ties his dirty blond hair into a knot. His square face looks broader with his hair pulled out of it. “You’ll have to, mate. Tomorrow is that bloody cocktail party. Isabel is thrilled.”

      * * *

      The air outside is cool and calming. A strand of sweaty hair clings to my cheek. I push it out of my face. I bet it’s now standing upright or at a weird angle. I hate how untidy my hair always gets. And I hate how pale the black color makes me look. I’ll never say this out loud, but I wish I looked more like Zeke. Effortlessly cool.

      The air still smells like rain from the shower earlier. It is pitch-black outside despite the street lamp’s cold, bluish-white light. The dark gray, cube-like houses look surreal against the black sky.

      I am no fan of the dark. It makes me more afraid than I like to admit. I speed up a little to get home faster. My house is a few minutes away from the gym. But at night, the walk always feels twice as long. I look over my shoulder. I feel the shadows moving.

      I let out a deep breath when I step onto my porch. A bright orange bulb bathes the wood in a warm light. I am home. The coolness of the metal doorknob sends a throb of pain through my worn hands. The door unlocks at my touch. I push it open and step into my house.

      I don’t look back into the night.

      * * *

      The hot water of the shower hits my body, stings my raw fingers. I hold them up into the stream. The water pools in my hands, washing away the dried blood around my calluses. I relish the slight pain. It means I worked hard.

      Today’s climbing was worse than usual. The frustration made me careless. I pushed myself harder.

      There’s a large scratch on my shoulder. I don’t remember that happening. I turn to let the shower clean the wound. I wince at the fresh wave of pain. Blood-tinged water runs over the conifer trees on my biceps and follows their roots down my arm. The water drips off into the shower right at the spot where the roots wrap around my wrist.

      I have never seen a real forest in my life.
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      “Damn it!” I throw the fabric I’m working on against the wall.

      The black bundle hits the wall with a soft thump before landing on top of the overflowing basket underneath. The basket is meant for pieces that cannot be saved but might have enough good material for smaller projects or repairs. This is the third I have added to the pile today.

      Betsy, an elderly Asian woman who is assigned to the room with me, looks as if she would like nothing more than to throw me into the basket with my failed attempts.

      This room is usually depressingly quiet while we work. Talking or any form of noise is not tolerated. I am lucky our room is farthest from the overseer’s office, or I’d be in trouble for disturbing the other workers. Automatically, I glance up at the camera in the corner, red light blinking ominously.

      I look back at the sad excuse for a uniform sleeve now lying in the corner. I don’t feel like myself today. I am the best seamstress in the factory, and that is saying a lot, considering there are fifty women working here.

      This has been going on ever since I started work this morning. Mistake after mistake. My mind is on Willow’s exam tomorrow. I still don’t exactly know why it’s bothering me so much, but it’s impossible to focus on work.

      I cut another piece of fabric and return to my sewing machine. I bite my lip in concentration as I align the cloth and prepare the machine. I lower my foot on the pedal. I breathe out slowly to relax. I watch the rhythmic dance of the needle and try to focus on my task. I cannot ruin another piece of fabric.

      My mind wanders, and instead of ruining another sleeve, I lift my foot off the pedal. I try not to let my frustration show too much, and suppress a sigh to not annoy Betsy. There is no point in working today.

      Annoyed, I shake my head and get up from my desk. I fold the started jacket and place it carefully into my desk drawer. I put away my tools and center the sewing machine on my desk. If I leave a mess, I’ll be in trouble.

      “I have to leave early today. See you on Monday,” I say to Betsy.

      I’ll have to make up the remaining hour on Monday, so that will be a long day. Mondays are hard enough without adding any extra hours to a nine-hour shift.

      Betsy nods without raising her eyes from her work. I’m sure she’ll be happy to work in peace for the rest of the day. A stack of finished pants sits neatly next to her. She has made a lot more progress than me today. I’m sure the foreman will notice, and I’ll have to hear all about it.

      We are told there are no quotas, and yet we get called into the office whenever we don’t meet them. They change for arbitrary reasons, and it’s basically impossible to please the foremen. Working hard is the only chance you have to stay out of trouble.

      I walk down the hallway of the office building that now serves as a factory. Each open door reveals women intent on their work. Some rooms are larger, with up to ten women working. Others are small, like the one Betsy and I share.

      A young woman in one of the rooms steals a glance at me as I pass, but quickly returns her eyes to her work with a guilty expression. Curiosity is not a welcome trait in this city.

      After the dimly lit factory, the sunlight outside blinds me, and I blink away the halos. The streets are deserted, as most jobs in the city don’t have flexible schedules, and people are still at work.

      The scheduling is one of the few advantages of being a seamstress. No one cares when I show up, as long as I work a total of forty-five hours a week and meet the arbitrary quotas. I can even take work home if I need to. Many of the women in the factory do, as it is almost impossible to keep up with the amount of work they expect from you. Except on days like today, I am a fast worker and usually don’t have to resort to this.

      I make my way down the empty streets. I spot a discarded newspaper and pick it up. Dale and I don’t have the extra coins to get the newspaper delivered even if we wanted to. Dale thinks the city newspaper is a biased piece of crap. I mostly agree, but still enjoy staying up to date, even if it is in a biased way.

      I open the first page and peruse it while walking. As expected, tonight’s government ball is front and center. I skip over the article and fold the newspaper to the next page, where a large graph details the population growth in the city, accompanied by an interpretation essay from a government official. I flip through the rest of the pages in search of something more interesting when I hear humming behind me.

      My heart skips a beat as two PCR guards in security uniforms—just like the one I was failing to sew—join me at the street corner. A security drone hovers behind them like a flying guard dog.

      I have to remind myself that I am doing nothing wrong. I fold up the newspaper, pocket it, and speed up a little to get farther away from them. I’m never comfortable with guards around. You never know when they are bored enough to get someone in trouble just because they are in the way. No, I don’t trust peacers.

      The drone’s ominous whirring grows distant, but I don’t dare look back. After I turn right on the next corner, I chance a look and see with relief that they are now a block behind. They are strolling through the streets without a care in the world. It must be nice to be part of the city’s elite.

      Since I’m out of their sight, I speed up to get as far away from them as possible. I make a conscious effort to calm myself.

      Ahead of me, an elderly man sits cross-legged on one of the building entrances, a ragged coat wrapped around his thin body and a metal cup in his crooked hand. He’s asleep and doesn’t look up until I get closer.

      It is risky for him to be here. His eyes fall on me, and his face turns into a mask of panic. He looks as if he is weighing his chances, wondering if I will help him or report him. Begging is dangerous in the city. It is prohibited to do any other job than the one you are assigned. I could turn around and alert the two peacers, and the man would be in serious trouble.

      He reminds me of a young woman with matted, black hair who used to sit at the side of the street near our house every night for a while. She always smiled at me when I walked past on my way home from work. Whenever Dale and I had some left to spare, I would give her a food coin or two. One night there were peacers hovering in the area. I rushed past the woman, not daring to warn her. From our window, I saw the peacers wait until most of the workers had cleared, then grab the woman. After the woman started to scream, they quickly silenced her, and Dale had to stop me from running out into the street.

      I don’t want to know what happened to her. But I sure don’t want it to happen to this poor guy. I sprint toward the man, grab him by the arm, and pull him along.

      “Come on,” I whisper urgently.

      He protests for a second, then tries to keep pace behind me. He doesn’t raise any questions. He walks as quickly as his bent legs can carry him. I pull him along, but his limp is slowing us down noticeably.

      I have no clue why he trusts me—maybe he realizes I’m endangering myself by engaging with him. Or maybe all the fight has left him, and he doesn’t care anymore.

      We finally reach the end of the street. I take a right to lead him away from the peacers and back in the direction of the factory. I hope the peacers will continue straight. I push the man into a side alley and urge him to hide behind a staircase.

      He looks at me questioningly, but I throw him a warning look. He recedes into the shadows. I walk back to the corner and peek around carefully. My heart is racing from exhaustion and anticipation. The two guards reach the intersection and turn into the street we just left.

      Damn it.

      I duck back into the alley, panting heavily, every breath ringing in my ears. I hope the guards didn’t see us. I dash along the small alley, the old man at my heels. He is panting heavier than I am, clearly not used to moving so much and so quickly. Every step echoes loudly, and I cringe with fear of detection.

      We reach the intersection back onto the street I had originally come from. If the guards didn’t see me, we’ll be safe. I usher the man into an entrance where he cowers like a scared animal.

      They wouldn’t walk in circles, right?

      I edge back toward the alley and peer into it. The seconds slow as I wait for the guards to reach the intersection. I retreat when their silhouettes appear in the light at the far end.

      Very slowly, I peek as they turn and investigate the now-deserted alley. I hold my breath and watch their every step until they pass and disappear behind the buildings.

      My heart drops with relief. We are safe. For now at least.

      I turn and look at the old man, who is still cowering in the doorway. I reach out a hand and pat his shoulder.

      “Go home. You’re safe now. They didn’t see you. Please make sure they don’t catch you in the streets. You’re not supposed to be out here.” The plea in my voice is strong. It takes me by surprise. I don’t know why I helped him, let alone why I care that he is safe. I just know I don’t want to see him vanish like the woman on our old street.

      If he was begging, he must have no other choice. I wonder for a second what makes him so desperate. Everyone is assigned a job with enough income for housing and basic living expenses in their assigned Circle. Technically, no one should have to resort to such desperate measures.

      I have a strong suspicion it has something to do with the government ball tonight. Over the last few weeks, every household in the Middle and Outer Circles has been asked to donate something to make the ball a success—a forced thank-you to the government for keeping the city safe and prosperous. No one felt as if they had the choice to decline a donation.

      But even with the lower rations, no one should have to starve without making a lot of unwise decisions about their allotted food coins.

      The man looks at me but doesn’t say anything.

      “Will you be okay?” I ask tentatively after a moment.

      The beggar answers in a small voice, “Thank you. If those peacers had spotted me, it would have been the end of my pitiful life.”

      I’m shocked he called them peacers. A joyous, rebellious feeling spreads through me when I realize just how far the term has spread. I started this nickname for PCR guards years ago as a joke. I had pointed out to Dale that “PCR” looked and sounded a lot like “peacer,” as if the name was trying to show people the guards were actually officers upholding the peace, not enforcement and surveillance. We’ve called them peacers ever since, and it spread. Apparently, it has spread farther than I thought.

      “I’m glad I saw you before they did.”

      He squeezes my hand and shuffles away, putting as little weight as possible on his right leg. I watch him until he vanishes into a building near the one I originally found him. I hope he will be okay.

      I walk back down the street. I could take the alley I just ran through. It would be the shortest path home, but I avoid the alleys when I can. They are too sketchy. Now that the adrenaline has worn off, I don’t really feel like going through there again. No matter how often the government assures us there is no crime in the city, I don’t trust them. If there is no crime, why are there so many guards patrolling the streets?

      I walk fast like I always do, no matter where I go. Walking slow makes me feel trapped. I grin when I think about Dale, who always complains about my walking pace. He frequently asks me what I am running away from.

      My thoughts are racing faster than my steps, chasing each other around in my head. Not one of them sticking long enough to truly contemplate. I don’t pay attention to where I’m going, but soon realize I am walking home like a programmed robot.

      The triangular-shaped building forked in between the two roads appears ahead of me. It reaches fifty feet up into the sky, with hundreds of windows glittering in the evening sun. I like the building, with its modern shape but antique materials. It is the only building in the area that stands out a little.

      Most buildings here look the same: tall, gray buildings with story above story of low-income housing. The Outer Circle doesn’t have any single-family homes like in the Middle Circle—too many people, too little room. I don’t have to read an essay on population growth to know there are too many people in the Outer Circle.

      I walk up to our building with a last glance over my shoulder. The touch of my hand on the handle opens the door and releases my mail through a slit in the wall. Without really looking at it, I discard a flyer about the government ball with what I’m sure are cheerful slogans of why we should be thankful for their donation-funded event.

      As always, the elevator shows up without me calling it and welcomes me with a loud ding. I rifle through my mail, and it takes me a moment to realize I am not alone in the mirrored space. The batty old lady from down the hall leans on the opposite wall and smiles excitedly.

      “Lovely to see you, dear. Did you hear about Mrs. Ted?” asks Mrs. Swenson.

      I shake my head. I don’t really care about the newest building gossip.

      The woman goes on, obviously unaware I don’t care to hear any of it. “Mrs. Ted—you know, the heavy black woman in 1204?—heard her arguing with her daughter this morning. Apparently, the girl is enjoying the company of quite a few young men. At her age, I ask you! Young people nowadays have no respect for their bodies. And black women”—she scoffs—“no respect. No respect at all.”

      I don’t answer. I’m not in the mood to argue with the woman, not that she would hear a word of what I tell her. Mrs. Swenson might be nice and pleasant in her way, but her opinions on things? No, it’s better I keep quiet.

      The elevator ride stretches on forever, with her gnawing my ear off about the inadequacies of our neighbors. I suppress a sigh of relief as I step off the elevator on the twenty-third floor and the doors separate me from her chatter.

      The corridor ahead of me is bathed in a dim light. There are more broken lamps than working ones. The gray walls add to the image of a cave tunnel. The monotony is broken only by the heavy metal doors in the walls, each the same shade of rusty red.

      This path through the building always makes me uneasy. There is something sinister about the place—at the very least, neglected. It’s hard to stomach because the building looks beautiful from the outside, promising better conditions inside.

      I wonder if someone wants to keep up appearances to passersby—like Dale and I do with our marriage, but on a much larger scale. Again, I feel there is something seriously wrong with this city.

      I reach the door labeled 2311 in rusty numbers that I’m sure were golden at some point in their distant past. I hold my hand around the doorknob, and it beeps in confirmation as it unlocks. The light inside turns on automatically when I close the door behind me, and I feel the last bit of anxiety slip away.

      The apartment might not be particularly new or clean or pretty, but it is home.
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      “This is fucking ridiculous.” I grimace and pull the bow tie off my neck for the third time.

      A laugh tells me my sister has arrived. I turn around, and my jaw drops. I cannot believe my eyes. Liz has shed her usual floral long-sleeve tops and skinny jeans. No high ponytail. Tonight she looks stunning with her amber hair in elegant waves around her slim face. Whatever she’s done with her makeup makes her green eyes sparkle. The watercolor flower tattoo glows next to the white of her dress.

      I rarely see the tattoo due to her preference for long sleeves. It’s better than jewelry. The design is perfect for her, a perfect combination of innocence and strength. I stare as she walks up to me, balancing gracefully on high heels. She will be turning some heads tonight.

      One glance around the room to evaluate the situation. Her eyes linger on the glass on my nightstand. Ice cubes melting into the last of the amber liquor. A flicker of judgment in her eyes. She doesn’t like me drinking.

      She grabs the crumpled mess that is supposed to be my bow tie from my hand. “Oh, brother, what would you do without me?”

      I laugh at her mocking tone. Both grateful for the help and happy to see her. I watch her tie the stupid thing around my neck. A perfectly symmetrical bow.

      After a final adjustment, she steps back to inspect her work. “Better.”

      I feel uncomfortable with her inspecting me.

      “You look gorgeous, Liz.”

      Liz shifts from foot to foot, and her cheeks flush. I’m not the only one who’s not good with attention. She is always beautiful, but seeing her this dressed up makes me smile. She’s grown up so fast.

      Seeing her excited about the ball I don’t want to go to lifts my mood a little. She always cheers me up, no matter how bad my day is. I can’t believe how lucky I am to have such a great sister—or half sister in this case. But that doesn’t change anything, she’s still one of my best friends.

      After my mother’s death eighteen years ago, my father was matched with a new wife, Josephine. Josephine is a lovely woman, always trying to please everyone. Unfortunately, it means she barely gets what she wants. Always my father’s wishes. She didn’t have a child when she moved in. Shortly after, she announced her pregnancy.

      I have no idea how a woman like her has raised a daughter as tough as Liz. Living with my father must have done the trick.

      I glance up at the clock over the desk. Shit. We’re late. I grab my phone and usher Liz out of the room.

      We hurry through the cold night. My jacket over Liz’s shoulders covers most of her dress. When we arrive at the Imperium, she hands it back and hooks her arm into mine with a chuckle. With her by my side, I step through the door.

      I barely recognize the assembly hall. It looks remarkably different from yesterday. The chairs and podium have gone. A small stage has been added at the front of the room. A jazz band is playing something pleasant and smooth. Round high tables with golden fabric draped over them line the walls. I spot Zeke at one of the tables and steer Liz toward him.

      “Wow, Liz. Not a little girl anymore, eh?” Zeke looks her up and down with an approving, brotherly expression on his face.

      While Zeke and Liz exchange pleasantries, I look around the room. My father is talking to important-looking men. Josephine is hovering at a table behind him. She looks lost.

      “Your mom doesn’t look too happy. Is everything okay?” I point her out to Liz, and she grimaces.

      She glances at Zeke, but decides he can hear what she has to say. “They argued again today. Mom cried a lot. I think”—she clears her throat—“I think he hurt her.”

      Liz looks down at her shoes and crosses her arms in front of her. I watch her thumb move in circles across her own skin. As if she’s trying to comfort herself. I put an arm around her and pull her closer.

      “What do you mean, ‘hurt her’?” My voice is barely more than a whisper.

      “You know Mom. She wants to make everyone happy. But Dad…” Her voice trails off.

      “Is an asshole,” I finish for her. “It’s okay. Tell me.”

      “He is such an angry man. I think he hurts her when he’s unhappy. And he is unhappy a lot since you moved out.”

      My insides go cold. I know my father is no saint, but hitting Josephine?

      Zeke looks uncomfortable. Unsure if he should enter the conversation. I tilt my head at him, inviting him to voice his opinion.

      “Liz, are you sure? You know I am not your dad’s biggest fan, but don’t you think your mom would tell someone?” He looks up at me in search of support.

      I can tell he hopes Liz is wrong. Zeke has listened to me rant about my father for years, but I know Zeke wants to trust in the system my father represents. A leader who beats his wife is definitely not a leader Zeke can trust.

      Liz nods. She’s looking at her shoes again. “I don’t think she would. Ever since her first husband disappeared, she doesn’t trust her judgment. She blames herself. Thinks he would have stayed if she had been nicer to him.

      “But I don’t think it would have mattered. It’s not like they got divorced or something. He simply vanished. I don’t even know if it was a choice… She sounds regretful whenever she talks about him. I think it’s why she works so hard to please everyone. It’s annoying.”

      Liz looks up and watches her mother in the distance. “My bedroom is next to theirs. I can hear them. She cries in the bathroom after—you know. And there were bruises on her arm a while back.”

      I hold her tight to comfort her. She sighs, then pulls away to stare at Zeke and me.

      “I think she is afraid of him, afraid what he’ll do if she talks,” Liz finishes with a look of relief at finally having told someone. She looks around, as if she just remembered we are surrounded by people.

      “I don’t like this,” Zeke says in a stern voice. His worldview seems to be fraying at the edges.

      I look at Josephine at the other end of the room. I know it’s true, deep down. I have no idea how I didn’t see it before.

      When I lived with my family, I slept in the bedroom downstairs. I remember Josephine wanted the baby to share their bed. But my father insisted on putting baby Liz in the room next to theirs. He said a baby had to sleep on its own, or it would become weak. That was the only time I ever saw them really argue, but it has stuck with me all these years.

      Ever since my mother died, my father has been angry with the world. He lets his temper out on the people around him. Though my father never laid hands on me—besides the occasional slap on the wrist or back of the head. Nothing major.

      But things got worse after my father was elected. I’m glad I didn’t live with him long after that, but right now, I feel I should. To protect Liz. To protect her mother.

      I turn toward Liz and see rage on her face. I don’t think I have ever seen her this angry. I don’t know what to do. I want to help. But I know there is nothing I can do. No one would believe us, even if Josephine spoke up. My father is the mayor, and the mayor is always right.

      “Liz, you can sleep at my place as often as you want. My door is always open. I don’t want you around him if you can help it.”

      “Thank you, Nate, but I can’t leave her alone. She needs me.” The strength behind her eyes surprises me. She’s a tough girl.

      I put my hands on her shoulders. “There is nothing you can do. I don’t want you to get in the way.”

      A woman at the next table looks up at the anger in my voice. I give her a quick smile and continue in a whisper, “Let’s talk about this later, okay? When we are alone somewhere?”

      She nods curtly.

      “Go over to your mom,” I continue. “Try and cheer her up a bit. Keep up appearances. My father will want to show her around.”

      I watch as she steels herself and greets her mother with a hug, rearranges her mother’s scarf.

      “You look like you need a drink.” Zeke waves for one of the waitresses. He orders a whiskey for each of us.

      “I take it you had no idea,” says Zeke after taking a sip.

      I shake my head and drain my glass in one. Guilt floods through me faster than the whiskey. Maybe I didn’t want to see how bad my father has gotten.

      “There you are, boy.” My father walks up and puts a hand on my shoulder.

      I recoil involuntarily. To cover the awkwardness, I smile at my father. I notice a couple next to him. Man in a dark blue suit. Woman in an extravagant green dress. Both smile at me.

      “John.” I hate it when he calls me that. I much prefer Nate. “This is Mr. Goodman. Sir, this is my son, Jonathan.”

      I bow my head as he looks around at the couple behind him. He doesn’t mention the woman, who I assume is Mrs. Goodman. I shake their hands in greeting.

      “We have great news,” my father continues. “Their daughter, Susan, is now old enough to be matched. They expect her match to come in any day now.”

      I don’t like where this is going.

      “Thanks to a large donation, I’ve arranged for her to be matched with you.”

      My mouth falls open in shock. I barely register what he says next.

      “She is a lovely young lady, twenty-two. Mrs. Goodman, here—” He waves a hand at the wife. “She will arrange everything with Josephine. You will get married here in the Imperium’s assembly hall early next spring.”

      It is not a question. I am not being asked.

      A low buzz starts spreading through my head. Louder and louder. This can’t be true. My father has always made sure I wouldn’t get matched.

      What changed his mind? Why am I supposed to get married to this Susan person? Have I overstepped some kind of boundary? Did my father give up on me?

      It doesn’t matter. I don’t want this. I won’t do this.

      My hands ball into fists at my side. My father can’t make a decision like this for me. I mean, sure, technically he can. He’s the mayor. He has full control over the matching system. But he has done everything to prevent me from getting matched for years. I should have been matched a long time ago.

      I thought I had a say in this. Or, at least, I was under the impression he didn’t think it was a good idea to have me matched. Scared for his reputation or something.

      I don’t want to get married to someone I’m not in love with. I don’t want to marry someone I haven’t ever met. Let alone someone so young.

      “No,” I say simply.

      My father throws me a stern look. I am to act appropriately and be kind. I don’t feel like it. I want to scream until this place falls apart. I want to run. I can’t breathe. It takes a lot of effort to resist the urge to punch my father. It is tempting in front of all these people. Fuck appearances. My fingernails bite into my palms, break skin.

      I tear my gaze from my father’s death stare and look at the couple in front of me. I know the man. I can’t remember who he is, but I’ve seen him before. I know he’s important. He has to be if he’s in this room. I wonder why my father needs the man badly enough to marry away his only son. I need to find out more.

      “No… No, we shouldn’t get married in here.” I try to overplay my initial reaction. “It will be beautiful outside in spring. We should get married in the rooftop gardens.” I turn to Mrs. Goodman. “But first, tell me more about my fiancée.” My hands are sweaty from the effort to pretend.

      The woman looks at me with some remaining suspicion, but decides not to challenge me. She smiles softly. “Susan is a lovely girl. She turned twenty-two a few months ago. She’s training to be a scientist—like her father.” She casts her husband a proud look.

      I remember. He is the man who interrupted the meeting yesterday. He looks taller without the lab coat. My father wants me to marry the daughter of a scientist. Their support must be wavering.

      What happened in the labs to make them lose confidence in my father?

      “A scientist?” I ask. “Sounds fascinating. I can’t wait to meet her.” I shake the woman’s hand. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. My friend is waiting for me. We were about to get some fresh air.” I shake the man’s hand and give my father a curt nod. I walk away without another glance at them.

      I head for Zeke and pull him out of the room. I turn to find Liz, but she is still talking to her mother.

      My father looks at me with reprimand. He’s not satisfied with my reaction. What did he expect? He can’t spring something like this on me. Or at least he can’t expect me to be fine with it. Not like that.

      I want to get away from here. Far and fast. Before I do something stupid.

      Liz catches up with us outside the door. She holds a fancy-looking sandwich. I raise an eyebrow at her.

      “What? You didn’t eat anything yet, and you didn’t look happy when you stormed out. It didn’t look like you were coming back.” I take the sandwich from her, and she continues, “What happened?”

      “What happened? I’d like to know, too. Apparently, I am fucking engaged!” I snap at her.

      I feel guilty immediately. She hasn’t done anything. She brings me food to comfort me, and I let my temper out on her? I’m an idiot.

      Zeke seems to agree and nudges me with his elbow. “Not cool, mate.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s too much for one night. First, you tell me my father is an abusive bastard. Then he comes along and introduces my soon-to-be parents-in-law. No warning.” I shake my head in a fruitless attempt to clear it. It’s too much.

      We walk to my house together. Zeke excuses himself when we get there. He explains Isabel will never let him hear the end of it unless he gets back to the Imperium. She made him promise he would go with her. Even though she will be gossiping with her girlfriends all night, Zeke has to get back. He’ll probably spend the night alone at a table with a glass of whiskey. I feel guilty for abandoning him as I watch him walk off alone into the dark night.

      Liz opens the door. Her handprint was programmed into it a long time ago. I follow her inside. I am clutching the sandwich, but I’m not hungry. I set it down on the kitchen counter, then fall onto the couch.

      Liz slips off her heels and sits down next to me. She doesn’t say anything. I know she’s waiting for me to start talking. She doesn’t have to wait long.

      “It feels wrong. I don’t want to marry someone I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense. This whole matching system is totally fucked.” My hands are balled into fists again.

      “Careful, Nate. Don’t let them hear you say that.”

      I am sure my father wouldn’t be happy to hear me talk like this. I wonder if he would report me.

      “I don’t give a fuck. I’m not a damn pawn in our father’s chess game. He can’t just match me with some stupid lab chick—”

      Liz cuts across me, “It’s not her fault.”

      “—to maintain the support of the fucking scientists.”

      I feel like my bow tie is about to strangle me. I need to get it off. My hands are shaking. The knot gets tighter the more I fumble with it.

      Fuck.

      Liz leans over and puts a gentle hand on my chest. “Stop.” She unties it for me, folds it carefully, and sets it on the table.

      I grab it and throw it against the living room wall. I watch it land gently on the floor. I look around for more things to throw.

      Liz leans against my chest. She doesn’t say anything. She always knows when to talk and when to shut up. Feeling her breath calms me down. I gnaw on my lip and stroke her hair absentmindedly. We sit like this for a long time.

      In the end, Liz agrees to stay the night. I cannot worry about her with my father right now. Liz probably decided I need her more than her mother right now. I don’t care why she stays. I’m just thankful not to be alone.
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      There’s a small line in front of the hospital entrance when we arrive. I know that line far too well for my taste. I remember when Dale broke his leg a few years back. He left blood stains all over the dusty street before they finally let us in.

      I shudder at the memory and push it away. I squeeze Willow’s hand and walk toward the large building. We were summoned here, and the one good thing to be said about that is we don’t have to wait in the stupid line.

      While there are small doctor’s offices scattered around the Outer Circle, they only tend to minor injuries and illnesses. If you are seriously hurt or suffer from something more severe, you have no choice but to go to the city hospital.

      The tall building is set into the wall separating the Middle from the Inner Circle to make it accessible from either side. I guess this way, rich people from the Inner Circle and the Government Complex don’t have to worry about seeing those of us who come in from the outer two Circles.

      We pass a man with a deep cut in his arm. In a feeble attempt to stop the bleeding, he is pressing a ragged shirt onto the wound. I try my best not to think about the infection he most likely already has. A woman coughs behind him, and I cringe a little at the sound of phlegm that accompanies it.

      My body relaxes when we reach the large, glass front doors and walk inside. The sterile interior is a stark contrast to the dirty scene outside. The smell of disinfectant hangs in the air. Somehow it makes everything feel cleaner than it is. Peeling metal letters above a window set into the adjacent wall read, “Check-In,” and I steer Willow toward it.

      “Name?” an unpleasant woman behind the glass demands without looking up from her paperwork.

      “Chase Monroe.” I pause and correct myself. “Hunter. Chase and Willow Hunter. Um, we are here for my daughter’s five-year exam.” I’ll never get used to Dale’s last name. It’s been years, and I still have to correct it every time I introduce myself.

      I don’t know why they insist on the name change. It’s not even a real marriage. I’ve read about marriages and weddings in books I found at the library, and sometimes I dream about finding someone I love and having a real wedding and a planned baby.

      It will never happen. I know that. Still, I will never like the sound of the name Chase Hunter. It’s not me.

      “Fill this out and sit down.” She hands me a tablet and points toward the chairs set in neat rows along the far wall of the room.

      I take the thin glass pane and sit down. We don’t own any computers at home—not even a television. The tablet feels foreign in my hands. I set it down carefully on a chair and usher Willow into the play corner filled with books and toys.

      It feels like I’m answering a thousand questions. There are a lot of strange ones about things like Willow’s favorite foods and which playground she likes to play at. Something about it makes me feel like I am being interrogated, as if they already know the answers to these questions and want to catch me lying. I mean, they can easily find out which playground we usually visit with those damn drones flying around the city.

      No. No, I’m being paranoid. They are just interested in Willow, being thorough. I have to stop being paranoid.

      It takes me thirty minutes to finish the endless questionnaire, by which time the receptionist is tapping her finger on the glass and beckoning me over. “I’ll be right back, pumpkin,” I say to Willow and stand up, my neck stiff from sitting bent for so long.

      “Finished?” she asks curtly. I have a feeling she’s been monitoring my progress. I nod and hand her the tablet. The woman points back to the chairs in the waiting area, and I know I am dismissed.

      Willow is sitting on the brightly-colored quilt in the playpen, pretending to read a book. I pick up the book, sit down next to her, and pull her onto my lap.

      “What are you reading?”

      It’s a story about an elephant and a squirrel. I read aloud, making sure to use a squeaky, high-pitched voice for the squirrel and a soft, deep voice for the elephant.

      Willow points and explains all the little details that were left out of the pictures. She makes fun of the squirrel when it’s too scared to climb the tree. She’s a little too old for this book, and it shows. Her comments grow sparser as we read, and I feel her dozing off. When I finish the story, Willow is asleep in my arms.

      We got up way too early this morning to get here on time, and now we are waiting around. I yawn and put the book away. I hold Willow close, and it doesn’t take long for me to doze off as well.

      * * *

      “They’re ready to see you, ma’am.”

      I jolt awake at the noise. The nurse from the check-in booth stands in front of me. She eyes me reproachfully for making her leave her station.

      I nod, my body heavy from sleep. I guess being half-awake from worry all night made me tired enough to sleep soundly in this hostile place.

      I take a glimpse at the large clock on the opposite wall and realize we’ve been here for more than two hours. I will never understand hospitals. Why make me get here for a seven a.m. appointment when they don’t have time for me until after nine?

      The nurse points at a sliding door to the side and struts off without another word.

      “Wake up, honey. It’s time.” I give Willow a kiss on the cheek and nudge her slightly.

      Willow looks up at me and wipes the sleep from her eyes. Looking down at my daughter, I wonder how people expect us not to notice something is wrong. Willow has deep black hair and dark blue eyes, and her skin is porcelain white.

      I’m half black with light-brown curls. Dale has the typical Irish freckles and ginger hair. She doesn’t have much in common with either of us. I’m no specialist in genetics, but I’m pretty sure this isn’t what our daughter would look like.

      She must look a lot like her father.

      I clutch my daughter’s hand like a lifeline as we head for the door the nurse indicated. All the sleepiness is gone, and I am wide awake. I hope Willow isn’t picking up on my anxiety.

      Why am I so nervous about this? I feel like I am walking to my own funeral—or rather, Willow’s. I reprimand myself for thinking it. A voice in my head that sounds much like Dale’s tells me I am being silly. It makes me smile a little, despite everything, before I return to my never-ending internal struggle.

      I want to grab Willow and run for it. I know we have to stay, but everything inside me revolts at the thought of walking through this door. It opens with a low, hydraulic hiss as we approach it. I force one foot in front of the next and walk through. I have to be strong for Willow.

      A nurse is waiting halfway down the corridor. “Mrs. Hunter?” she asks with a kind smile. “I’m Colette, and I’m going to be Willow’s nurse today.”

      She is much nicer than the woman at reception. But I still have to fight hard not to snap at her out of fear. I clench my teeth together in what I hope resembles a smile and nod.

      She kneels down in front of Willow. “You must be Willow, little miss.”

      Willow nods her head once with pride. “I’m five years old.”

      I stifle a laugh. This has been her answer to every question Dale and I have asked her this morning.

      My baby girl is five years old. I might not have planned to have her, but when she was born, I knew she was the only thing that mattered. She is my world.

      Nurse Colette gets up and asks us to follow her. I feel a little more at ease with her. At least she is nice and doesn’t ignore Willow.

      We follow her past a few doors, then into an exam room with the number seven in matted writing on the glass door. Translucent glass doors in a hospital seem wrong. No privacy for patients. Not even when they are being examined.

      Cameras in public places throughout the city are one thing. But in here? Automatically, I check the corners of the room for cameras, and sure enough, there is one blinking its red light at me. A sign underneath says, “Smile, You’re on Camera.”

      Another nurse joins us. “Call me Nurse Nicole,” she announces—far too perky for my taste.

      Together the nurses narrate everything they are doing to make me feel at ease. They play little games with Willow to keep her entertained throughout the process. They check her weight, her height, her temperature, then go through a few more tests to check her reflexes and cognitive ability.

      After what feels like an hour of prodding and probing, Nurse Nicole holds a small pen-like device to the back of Willow’s neck, right at the small indenture where the spine and the skull connect. They have stopped their play-by-play.

      “What is this test for?” I ask, working hard to keep my tone casual.

      Nurse Colette looks up at me and smiles. This time, the smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “Just a little test to check on something. Don’t worry about it.”

      I clench my fists and stand rooted to the spot. It takes all my effort not to interrupt them or argue with her. I don’t like them doing anything to Willow I don’t understand. But they think I have no reason to mistrust them, so I can’t follow my instincts. I must remain quiet.

      Nurse Nicole puts the pen into an opening in the wall. The device pulses a few different colors, then turns off. Colette taps a glass pane on the wall and pulls up a few graphics. I am too far away to make out any details, and when I take a step closer, the other nurse casually takes a step to block the screen from view.

      The nurses exchange a glance.

      Something is wrong. What are they not telling me? I feel my nails dig into my palms until they nearly break through the skin. I force myself to relax my hands.

      “Mrs. Hunter?” Colette asks. “Would you please return to the waiting area? We’ll be taking Willow upstairs for a few more tests.” She sees the look of worry on my face and adds, “Don’t worry. We’ll have her right back to you.”

      Nicole smiles at me, but her eyes remain untouched.

      I can’t leave Willow. But, even more, I cannot make a scene that might endanger her. I swallow hard.

      “Mrs. Hunter?” Nurse Colette repeats.

      How long have I been staring at the woman? I take a deep breath, glance at Willow to make sure she’s not scared, then nod.

      Before I can think about anything else to say or do, Nicole ushers me out of the room. The door hums shut behind me, and I feel as if Willow is suddenly a million miles away, impossible to reach.

      I don’t want to go back to the waiting room, so I slide down the wall with my back against it. I pull in my knees and hug them tightly. I’m not sure I’m allowed to stay here, but it makes me feel a little closer to Willow.

      The nurses don’t follow me out. Either they took the back door, or they never left the room. When no one comes to get me, I fall into a kind of stupor of worry and half-waking dreams filled with horrible scenarios of what could be happening to Willow.

      * * *

      I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here when the door next to me whirs open. No one comes out, but I can hear voices inside now. I strain my ears to catch every word.

      “Her genes are perfect. I don’t think this one is going home for long.” Nicole’s perky voice carries into the hallway.

      I gasp and put a hand over my mouth to stifle the sound. I hold my breath and expect someone to find me, but no one comes.

      “Oh, Mr. Goodman is going to be so pleased when he returns from his trip next week.” Colette is just as excited. “We’ll have to wait for the blood results, but I’m sure the experiment was successful.”

      The experiment. The words echo through my mind.

      “The poor mother—” Nurse Nicole begins, but I don’t wait for her to finish her sentence.

      I jolt upright and tiptoe toward the waiting hall. I stop in front of the sliding door, regain my composure, and step through as casually as I can manage. I don’t want to attract any attention. I find a seat and resist a breakdown. I tilt my head back against the wall and fight the tears.

      What the hell is going on? What experiment? Are they talking about my little girl? My thoughts are rattling around my brain like leaves caught in a thunderstorm, and there is nothing I can do to collect them.

      I look around the room in an attempt to find something to calm myself. Another nurse walks past, the man with the bleeding arm following her. Blood is dripping from his wound. Has he been outside all this time?

      A small robot slides out of a wall and whirs toward the blood on the floor. It drives over the stain a few times, then vanishes back into the hole in the wall. A panel slides shut behind it, and there is no reminder that blood was spilled here—not even a wet spot on the floor.

      After what feels like an eternity, Nicole and Colette appear through the sliding door, Willow between them. She holds up a lollipop, and I am relieved to see her happy and in one piece. I want to hug her and hold her, but I will have to wait until we are out of here.

      The nurses smile at me, and I try to convince myself they were talking about someone else’s daughter. The thought makes me hate myself a little. No one deserves that. Then I catch a closer look at the nurses’ smiles, and I know they are pretending. It hits me like a blow to the stomach.

      They were definitely talking about Willow. It takes all my strength to return the smile.

      “Mrs. Hunter, your daughter is ready to go. We were unable to finish part of her blood work, so you will have to come back next Friday when Mr. Goodman, the head of our laboratory team, is back. We’ve already scheduled you an appointment,” Colette informs me.

      Nicole hands me a small card printed with Willow’s appointment information and her prescription. I force another smile and nod as I put the card in my pocket.

      I finally take Willow’s hand. There is no way I am bringing her back here next week. Mr. Goodman—whoever he is—isn’t going anywhere near my daughter.
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      When I wake up, Liz is gone. I suspect she snuck out as soon as I was asleep to be with her mother. I feel the first signs of a hangover. My body feels heavy. I get up and my head throbs.

      I shuffle into the kitchen and open the fridge door. The sandwich Liz gave me last night sits neatly wrapped on the top shelf. I grab a bottle of water from the door and close the fridge. I am thankful Liz has provided me with breakfast, but my stomach churns at the thought of eating it. Later, maybe.

      I sit down on the couch and hold my head. I relive my father’s announcement from last night. My body tenses. I want nothing more than to walk over to my father’s house and punch him square in the face. Using me to bolster his fucking career. Assaulting Liz’s mother. He would deserve it.

      Does he really care this little for me?

      It’s time to get over my everlasting need to prove myself to my father. He doesn’t give a shit. Never will. My father keeps showing he doesn’t care. Yet, I crave his approval. It’s fucked up.

      Unexpectedly, the doorbell rings. The wall next to the door lights up. Zeke smiles sheepishly into the camera above. His face is distorted by the extreme wide angle of the lens. Why doesn’t he just come in? He’s not usually one to ring the doorbell—or even knock.

      I don’t feel like getting up. I grunt at the screen to open the door, and it buzzes open despite my less than clear instructions.

      Zeke pushes the door open and greets me with a bright grin. “Come on, mate. We’re going to the gym.”

      It’s not a question. I know Liz has sent him. I am sure she knew I would be angry when I woke up.

      “Get up, lazy ass,” Zeke goes on and prods me. “You need to punch something.”

      He knows me well. “The only thing I want to punch is my father’s face.”

      “Not an option, I’m afraid.” Zeke grabs my arm and pulls me up.

      I realize I have no choice and let him push me through the door. I’ve known Zeke long enough to know when it is pointless to argue.

      The bright light outside hurts my eyes, and I put up a hand to shield them. I don’t realize how far we’ve walked until Zeke opens the door to the gym. We pass the climbing area and walk through a door at the back. The boxing gym is empty.

      With way more enthusiasm than is called for, Zeke throws over my boxing gloves from my locker. I pull them on begrudgingly and walk over to the bags.

      Each hit releases my anger. The first hits make my head throb and my stomach churn. I relish the pain. I let my rage fuel my punches. After a while, my head clears and the nausea fades.

      I pause to catch my breath. When it stabilizes, I attack the bag to release the last bit of steam. Zeke laughs as he works his own heavy bag. I probably look like a child throwing a tantrum.

      When I am completely exhausted, I collapse next to him on the mat. The stench of sweat follows me. I pant heavily.

      “How did the rest of the night go?” I ask, turning my head sideways to look at him. “Were you back soon enough, or was Isabel pissed?”

      Zeke grunts. “Oh, don’t get me started on that woman. I needed to punch something at least as much as you did.”

      “What happened?”

      “When I got back—and you know I wasn’t gone more than maybe ten minutes—she was standing outside with her girlfriends. They were gossiping, as usual.

      “Out of nowhere, she starts yelling at me, asking me where I’ve been. I told her I walked you home, and that pissed her off even more. Yelled at me, saying I care more about you than her or the baby.” He shakes his head and continues, “She stormed off into the ballroom, girlfriends at her heels. Each and every one of them looked daggers at me before they walked inside. Damn women.”

      I can feel Zeke’s anger building up. Something tells me he’ll be back at the punching bag soon.

      “Dead silence this morning at breakfast. She’s crazy, that one. You know I care about Sophie. But it’s tough. You know it is. I didn’t want a baby. Fuck, I didn’t even want to fuck Isabel.” He falls silent. I know he is waiting for a response, but there is nothing I can say.

      When I don’t speak, he continues, “Not that there’s a woman out there I would want to fuck. But—what can I tell you?—the woman is hot when she’s angry, and in this fucked-up world, what else am I supposed to do?”

      I shush him. It is dangerous to talk like that. “Careful what you say in here,” I warn in a whisper and point at the cameras. “I wouldn’t put it past them to have audio as well. You don’t want them hearing you say those things.”

      Zeke looks as if he couldn’t care less, but shuts up nonetheless.

      “Want to go to my place and talk it through?” I ask, and Zeke shrugs.

      Before we can pack up, Derec walks in. Just seeing the guy makes me angry. The urge to punch someone comes back immediately.

      Before I know it, I yell, “Ey, Derec! You look like your stupid little wife didn’t let you fuck her last night!” I know it’s a low blow, and I am half ashamed of saying it. It does feel good to start a fight, though.

      Zeke groans next to me.

      Derec barrels toward me, looking ready to attack, but Zeke stops him with one arm.

      “If you guys want to kill each other, you’ll do it the proper way. In the ring. Best of three wins.”

      Derec struggles against his grip a few more times. When he can’t get to me, he nods and shrugs Zeke off. I pick up my gloves from where I left them on the floor.

      “No gloves,” Derec demands.

      I throw them down and nod. I’m too angry to hesitate. Zeke looks uncomfortable.

      Derec and I climb onto the platform. His face is red with anger as we square off.

      “Ten.” Zeke’s booming voice fills the room.

      I readjust the wrappings on my hands.

      “Nine. Eight.”

      I look up at Derec and find him staring at me.

      “Seven.”

      Derec jumps up and down a few times, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

      “Six. Five. Four.”

      I have to work hard to resist the temptation to lash out at Derec early. I take a deep breath. If I get impatient, I’ll get sloppy.

      “Three. Two.”

      My muscles tense. I am ready.

      “One. Go.”

      Derec and I circle each other. Hands raised in front of our faces. Death stares.

      Derec steps forward, and I get ready to defend myself. He jumps back a moment later. I watch the man balance his weight from left to right. Teasing me to throw the first punch.

      His face is a mask. I know Derec hates me as much as I hate him. But he’s damn good at hiding it.

      “So? Was I right? Stupid wife not in the mood last night?” I taunt.

      A flicker of annoyance shows on Derec’s dark face.

      “Is that boy even yours, or is she getting it somewhere else?”

      I did it. Derec can’t hide his anger any longer. “Don’t you dare,” he growls.

      “Don’t blame her. Who would want to fuck your ugly face?”

      Each insult makes Derec’s eyebrows furrow more, until they touch in the middle. One long yellow line on the man’s dark face. “Shut your face, asshole,” Derec hisses through clenched teeth.

      I laugh. It’s not funny. I do it to make Derec angry. He loses concentration when he’s angry.

      I have never won a fight against him before, but that doesn’t mean I will stop trying. Whenever we got paired during PCR training, he beat me easily. Too easily. Today I might have a chance.

      Derec launches at me. He throws punch after punch. I duck and land a heavy hit to his stomach.

      Derec wrestles me to the ground. I land on my back with a thud. He throws a punch at me, but I manage to push him off.

      We struggle and roll around until we reach the edge of the platform. I give a final shove to get Derec off me, and he lands outside the ring with a grunt.

      He aims a kick at my face from below. I am a little too slow at pulling back and feel his shoe scratch along my jaw.

      I jump off the podium and land on top of him. Derec has been waiting for it. He rolls to the side and flings himself on top of me. He pins me down. I struggle against his weight. I reach for Derec’s throat.

      He hits me square in the stomach. The air leaves my lungs, and I desperately pant to replace it. Derec aims for my face. I pull my arms up in time.

      He grabs my arms and pins them onto my chest with one hand. My wrists strain painfully. Derec pulls back his elbow.

      Before his fist hits my face, Zeke grabs Derec’s arm and throws him off me.

      “Enough. You win. Get out of here.” The authority in Zeke’s voice would have been enough to make anyone cower. It doesn’t matter that Derec is our superior at work. Zeke could knock him out with one punch.

      Before Derec can react, Zeke grabs me by the arm and pulls me out of the room. He probably saved me from a broken jaw. I don’t care. I want to go back and hurt Derec more. It’s almost as good as hurting my father.

      But with Zeke’s grip tight on my upper arm, I have no choice but to follow him outside. The sunshine warms my back and pushes away some of the anger.

      “Can I let go?” Zeke asks when we arrive at my house. I nod, and he lets go.

      I have blood on my knuckles. And I need a shower. Instead I walk through to the backyard. I sit down in one of the chairs outside. Zeke joins me with two beers.

      “It’s ten in the morning, dude,” I say but accept the drink nonetheless. I open the cap on the table and gulp down the liquid. Zeke sits down and takes an equally large gulp.

      With a pronounced sigh, I put the bottle down. I undo the wrappings around my hand. I discard the bloodied fabric onto the ground.

      We drink our beers and watch the people out for their morning walks in the park behind my house. I think it’s weird to have a park with no trees, but whoever designed the park sure knew how to do rosebushes. They sit in neat lines in a perfect circle around the Government Complex. Filling the space before the inner wall.

      The Inner Circle behind it is filled with the hospital, office buildings, and family homes. Zeke and Isabel have a beautiful home there—though Zeke is rarely there to enjoy it.

      There are three more walls making up the city: one wall to separate the Inner from the Middle Circle, one to separate the Outer Circle, and the final wall surrounds the entire city.

      I’ve never gone beyond the Inner Circle. My father makes sure my PCR assignments keep me in the Government Complex as much as possible. The occasional job gets me into the Inner Circle, but never outside its wall.

      “Ever wonder what it’s like in the Middle and Outer Circles?” I ask.

      Zeke shrugs. “Dunno, probably more of the same.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. Can’t be. You can see the tall buildings from some of the places in the Inner Circle and the rooftop garden. They live in apartments, not houses.” I take another sip of my beer. “I wonder what else is different.”

      I’ll never find out with my father keeping me on a short leash.

      “I’d tell you if I knew.” Zeke shrugs.

      “My father knows you would. Otherwise, you’d be out working the fun jobs. Instead, we barely ever get any assignments. It’s bullshit.”

      Zeke laughs dryly. “I mean, I’m not sorry we barely have to work for our livelihood, but…” His voice trails off.

      We sit and drink silently until our bottles are empty. I get up to grab us some water. I feel like another beer, but it is morning. Liz wouldn’t approve. I hand a glass to Zeke and sit back down.

      “What did you want to say earlier? About Isabel, I mean.”

      Zeke doesn’t look happy at the change of subject. He takes a long time to answer.

      “I don’t know. I don’t get the woman. No idea what she expects. I mean, we were matched—no fairy tale there. But did she really think we would fall in love and live happily ever after just because they threw us into a house together?

      “She doesn’t know I’m gay, and I’m not stupid enough to tell her. But still… we never liked each other before. Why would that change when we live together?”

      I know this, but it is different hearing him say it out loud.

      Zeke looks totally devastated. “In the beginning, we tried to play nice, to make the best out of a fucked-up situation.”

      “I guess it’s like that for most people.”

      He doesn’t hear me. “When Isabel and I moved into our house, I had no fucking clue what to do. She played nice. I played along. But you know how much we argued back then. Both of us trying to pretend.

      “Shit, I didn’t even know how to fuck a woman back then. Still don’t really… but I had no other option, so I went for it.” He looks down at his knees. “I wish I could say I was drunk or something. No, I was just weak. I don’t even like women.”

      I knew they must have fucked at some point. The fact they had Sophie proves it, but we’ve never discussed this before. I always wondered how it happened with Zeke being gay and all.

      While there is no official law against it, you are not allowed to be gay in this city. They let you get away with having same-sex relationships when you’re young. But when you get matched, gay is no longer an option.

      “It was good enough while we were at it, but when it was over, I felt dirty. It felt wrong. We don’t love each other. We don’t even like each other.

      “She knew it wouldn’t happen again. So, we went back to silently coexisting, arguing more than before. Few weeks later, she holds up a pregnancy test in front of my face and starts yelling how it’s all my fault.”

      This part of the story I already know.

      “I was so afraid when she had Sophie. I still don’t know what to do with the kid, and it’s been a year. I mean, I never wanted her. She’s adorable, but it doesn’t feel like she belongs to me.”

      Zeke takes a gulp of water, realizes it’s not beer, and swallows slowly. “She’d be better off without me. Parents pretending to be happy, but arguing at every chance? Can’t be good for a child. No, she should have parents who care for each other. It’s fucked up.”

      I have no idea what to say, and compensate by holding up my glass in salute. “To fucked-up lives, man. To fucked-up lives.”

      We both drink, water or not.
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      As always, we are late. Mira is waiting for us when Willow and I hurry onto the playground. Willow lets go of my hand, and Mira picks her up and spins her around. Willow’s giggles fill the air. I can’t help but smile watching her fly around, happy and healthy. My heart fills with joy.

      Mira sets her down, and Willow starts telling her about our morning. She makes it sound like we had a fun little adventure.

      “Looks like you had a lot of fun before I even got out of bed.” Mira chuckles.

      Sometimes I envy Mira’s work schedule. I might have some flexibility in mine, but it’s nothing like hers. I got today off for Willow’s appointment, but Mira has a lot of days off.

      She’s a tattoo artist—which means she only works on demand. Tattoos are one of the few ways to express yourself in this city, but they are expensive, and most people can’t afford them. So, Mira gets a lot of free time. I definitely wouldn’t have been able to afford my tattoo without her being my friend.

      After Willow was born, Mira designed my tattoo. I wanted something for Willow, and also something to remind me that I can’t take anything for granted. A willow tree now decorates the side of my torso, its branches flowing across my stomach. Thanks to Mira, I only had to pay for the materials, which was still quite a bit of sacrifice.

      “And then they sent Mommy out of the room. They took me to another room and poked me with a needle. It was super big, but I didn’t cry.” She puffs up her chest. “I’m not sure why Mommy couldn’t come with me. Maybe they thought Mommy wouldn’t want to see the blood? I don’t know because it didn’t hurt at all.”

      Mira glances at me, and I grimace helplessly. She hands Willow a bucket and a shovel and asks her to build something really cool in the sandbox. Willow spreads her arms wide and runs toward the sandbox, where she joins a few other kids.

      “Are you okay?” Mira asks as soon as Willow is settled.

      “Yeah, mostly just exhausted from this morning.”

      I’m not really ready to talk about it yet—especially since Mira doesn’t know the whole story about my pregnancy. I never dared confide that specific part of my history to her, though I would trust her with everything else. This is about my daughter’s safety, and that makes me more reluctant than with any secret about myself.

      “How did it go?” Mira pushes.

      “Oh, she’s perfectly healthy. They gave me her prescription and everything. Of course, I don’t know her dosage. All I know is I give her two pills of whatever it is they give the rest of us. The nurse was very happy with the result.”

      It’s not a lie, and I feel guilty for leaving out the important details. But I need to talk to Dale first. It might be time to finally tell Mira and Tien everything—but not before I tell Dale, and definitely not here.

      “I hope Willow takes to the pills okay. When I first got the medicine, I felt groggy for days. Well, at least my mom says so.” Mira shrugs.

      I have no idea if I reacted well to it or not, as I was already at the orphanage back then. I’m sure no one would have noticed. The staff were always busy looking after too many children.

      Everyone in the city has a prescription for the same medicine. From the history books and stories I’ve heard over the years, I know people started showing symptoms of the Disease sometime around 2030, right after the third world war.

      It starts like a simple cold, with a cough and slight fever. But soon, people develop more serious symptoms. The fever gets worse, and they start coughing up blood. There’s no proper name for the illness, but it’s always referred to as the “Disease.” Its ambiguous name somehow makes it scarier.

      I have never seen anyone go through it, but the books had been a little too descriptive. I know a few people who tried not taking the medicine. Within days, they started feeling like shit and were back on it as soon as they could. I hope there will always be enough of that damn medicine.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine. She’s a tough little girl,” Mira says, wrongly interpreting the worry on my face.

      “How’s your mom doing?” I ask to get away from the subject at hand.

      Mira glances at me, but decides against pressing the subject. I’m sure she’ll bring it up again soon enough.

      “Oh, she’s fine. Her migraines are getting better. Tien came over yesterday and brought her some painkillers. I’m not sure I want to know where he gets them.”

      I wince in sympathy. Mira’s mom suffers from bad migraines, and they have gotten worse and worse since Mira’s dad died a few years back.

      “Speaking of Tien,” I say in a singsong voice and grin at her. “I saw you holding his hand at dinner the other day. Anything you want to tell me?”

      Mira looks down, but a smile catches in the corners of her mouth. Her cheeks blush more than should be possible with her dark complexion.

      “Tell me.” I make sure to keep my voice gentle this time instead of mocking her.

      “I… we…” She takes a breath and starts over, the smile vanishes from her lips. “He’s trying to be patient, but I know it’s hard for him. I don’t know how much longer he’ll wait for me to get my shit together. Every time he touches me, even when he doesn’t mean to, I cringe. It’s not fair. But I can’t help it. I keep seeing their faces.”

      She’s still looking down, and I put an arm around her. She doesn’t have to tell me who they are for me to understand.

      Mira has struggled with being touched by men ever since the night her father died. She and her father were on their way home when a few guys ambushed them and tried to take their groceries. I wish Mira had let them take the food, but with her mother sick, they needed every bit they had.

      She tried to defend the bags she was carrying, and they got angry. They told her she would regret it if she didn’t let go right away. She held on and spit in the guy’s face. I really admire her bravery, but the asshole did not.

      Two of his cronies held her dad back while their leader beat her and pulled up her dress. Before he could do anything worse to her, her dad struggled free and attacked the guy until he let her go. Her father yelled at her to run, and she did. But she looked back before she turned the corner. She froze when she saw the men huddled over her dad, taking turns kicking and punching him. The idea alone makes me sick to my stomach.

      When they saw her standing at the corner, they started running after her. Her father was lying on the ground, unmoving, and she told me it was the hardest thing she has ever done to run away from him.

      She escaped, but I don’t think she ever got over her father’s death. She blames herself and thinks she could have saved him if she had gotten back to him somehow or called for help sooner.

      It took her years to tell me this, and I’ve only heard about it in pieces. I’ve put it together over time, but she has never once told me the full story. I pull her into a hug. The idea that I brought back those memories makes my stomach hurt.

      “But it must be getting better, right?” I say hopefully. “You didn’t seem too reluctant to touch his arm the other day. Or did you do that just for him?”

      Mira finally looks up. “You’re right. But I’ve got a long way to go, and I can’t really imagine ever getting to a point that would make him happy, too. I don’t know. I just can’t… Plus, he’s already matched, and I expect to get my match soon. So, what’s the point anyway?”

      I groan. I hate this system.

      “I still think that’s bullshit,” I say a little too loudly, then remember we are in public and lower my voice to a whisper. “I think you should be able to be with whoever you love, not a stupid match.”

      Mira sorts her features into an expressionless mask. “Well, that’s not how the world works nowadays.”

      Yeah. Not since the war.

      A boy in the sandbox throws sand at Willow, and our conversation is cut short. I rush over to interrupt the fight. I don’t have the patience for a scene right now, nor do I have the energy to tell off the boy. I grab Willow despite her protest, pick her up, and walk back toward the bench.

      Mira isn’t there anymore. I look around and see her walking over to the boy’s mother, who hadn’t noticed her son was causing trouble. She sits on a bench, screen in her hand, earpiece in, and deep in conversation.

      “I totally had that, Mommy,” Willow says with her lips pursed.

      I pat her absently on the head and murmur, “I know, pumpkin. I know.”

      She crosses her arms, aware I’m not paying her my full attention. I am watching Mira let some of her anger out on the woman, explaining to her that if she spent a little less time on her stupid phone, she would maybe know when her son is bullying girls at the playground.

      “And if you paid him a little more attention, maybe he would not beg for it by being a little shit!” she yells, and her voice carries over to Willow and me. Willow smirks and gets up for a better view.

      Damn it. I rescued Willow to avoid a scene. I feel it is prudent to get Mira out of here as well before she gets herself into trouble. I rush over, murmur an apology to the woman, who doesn’t even react, and steer Mira away from the playground. Willow runs around us in excitement.

      “What the hell was that about?” I ask, and Mira shrugs.

      She’s still quiet when we reach the intersection where we part ways. She hugs me and tells me she’ll see me later, but she seems distant, lost in thought. I watch her walk away until Willow pulls on my hand.

      “Mommy, let’s go,” she grouches impatiently.

      Now that the excitement of Mira’s little fight is wearing off, her mood shifts to grumpy. She keeps trying to shake the sand out of her hair or comb it out with her fingers. By the time we get home, her hair is a tangled mess from her efforts, and I add a shower to my to-do list.

      * * *

      Willow escapes the bathroom, leaving wet footprints all over the carpet. I catch her and wrap a towel around her head like a turban and hold out her bathrobe—pink with elephants, of course. I stitched every single one of those damn things on myself. I pick her up, and she plants a very wet kiss on my cheek.

      Oh, the things I’ll do to make this girl happy.

      I hear a noise outside. “Daddy’s home,” I announce.

      She struggles out of my grip and dashes out of the room with a loud “Daddy!”

      When I walk into the living room after drying my own hair, Dale and Willow are in the kitchen, chopping vegetables for dinner. Willow is standing on a chair. Dale looks over and smiles at me.

      “How was your day?” he asks, like he does every day.

      “Long and exhausting,” I answer, and his face falls. I nudge my head in Willow’s direction and mouth, “We need to talk.”

      He nods, and after helping Willow add the remaining carrots into the steaming pot on the stove, he picks her up and carries her to her room. Moments later, he returns.

      “She’s drawing us a picture. We should be fine for a while before she gets bored,” he explains. “What’s up?”

      I tell him everything about our morning at the hospital, the conversation I overheard, and the way the nurses acted around me. His face grows more concerned with every word I say.

      “They said she wouldn’t be home for long. Dale, I think they want to take her from us. Make her a lab rat or something. I don’t know. But whatever it is, they can’t have her. We can’t let that happen!”

      Dale walks over to the stove and stirs the pot. “Are you sure they meant Willow?” He turns around and leans against the kitchen counter.

      I am disappointed to hear the disbelief in his voice. Even now, after everything we’ve been through and what I just told him?

      “Yes, I’m sure. They told me we have to come back next week and see some Mr. Goodman once he’s back from vacation. Apparently, he’s the head of the laboratory department or something. Why would they need a lead scientist person for a blood test? No, doesn’t make sense.” I put a hand on his chest. “The way they looked at me—” My voice breaks, and I try not to cry.

      Dale looks down at me, and his expression softens. He puts his arms around me and rests his chin on my head. I know he’s not entirely convinced, but him being here for me is comforting nonetheless.

      “What do we do?” I feel the words vibrate in his chest.

      I pull away and look up at him. “I think we need to start by telling Mira and Tien the truth. If we want to do anything about this, we can’t do it alone. Or at least I can’t. I’ll need their support.”

      “We can tell them tonight.” Dale nods.

      Before he can say more, Willow comes running into the room and holds up a piece of paper. “Look, Daddy, I drew us as elephants!”

      Dale holds up the picture. It’s a hot mess of wiggly lines and colors, and I can barely distinguish three elephants with their trunks together, as if holding hands.

      “This is me,” she explains, pointing at the smallest elephant. “This is Mommy, and you, Daddy.”

      I look at the family picture, and my resolve strengthens. I won’t let anyone take my little girl away from me.

      “Don’t you like it?” Willow asks.

      I draw her closer to me and kiss her head. “Of course, I like it very much.” I get up and put the picture up on the fridge. “Now we can see it all the time.”

      Willow looks pleased, then runs out of the room. Dale returns to the dinner on the stove, and I set the table. Neither of us talking.

      My head is spinning. I am nervous about the conversation with Tien and Mira later tonight.

      Will they believe me?

      * * *

      After Willow is in bed, I find excuse after excuse not to bring it up. Dale ultimately throws me a knowing look.

      I steel myself and announce, “Guys, we have something we need to tell you.”

      “Are you having another baby?” Mira asks, clapping her hands together, but she sees the look on my face and falls silent, her hands hovering in midair.

      “What is it?” Tien asks.

      I look at him, then at Mira, and press on. “You have to swear never to tell anyone, okay?”

      They look worried. Mira leans a little closer and asks, “What’s going on, Chase?”

      “Promise, okay?” After they both swear, I take a deep breath, open my mouth, and close it again. I don’t know where to start. So, I start at the beginning.

      “Dale isn’t Willow’s father.”

      Mira and Tien both gasp, incredulity on their faces. “What?”

      I nod.

      Tien looks at Dale, then says, “I mean, she doesn’t look anything like you guys, but I always assumed she got some grandparent’s genes.”

      I shake my head and continue, “No, unfortunately, it’s nothing like that. She’s definitely not his daughter. We never. . .” I swallow my nerves. “We’ve never had sex.”

      My cheeks flush, and I suddenly feel very hot. I’m not comfortable talking about sex with anyone, and this might be one of the most uncomfortable conversations I have ever had.

      “So, who did you sleep with?” Mira asks tentatively.

      “No one. And that’s the thing. Ever since Dale and I were matched, I didn’t dare meet anyone. I didn’t want to get me or Dale into trouble.”

      The expressions of mixed curiosity, disbelief, and shock on my friends’ faces deepen.

      I press on. “Remember how we told everyone we were trying to have a baby? They must have believed us—”

      “Who the fuck are they?” Tien interrupts, but I shush him and go on.

      “Shortly after we started spreading around that we wanted to have a baby, I was due for my yearly exam, which includes seeing the OB-GYN.

      “I remember them offering me a tea while I waited for the doctor in the exam room. They had me waiting for so long, I accepted. And then I… fell asleep during the exam.” I close my eyes. I still can’t believe I fell asleep. It’s embarrassing I allowed myself to be so vulnerable. “I didn’t feel well at all for a few days after. And I found out I was pregnant.”

      “They raped you?” Mira looks at me in shock.

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t think so. My OB-GYN is a woman. I think they must have done it artificially. I don’t know why—no idea, to be honest. But I know they did it.

      “Technically, I can’t be fully sure Willow is even mine, but every part of me feels like she is.” I swallow the thought before I can follow it. I try not to think about this part of the story. “Anyway, she is definitely not Dale’s.”

      Dale grunts in dismay. He hates the fact that Willow is not really his daughter, and now our friends know.

      “We felt it was safest to pretend we didn’t know. We didn’t want to end up like the Bartons,” he says.

      Tien looks more confused. “Wait. What? I thought they moved away?”

      I tell them about the men who showed up for the Bartons after they bragged about their infidelity. When I finish, Mira and Tien both look as if they ate something rotten. Neither of them says anything. They just sit and stare at me.

      I tell them about Willow’s appointment today. Mira’s mouth falls open halfway through.

      After I’ve told them everything, I take a large gulp from my glass. Tien is standing, ready to jump into a plan, and Mira sits frozen in place.

      “We need to get her out of the city… hide her… something.” Tien takes a few steps toward the door. When he realizes none of us are following, he stops and turns around expectantly.

      Dale looks helpless. “We’d never get her out of the city. Plus, who knows what’s on the other side of the wall?”

      Tien hovers by the door for a moment before he sits back down, defeated.

      By the time any of us are able to think straight, the wine bottle on the table is empty, and all of us are yawning.

      “We have until next Friday to figure this out. Let’s meet tomorrow before one of us falls asleep at the table,” Dale suggests, and we get up, ready to call it a night.

      While I sleep, I never let go of Willow and am still holding her when I wake up the next morning. I won’t let anything happen to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART 4

          

          
            SATURDAY

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            CHASE

          

        

      

    

    
      I am glad I don’t have to work today. Squinting through a bad headache, I drop Willow off at a neighbor’s house to play with their little girl. The two kids have been friends since they were babies. Willow won’t even want to come home when I go and pick her up later. I don’t envy the parents who will have two overexcited five-year-olds on their hands all day, but it’s perfect for me.

      When I get back, Tien and Mira have already arrived and are deep in conversation with Dale. Mira frowns at me. “Girl, did you get any sleep? You look horrible.”

      “Well, thank you.” I smile at her. “I don’t think I got much sleep at all. I’ll sleep when we have a plan.”

      I sit down at the table, and Dale hands me a steaming mug of tea. I accept it gratefully. As I sip the liquid, I slowly wake up enough to actually listen to the conversation around me.

      I can’t believe Tien and Mira didn’t hesitate to help us. They didn’t question anything I told them. They trusted me, though it must have shattered everything they thought they knew about the society they live in. I don’t know if I would have reacted as well. At the very least, I don’t think I would be able to cope with something this big as quickly.

      “Guys, can we pause for a second?” I ask, overwhelmed. They stop talking and turn to face me. I bury my face in my hands, and I feel someone’s hand on my shoulder.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” Mira asks.

      With difficulty, I stop hiding and look at each of them in turn. “Are you sure you want to do this? You accepted everything I said yesterday without any hesitation.

      “If they find out we know about any of this, we’ll be in trouble. If you help me do anything about Willow, you might find yourself in a place where you can’t go back.”

      I need them to understand. I need them to know I care about them and want them to be safe.

      “We know what we are getting into,” Tien says, and Mira nods. “But there is no way we’ll let anything happen to Willow. You’d do the same for us.”

      I bury my face, ready to cry. I don’t want them to get hurt, but I am more thankful for having them by my side than I can handle right now. The whole situation is overwhelming. Tien grabs my hand, and Mira gives me a hug.

      “We are with you, honey. We are here to help. You just have to let us,” she says softly.

      “I have to admit, I should have known something is wrong with this damn city a long time ago,” Tien says. “Like Mira’s mom. Those damn doctors only seem to care about people who are young enough to add to the next generation.”

      Mira looks at him appreciatively. “You know I don’t like you putting yourself in danger to get her those painkillers.”

      “Where are you getting them?” I ask, unable to keep the curiosity in.

      “Work,” Tien says simply.

      At a look from me, he goes into more detail. “I had this case a few years back. I was running an analysis on a bar in the Middle Circle. Long story short, I found they were cutting some corners—keeping some revenue off the books. At that point, I had spent so much time chatting with the owner, I couldn’t throw him under the bus. I looked the other way.”

      He pauses and looks up at us, as if expecting a scolding. None of us object. Mira shrugs.

      “Let’s just say he’s done me a few favors over the years. Getting pills for Mira’s mom when she needs them is one. I don’t know where he gets them. I doubt his bar is exactly aboveboard in general, though.”

      I didn’t expect someone with a job as cryptic as a quantitative analyst could have connections like this. Not that I understand much of what he does.

      “Won’t you get into trouble if someone finds out?” I ask.

      “I guess. But in the meantime, Mira’s mom doesn’t have to suffer as much.”

      Mira looks uncomfortable. “I’m not sure I like this. I mean, I knew you must be getting them some shady way, but—”

      “It’s fine. Really,” Tien answers. “Or do you want to tell me you’ve never done anything against the rules?”

      “You mean besides spending time”—Mira puts up air quotes—“with you after you’ve been matched?” She isn’t talking about friendship.

      Tien gives a bitter laugh. “Yeah, besides that.”

      “A few little things here and there. Like letting Chase into the studio to do her tattoo. She paid for the materials, but I wasn’t exactly supposed to bring her to the shop after hours or use the machines for any personal projects.”

      “See?” Tien holds out his hands as if Mira proved his point.

      “But none of this explains why you are willing to help us,” I point out.

      Tien places both hands on the table. “Look, Chase,” he begins, and the lightness is gone from his voice. “They tricked you into having a child. I can’t support a government that would do something like this.” He takes a deep breath. “Doing nothing would feel like supporting them. We need to help Willow. We can’t let them take her.”

      Mira nods her agreement. Tien looks at each of us in turn before going on in a stern voice, “And when she’s safe, we’ll figure out a way to expose what they did. They can’t get away with impregnating people and taking children from their parents.”

      I haven’t even thought past saving Willow. I’ve been so scared for her, I didn’t stop to think this may have happened to other families. It’s terrifying.

      “We are with you. Okay?” Mira puts a hand on mine.

      I nod and let out a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      “How do we do this?” asks Dale after watching me for a moment.

      I shrug, and Mira looks helpless, but Tien gets up and paces while he talks. “I’ve been thinking, and the only way I see out of this is to break into the hospital.”

      Dale frowns. “You want to do what now?”

      “You told us this Mr. Goodman person won’t be back until next Friday, and they are waiting for some blood work to come back and confirm something?”

      I nod.

      “If we can swap out Willow’s sample for someone else’s blood, it would come back negative. And then she would be safe. They wouldn’t be interested in her anymore.”

      “What about the two nurses who examined Willow?” Dale asks.

      “I don’t think they know anything for certain yet,” I answer. “It sounded like the blood test was needed to confirm a suspicion. So if the blood test is negative, that should end this.”

      “Okay, let’s say that could work. How are you planning to get into the hospital? It must be one of the most secure places in the city.”

      Tien resumes his endless pacing. “Well, that will be the problem to solve. But I think it’s the only way.”

      Reluctantly, I agree. I don’t want to think about the risk I am about to put my friends in. It makes my stomach churn, and I regret eating breakfast. I take a deep breath to calm myself and see Dale casting me a nervous look.

      “Your job might be able to get us in,” he points out.

      “I’m a seamstress. What good will that do?”

      Tien understands faster than me. A grin spreads on his face. “Brilliant, Dale! Chase, you can get us uniforms. Don’t you do regular deliveries to the hospital?”

      Convinced, Dale says, “It should get us through the door, at least.”

      I feel like we are forgetting something. We don’t know enough about any of this. “Sure, I can get us uniforms, but the place is gigantic. We’ll never find what we are looking for.”

      Mira is ready for this problem. “My mother.”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “I’m not getting anyone else involved.”

      “She doesn’t have to come along. But she knows the place like no one else. She spent so much time there after my dad, you know…” She trails off.

      After a moment, she pulls her shoulders back and continues, “And no arguing about including her. She’ll want to help, especially with any plan against the hospital. She thinks they could have saved Dad if they had cared a little more. Plus, the way they treated her when she came to them for help with her migraines. She really hates the place.”

      I open my mouth to object, but she holds up a hand. “She won’t be in any danger. I won’t let her actually come with us. She’ll just tell us what we need to know and stay safely at home.”

      “Let’s at least not tell her what we are doing, okay? Let’s just invite her over and talk to her. Maybe we can manage to get some information out of her without telling her why we want to know,” I suggest, and the others agree.

      We spend the rest of the morning choosing disguises for each of us. When it’s time for lunch, Mira leaves to get her mother, and the rest of us set out to get a meal ready.

      “How’s the match going?” Dale asks Tien, and I can tell he waited for Mira to be gone to ask it.

      Tien’s face falls. “Man, ever since you mentioned the Bartons last night…” He looks deeply uncomfortable. “We really don’t like each other and have been avoiding spending any time together since getting matched. I’m not sure that’s wise now.”

      He pauses and massages his hands in anger. “But the idea of spending one more minute with her… We have nothing in common!” He throws up his arms in frustration. “Nothing. I don’t know why the hell they would match us. How am I supposed to pretend I even like this woman?”

      Dale puts a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, man. I really am. But you need to be careful.”

      I’ve been looking for a way to warn Tien about this for weeks, and am relieved he finally knows about how far this society will go to uphold appearances. I hope it will make him more cautious in the future.

      “How’s Mira handling it?” I ask.

      Tien looks up with a thin smile. “I don’t know. She’s finally starting to open up to me, but now it feels pointless.”

      “Please promise me you guys will be careful—whatever you do,” I urge.

      “I would never do anything to put her in danger.”

      * * *

      By the time Mira returns, accompanied by her mother, lunch is almost ready.

      Mira’s mother hands me a biscuit cake for dessert and sits down heavily in a chair. She looks exhausted from the walk over. She resembles her daughter in many ways, but with longer, straight hair and more weight around the middle.

      “Everyone, this lovely woman is my mother, Nina.” Mira turns and introduces each of us in turn. “This is Dale and Chase. And, well, you know Tien.”

      Nina props herself up on the table and shakes Dale’s and my hand. She waves over Tien and pulls him into a hug.

      I’ve known Mira for years, but as we usually hang out here, I’ve never actually met her mother. I haven’t met anyone from Tien’s family either, but that’s because Tien doesn’t speak with his parents.

      The timer for the pasta goes off, and Dale turns to take care of it. Nina barely has time to compliment our apartment—something I don’t particularly think worthy of praise—before Dale sets down a steaming pot and fills our plates. My stomach gives a low rumble. With everything going on, I didn’t realize I was hungry until now.

      “This looks lovely,” Nina says when she accepts the plate from Dale. “Thank you for the invitation. It’s such a nice change, not having to cook.”

      Dale waves her off. “The pleasure is ours. Enjoy, enjoy.”

      “Mom, Chase has to take her daughter, Willow, to the hospital for another blood test next week,” Mira says through a forkful. “She’s a little nervous about it.”

      Mira’s mom leans over to me. “Why are you nervous?”

      I shrug. “She had her five-year exam yesterday, and they already want her to come back. I guess I didn’t expect to have to go back so soon.”

      Nina smiles wryly. “The place gives me the creeps, no matter how often I go. Don’t blame you for not wanting to go back.”

      I grab the opportunity to steer the conversation in the right direction, since I think that’s what Mira was doing. “You’ve spent a lot of time there, right?”

      Nina nods, and I can tell it makes her sad.

      “Sorry,” I add, but she waves me off.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s true. I don’t hold the best memories of the place. Their lack of dedication when my husband was brought in—so badly wounded—still fills me with resentment.” Her fingers clutch her glass like a lifeline. “I am convinced they could have saved him if they had considered him more of a priority. At least he would have had a chance.”

      She sighs deeply and is lost in thought for a moment. None of us say anything, and we wait for her to regain her composure.

      “But that’s not what makes me hate the place as much as I do. It’s the way they treated me when I came in with the migraines. I don’t know what gave them the impression, but they actually thought I was faking in the beginning, thought I was looking for attention.”

      She shakes her head in disbelief. “They thought I was suicidal. Put me on antidepressants and sent me home. I’ve been in and out ever since. Sometimes I stay a few weeks for observation, sometimes I only go for a quick checkup.”

      Mira squeezes her mother’s hand. I feel bad for making the woman relive any of this.

      “I’m not suicidal,” she continues with a hint of anger in her voice. “I just want to get rid of these damn headaches. They never go away. And every few days, the migraines kick in. I don’t need stupid antidepressants that make me feel nauseous. I need real painkillers.” She turns to Tien. “Thank you, darling.”

      Tien smiles uncomfortably and shifts in his chair. “My pleasure, Nina.”

      We push her for little details, slowly getting a picture of the hospital. She’s even passed the blood storage room once. We take care not to look like we are interrogating her, but I have a feeling she’s caught on that we have an ulterior motive. She doesn’t ask any questions, however, and supplies us with answers. As the afternoon goes on, she gives more specific details, as if she knows we won’t ask but might need them. I wonder what she thinks we want them for, but am grateful we don’t have to tell her.

      It’s dinnertime, and I pick up Willow, who is reluctant to leave her friend but eager to meet Nina. She hugs the woman and asks her a million little questions. One of the most important seems to be if Nina likes elephants. She prefers giraffes, something that Willow finds acceptable.

      Shortly after, Nina excuses herself. “I feel another migraine coming. It was a pleasure meeting you today. Thank you for lunch and the pleasant afternoon.”

      She hugs Mira and Tien. She squeezes Dale’s upper arm, then turns to me. “Don’t you worry too much about that hospital visit, dear. I’m sure it will be fine.”

      She pulls me into a hug, pokes Willow on the nose, then turns to leave.

      * * *

      Dale is giving Willow a bath, and we hear her giggle and splash water around while the rest of us flesh out a plan.

      “I think your mom caught on,” I say to Mira, who looks at me in surprise.

      “Yep, she definitely knew more than she let on. I wonder if she thinks we want to steal more pills for her or something.” Tien grins.

      Mira shakes her head. “No, she would never let us endanger ourselves for her well-being. She must think we have a much more noble reason.”

      An extra-loud giggle from the bathroom makes us smile.

      “Poor Dale.” Tien laughs.

      I grab some paper from Willow’s room and spread it out on the table. We try to recreate a floor plan from what Nina told us, each of us contributing what we can remember.

      Mira takes over this part. As a tattoo artist, she’s the only one here who has any talent to make the drawings look distinguishable. If I tried, it would look worse than the elephants on my fridge.

      We also write down any other details we remember from Nina’s stories. They might come in handy. By the time Dale has managed to get Willow into bed and returns to the kitchen, we have a plan.

      “Okay,” I begin to fill Dale in. “We shouldn’t have much trouble getting into the middle ring.”

      “The guards there never care much,” Mira agrees.

      Dale bows his head. “Yes, I don’t see a problem so far.” From his tone, I can tell he’s doubtful any of this has a chance of success.

      “I’ll pretend to make a last-minute delivery to get into the hospital. Then let the rest of you in. I’ll get us some uniforms from work, so we can blend in.

      “We decided it makes the most sense for me to be an inspector. That way, no one will ask me to do anything or answer any medical questions. Tien will try to get me a badge for my disguise to keep anyone from doubting my credentials.”

      Dale raises an eyebrow at Tien and me. “Sounds like a big favor to ask.”

      Tien waves him off. “I’m sure my guy can figure it out. He owes me. I’ve been in charge of his case for years. He knows I can ruin him at any point. It’ll be fine.”

      Dale’s not convinced, but doesn’t push it.

      “Dale, Tien, you’ll dress as doctors. You’ll have to try and stay away from people. Mira, you’ll be a nurse.”

      Mira grunts. “So unfair, I can’t be a doctor because I’m a woman.”

      “I know, honey, but you’re just pretending. You’re a tattoo artist, much cooler than a doctor in my books,” I appease her, and she smiles.

      “How do you plan on getting the uniforms from work?” Dale asks, poking at every little crack in the plan he can find.

      “I’ll figure that out somehow. I’m sure I can. I have to return them by Thursday, so no one notices they are gone before they are supposed to ship out.”

      The one good thing about a city this controlled is how regular schedules are. New orders come in on Fridays, get delivered on Thursdays. Rinse, repeat.

      I have to be careful and make sure I block what I’m doing from the cameras, but I already know how I’ll do that.

      “I think we should do it Tuesday. It gives me time to steal the uniforms on Monday and two days to return them after.”

      Dale sits down at the table with us. “I guess that could work. Unless… What if we damage them or get them dirty?”

      I shrug. “I can fix any damage on Wednesday.”

      Dale still looks skeptical, and as I grow more motivated, he continues exposing problems and flaws in our plan.

      “So we walk in, find Willow’s blood, and swap it with a random sample?” he asks.

      I shrug, ready to agree, when Tien interrupts, “No. No, we can’t do that.”

      We look at him questioningly.

      “It’s not that easy. The genetic markers might ruin everything if we pick the wrong person.” When we continue to look confused, he adds, “It’s simple. We need to switch samples with a white woman.”

      Realizing mere ignorance could have ruined our plan makes me thankful Tien knows this.

      “My mother’s friend at the hospital—Evelyn Weiland—hasn’t been able to leave the hospital in quite a while. She’s waiting for a transplant. I’m sure her blood is on file,” Mira says.

      We continue planning for hours. By the time Mira and Tien are ready to leave, we know what we need to do. Or at least, we hope we do. Otherwise, we’ll be headed into serious trouble.
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      “I’ll be right there,” I grunt and hang up the phone. With a big yawn, I roll out of bed.

      Every inch of my body hurts from my fight with Derec. I feel heavy with exhaustion. Why was I stupid enough to pick a fight I knew I couldn’t win?

      I look down and am not surprised to find deep bruises on my stomach and arms. I walk over to the mirror and inspect my stinging back. The scratches from slipping over the floor look the worst. They cut through the moth tattooed over my shoulder blades.

      Fuck, I hope it doesn’t scar.

      I get dressed, then head out to report for duty. It’s too early for work. It’s still dark out. I shiver and pull up my jacket’s zipper a little higher to ward off the cold.

      Since Zeke and I are usually assigned together, I’m not surprised when he joins me at the next intersection. His jacket is also zipped as high as possible, and his arms are crossed in front of his body.

      Zeke greets me with a grumpy, “Morning.” His breath fogs the chilly air.

      Both of us are too tired for words. Four a.m. is no time for conversations.

      By the time we get to the Imperium, my fingers are numb. My nose is running. I rub my hands together to warm them up.

      Inside, I get a good look at Zeke. He looks as bad as I do. He has deep bags under his eyes. The blueish light makes him look pale. Lifeless.

      “It’s fucking cold out,” I say with a shiver in my voice.

      “Freezing my balls off,” Zeke agrees. He looks grumpy. “Way too cold. Even for winter.”

      We stand in silence until the elevator arrives. The ding echoes in the empty foyer.

      We are stationed on the fifth floor, outside the science labs today. Last-minute meeting. No idea what it is about. Those science jerks always keep their work to themselves.

      I wonder if my new match will be attending the meeting. Would she know more?

      I consider seeking her out for a moment. She might get her hopes up for a perfect relationship. So, hell, no.

      Zeke and I take our posts outside the assigned door and wait. Scientist after scientist walks into the lab room. Their giant cups fill the hallway with the smell of coffee. Four a.m. is no time for a meeting, either.

      “Look at those guys. They look more unhappy to be here than I am.” Zeke’s laugh fills the hallway. I join in, and it pushes away some of my tiredness. “Well, at least a meeting at this time shouldn’t take too long. Then back to bed,” Zeke adds with a yawn.

      I’m sure I’ll never make it back to bed. By the time this is over, I’ll be too awake. Maybe a nap after lunch. I don’t want to ruin Zeke’s daydreams—if you can call them daydreams at this hour.

      As the last scientist shuffles into the room, my father comes down the corridor. He’s surprised to see me.

      I’d like to know what he’s doing here. Why the fuck is he at a science meeting? This has to be about whatever Mr. Goodman got him out of the assembly for the other day.

      My father eyes me suspiciously, walks into the lab, and closes the door behind him. Even rattles the door a little to make sure it’s closed all the way. He must really not want me to overhear.

      I can hear voices inside, but the sound is too muffled to understand anything. Clear enough to hear their excitement, though. Something big is happening.

      * * *

      Zeke’s watch beeps on the hour—five a.m.—and we are still sitting out here. I’ve given up trying to figure out what’s going on.

      Suddenly, the door opens. A shrill female voice carries into the hallway, “—most promising results. We won’t know until next Friday, but I am confident…”

      I lose track of the conversation when a balding scientist, with more wrinkles than skin, shuffles out. The man rushes down the hallway and vanishes into another room.

      He didn’t close the door.

      “If this is really true, and Mr. Goodman will be the only one able to confirm, then the experiment would have been a success. I really wish we wouldn’t have to—”

      My father interrupts the woman. “Shut up! Someone close the damn door.”

      We hear the woman apologize a few times, then the door is shut. Everything is muffled again.

      “What the fuck was that about?” Zeke looks at me with raised eyebrows.

      “No clue,” I answer. “I just know my father doesn’t want us to know shit. What experiment do you think they were talking about?”

      The scientist returns with a package in his hands. He shuffles back down the hall as fast as his old bones can carry him. He rifles through a stack of papers on top of the box. He bumps headfirst into the now-closed door and falls backward onto his ass.

      His cheeks are red as he scrambles to his feet and brushes off his coat. He glances at us with wide eyes, picks up his package and papers, and vanishes inside.

      As soon as the door falls into the lock, Zeke and I burst out laughing.

      “Did you… see… his face?” Zeke can barely get the words out. We both bend over with laughter.

      * * *

      Zeke’s watch beeps for the second time. It’s six now. And we are wide awake. I long for some breakfast.

      “I wish I knew what’s going on,” I complain. “It’s driving me nuts.”

      We play hangman on Zeke’s tablet to pass the time. It doesn’t help. Time won’t budge.

      Scientists keep running in and out of the room. They vanish into other labs along the hall, then return with binders, stacks of papers, or tablets.

      Whatever is happening is important. I would give anything to know more.

      The fact that Mr. Goodman isn’t here is odd. Does this have any connection to him interrupting the assembly? I don’t know. This must be new. Last-minute.

      We hear snatches of conversation whenever the door opens. None of it makes any sense. Once I think I hear my name.

      I ask Zeke, but he isn’t sure. “Could’ve been ‘wait.’” He shrugs.

      Another scientist runs out of the room—a young blonde. She sees me and stops as if she ran into an invisible wall. She flushes deep red. Then she is gone. I watch her run down the corridor.

      What the fuck? Now, I’m sure I must have heard my name earlier. Why else would she stare at me like that?

      Zeke tries to get my mind off it and continues our game. “F,” he guesses.

      I add a head to my drawing with a mischievous laugh.

      “T?” Zeke gets a bit closer to finishing the word.

      I add a letter to the last line: _ o m _ a m _ u _ i _ t

      “You made the fucking word up, mate. Admit it.”

      I laugh. “Nope. Definitely a real world. Come on, man.”

      “Okay, fine. S?”

      I add an s to the first and second to last line: s o m _ a m _ u _ i s t

      Zeke is getting close. I don’t think he has a clue, though.

      The game gets interrupted again with the young blonde’s return.

      “Hey, what the fuck was that about?” I demand, and she stops in front of us. “Why did you look at me like that?”

      The woman’s face is bright red. She looks away, gnawing her lip. I keep looking at her. Finally, she finds my gaze. “I—I’m Susan,” she stammers. “I believe you’ve met my parents?”

      It falls into place.

      “We’re engaged,” she finishes, somewhat lamely.

      This must be the weirdest encounter of my life.

      I eye the young woman from head to toe. I have to admit, she’s really pretty. Curly blonde hair. Vivid blue eyes. A little pale from spending too much time in the labs. But it makes her red lipstick stand out more. The belt of her lab coat cinches around a skinny waist. I force myself to look directly at her.

      “Oh, yeah… I guess we are. Hi.” I’m not sure what else to say. Meeting your fiancée like this is not really something you can prepare for.

      She extends a hand. I shake it. She nods curtly and vanishes into the labs without another word.

      “Okay, that was weird,” Zeke admits. “But she’s a looker. Good catch, mate.”

      I groan. “You know I don’t give a fuck what she looks like. I’m not my father’s fucking pawn—” Zeke shushes me. I continue in a lower voice. “I’m not marrying her. Doesn’t matter how pretty she is.”

      “I know, mate. I was trying to cheer you up.” He puts a consoling hand on my shoulder.

      “I know.” I pick up the tablet. “Let’s finish the game. I hope they get this damn meeting over with soon. I need to get out of here.”

      It takes Zeke a while to figure out the word. When he finally guesses the last letter, his hanging man is only missing one leg.

      “What the fuck is ‘somnambulist’?” Zeke asks.

      “Fancy word for a sleepwalker. Picked it up somewhere,” I say in a resigned voice. I really had high hopes he wouldn’t get this one.

      Zeke grabs the tablet and checks I didn’t make the word up. He shrugs. “Okay, my turn.”

      Before we can start, the door opens. All the scientists emerge, talking in small groups or checking their tablets. I try to pick up what they are talking about—no chance. Too much is being said at once.

      Some throw us curious glances. Most ignore us. When Susan hurries past, she smiles at me nervously. My father doesn’t pay us any attention. He makes an effort to turn toward the men he walks out with.

      He’s not even going to look at me?

      I wonder how long I’ll be able to contain my anger. I’ll explode soon. I feel like my body is too small for the emotions I keep bottling up. They threaten to overflow in an effervescence of hate.

      I smile. Effervescence. Damn hangman. I always sound like I swallowed a thesaurus after playing. I shake my head absently.

      “Still looking for a nap?” I ask Zeke.

      He shakes his head, and I suggest we go over to my place for some breakfast.

      * * *

      “I wonder what all that was about,” Zeke says, deep in thought as we sit on my couch.

      “They were really excited about something. But I’m not sure anything that makes those fuckers happy is good.”

      We speculate in circles. We can’t get anywhere. We need more information.

      An idea hits me. “Think I should talk to Susan, see if I can find out anything?”

      “Might be worth a shot.”

      “I don’t want her to think I actually give a shit about her, though.”

      Zeke waves a hand. “You’ll have plenty of time to piss her off later. I think you should try.”

      I nod.

      “You could pretend to want to talk about the wedding.”

      I don’t like the idea. I want to stay as far away from that subject as possible. It’s bad enough I have to talk to her.

      “If I bring up the wedding, she’ll think I want it,” I argue.

      Zeke leans forward and grabs a tray from under the coffee table. “I know you don’t like the idea of marrying her, but I’m not sure you have much of a choice.” He places some buds into the grinder. “You might be the mayor’s son, and he might have pulled quite a few strings to keep you single this long, but I don’t know…” He folds a paper neatly. “I’m not sure how much longer he can protect you.” He stuffs some weed into the paper, licks it, and rolls the joint. “Plus, it looks like you marrying the woman benefits him.”

      I light him up and say, “I don’t think he wants to help me anymore.” I take the joint from Zeke.

      “You’re twenty-eight, mate. You had a good long run at being single.”

      I take a deep hit. I hold it for a moment before exhaling smoke all over my living room. I watch the clouds rise toward the ceiling.

      “I don’t want to be married.”

      I pass the joint to Zeke. “I know, mate. But I don’t think you have a choice anymore. I guess you’re as fucked as the rest of us now.”

      Soon after, the joint’s remains smolder on the ashtray between us. A light buzzing fills my head, and I feel my body relax. My thoughts are circling around the marriage, but the feelings are dulled. Able to distance myself from the anger and resentment, logic sets in.

      “Okay. I am getting married. Fuck it. Fine. What the hell do I do now?”

      Zeke laughs. “Same as me. You accept there is nothing you can do. This society decides for you.”

      “This is seriously fucked up.”
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      I wake with a nervous feeling in my stomach. Today is the day. Willow is curled up like a cat, with her legs folded against her belly and her hands under her face. I hug her tight, as if holding her will make everything go away. Letting go of her is the hardest thing I have ever done in my life.

      When I walk into the kitchen, Dale is already preparing a quick breakfast for us. He hands me a plate of scrambled eggs, and I see how pale he is underneath his freckles.

      “Willow still asleep?” he asks, and I nod. “Good. I think we should let her sleep. Saying goodbye would make it harder.” Nodding again is all I can manage. “Nina will come over with Mira and look after Willow while we’re gone. It’ll be okay.”

      I know he’s trying to convince himself as much as me, but I am thankful for it anyway. My insides squirm as I push away the remainder of my breakfast. I don’t think I have ever been this nervous—not even when I had to tell Dale I was pregnant.

      A knock from the door announces the others. As I am unable to move, Dale gets up and lets Mira, Tien, and Nina in.

      “Didn’t want to ring the doorbell. Thought Willow might be asleep,” Tien explains with a big yawn. “Wish I was. Damn, I’m tired.”

      I’m rooted to the chair when Mira enters the kitchen. She looks at me with pity and hugs me tightly before pulling away a little, her hands on my arms. “Nervous?”

      Again, all I can do is nod. I fear if I open my mouth, I’ll throw up all over my friend.

      Tien joins us in the kitchen and explains that Dale is making sure Nina has everything she needs to watch after Willow.

      The confidence my friends are showing fills me with hope and gratitude. They don’t have to do this. They could walk away and pretend everything is fine. They’d be safe. But here they are. The knowledge that my friends are by my side unfreezes me, and I am finally able to move and speak.

      “Thank you!” I state awkwardly.

      “Of course, honey. We are happy to help,” Mira replies.

      Tien agrees, “Yeah, you’d do the same for us.”

      Suddenly, I am unable to sit a second longer, filled with a buzzing eagerness to get going. I jump up from my chair, spread the notes on the table, and go over the plan one last time.

      “Okay. I walk through the front door, pretending to deliver scrubs to the doctor’s lounge. I’ll go to the bathroom on the second floor, here.” I point to a spot on our hand-drawn map. “I change into the inspector’s outfit and leave my regular clothes in a stall to pick back up later.

      “Then I’ll walk back down to the first floor and open this side door.” Another tap on the map. “And let you in. Together we’ll go to the fourth floor where the labs are, and we’ll swap Willow’s sample with the sample of Nina’s friend.”

      “And then we get the fuck out of Dodge,” Tien finishes for me with a big grin on his face.

      I recited the plan in my head all night long. Mira and Tien nod along as I rattle it off. They know the plan as well as I do, but I need to do this right now. It has made me feel better, well enough even to finish my breakfast. A few minutes later, as I scrape the last crumbles of eggs from my plate, Nina and Dale enter the kitchen.

      “Everything settled?” I ask and tilt my head toward the bedroom where Willow is sleeping.

      “Yes, they will be perfectly fine. I woke up Willow enough to let her know Nina will look after her, but she’s already back to sleep. Didn’t want her waking up with us gone.” I didn’t think about that, and am grateful Dale let her know it’s okay.

      Mira checks her watch and announces it’s time to go. I regret eating my breakfast instantly as the nervousness and fear come crashing back. This is suddenly feeling way too real.

      The disguises I grabbed from work yesterday are safely packed in a large bag Tien is carrying. It wasn’t quite as easy to get them as I originally thought. Between Betsy and the camera in the corner, it took quite a bit of scheming to get them out.

      I’ll probably be in trouble next time the overseer checks the footage. He’ll see I dropped a whole box of neatly sorted sewing pins, and that it cost Betsy and me an hour to clean up the mess. An hour in which I shifted things around to have access to what I needed away from the cameras. Once the uniforms were behind my desk, all I had to do was get them into a bag and carry them home.

      We head toward the hospital and follow the narrow street until we reach the gate to the Middle Circle. As expected, the guards simply wave us through without asking any questions, but I’m sure this would not be this easy if we were trying to get farther into the city. The large hospital building looms up between the high houses at the end of the street.

      We fall into a nervous silence. The hardest part is not thinking about everything that could go wrong. I recite the plan in my head on an endless repeat: get in, change, open the door, swap the sample, get out. My silent mantra distracts me from ruminating on all the potential problems.

      Tien stops, ushers us into an alley, and takes the bag from Mira. He rummages in it for a while, hands Mira and Dale their outfits, then grabs doctor’s robes for himself. They hide in stoops to throw on the clothes, away from the eyes of those walking past the alley.

      As they step out, I inspect each outfit: Mira in her pink scrubs, Dale and Tien in light blue pants with white doctor’s robes. It makes me smile how convincing they look.

      Tien hands me the bag. “Yours is in here, plus a few extra scrubs in case they inspect the bag.” I know this, but it feels good to get some reassurance. “I put the inspector uniform at the very bottom, so you might have to search a bit,” he explains.

      I nod and accept the bag from him.

      Together we walk into the large open courtyard in front of the hospital. I walk to the main entrance, while the others turn right toward the side entrance. We’ve reached the point of no return.

      I feel incredibly alone without my friends by my side. Having them with me is what kept me from breaking down. Now I have to concentrate to keep from hyperventilating. Each step toward the hospital takes more effort than the one before.

      I force one foot in front of the other until I reach the small line outside the hospital. It’s early in the morning, but the hospital is always busy. The familiar and dreaded symphony of crying children, coughing, and anxious voices fills the air around me.

      I wonder what it looks like on the other side of the wall. I can’t really imagine Inner Circle residents standing, waiting in the dirt outside.

      I hurry past and try not to look at anyone.

      I glance at the check-in counter and am relieved I don’t recognize the nurse behind the window. Of course, my cover story would check out if she looked me up in the system, but I’m happy I don’t have to deal with someone who knows me from a past visit.

      I approach the window, and the young woman looks up at the sound of my footsteps. She smiles at me, and I feel a little less nervous—what a contrast to the nurse from Friday.

      “I’m here to deliver replacement scrubs to the doctor’s lounge on the second floor,” I state.

      The young woman nods and buzzes the door next to her booth. I fight the urge to run through. I half expect someone to stop me at every step, but the hallway behind the door is deserted.

      I catch myself gnawing my lower lip and stop. I internally recite my plan while waiting for the elevator to arrive. I constantly check behind me, sure someone will bust me any second now. Finally, the bell dings and the doors slide open. Relieved to see it empty, I enter and clumsily press the button for the second floor.

      Before the doors can close, a hand pushes it back open. A man in dark blue scrubs joins me with a smile. He presses the button to the third floor and turns to face the door. I relax slightly as the door finally slides shut, and we start moving.

      A few people are outside the elevator when I step out. I didn’t expect this many people to be here. I remind myself this isa hospital and there are sick people to take care of at all hours of the day and night.

      I follow a sign to the bathroom and change quickly, stuffing my regular clothes back into the bag and depositing it into the last stall. I close the stall door from the outside, attach an Out-of-Order sign we made the night before, and hope that will be enough to deter anyone from entering.

      I step into the hallway wearing a dark gray pantsuit. The inspector’s badge Tien acquired glimmers on my chest.

      When I get back into the elevator, the same man in dark blue scrubs stands in the same corner. I almost back out. But now he is reading a newspaper, and I keep my face turned away from him in case he does look at me.

      We step off together on the first floor, where I hang back a little to allow him to walk ahead of me. I watch, wary, as he enters the waiting room, then I turn to get the others. I rush toward the side door and push it open.

      I blink as the bright sunlight hits my eyes. Looks like the doctors and nurses use this place for quick breaks, away from the front entrance where the sick would pester them with questions. Relief floods through me when I see Mira, Tien, and Dale sitting on a bench, surrounded by half-smoked cigarettes, ash, and discarded snack wrappers.

      I wave them over, and they hurry inside, trying to look natural. This time the elevator is empty, and we are lucky enough to find the fourth floor corridor deserted as well. Mira and I take the right. Tien and Dale, the left. We rush from door to door, checking the signs, glancing past open doors. Finally, we find where the blood samples are stored.

      The room is lined with fridge-like, numbered cabinets, each one filled with hundreds of samples. The only distinguishing factor seems to be a barcode.

      My face falls, and I see the same disappointment on the faces of my friends. We had relied on the idea that we would be able to find the vial quickly and easily.

      How are we supposed to find Willow’s blood now?

      Tien touches a display near the door, then groans. “We need the patient number for this. It gives you the location if you know—”

      “What now?” Mira demands.

      I shrug, and Dale looks completely lost. Tien is the only one who doesn’t seem completely devastated by this flaw in the plan.

      “There are computers in the nurse’s stations and labs. Maybe we’ll be able to use one of those? We just need to look up Willow’s file. I’m sure her patient number is in there.”

      As I have no experience using computers—even less than my friends—I follow Tien’s lead. He suggests splitting up. I follow Mira to the nurse’s station in the hall, and Dale and Tien head to the lab at the other end. It’s lunchtime. Hopefully, most nurses will be on break by now.

      The nurse’s station is empty except for a young woman—maybe fifteen or sixteen—sitting at one of the tables. She’s typing very fast on the tablet in front of her. She glances up, smiles, then returns her attention to her work.

      Mira sits down in front of a computer in the corner. When a password prompt comes up, she looks at me with a grimace.

      I bend over her and look at the screen helplessly. My own reflection reminds me that I’m wearing an inspector uniform. I look to the woman at the table.

      I have an idea.
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      I clear my throat and take a few steps toward the girl. “Miss,” I begin and have to concentrate to keep my voice from shaking. “Could you help us here for a moment?”

      She looks up and smiles. “What do you need?”

      I pull my shoulders back to make the badge more visible. “My name is Paulina Watson. I’m an inspector with the government. I was sent here to investigate a case. I can’t tell you much, but someone is suspected of meddling with patient data. I need to inspect a file, but Mrs. Thomas here can’t seem to remember her password.”

      I nudge my head at Mira in what I hope is an annoyed fashion. It’s a huge risk to talk to anybody, let alone actually involve someone.

      I watch the internal struggle of the young woman in front of me. She seems uncertain if she should help us or not.

      “I’m not really authorized to open any files,” she says, and my hopes sink.

      I go for broke and plead, “It would really help me tremendously. If anyone is found guilty of tampering with data, there will be hell to pay. For everyone.” I look at her pointedly.

      The girl hesitates, then nods. “Well, okay. But please, don’t tell anyone I helped you.”

      “Thank you, Miss—”

      “Ashcroft,” the girl supplies, turning off her monitor. “Elizabeth Ashcroft.”

      I wonder for a moment if she is related to the mayor, but am too eager to look at Willow’s file to pursue the thought.

      She walks over to the computer and gestures Mira out of the chair, so she can sit down. I can’t see the screen, but I don’t want to intrude. I wait patiently as she types a long, complicated password.

      “What file do you need opened, ma’am?” she asks.

      I had hoped she’d let me sit down after logging in, but figure I wouldn’t have either, so I’m not surprised. I answer, “Willow Hunter, please.”

      I watch as the girl taps, swipes, and types. Then something changes in her face.

      Is it shock or disbelief? What did she see?

      Panic rises inside me, and my hands tremble. I ball them into fists to hide it and glance at Mira, who gives me a quick thumbs-up behind the woman’s back.

      “Can I see the file, Miss Ashcroft?” I ask, and she finally lets me sit down. My relief is short-lived, since she hovers behind me, watching the screen.

      I scroll to the top of the page and find the patient number: 324-178-67-02.

      It is weird to see my daughter’s life reduced to a string of numbers.

      I glance at Mira, who gives me a reassuring smile. I return my attention to the screen and run my finger over the information, as if searching for something. I return to the top of the file often to look at the patient number.

      Her name is listed at the very top, along with her basic information. A few lines are redacted underneath. Apparently, Elizabeth doesn’t have authorization to view them. I wonder what might be there and hate the stupid black lines blocking me from whatever they are hiding.

      My own name is listed under Mother next to another redacted line. I scroll away quickly before I remember I used a fake name for Elizabeth. I want to scroll back and check for any information about Willow’s father, but Miss Ashcroft is tapping her fingers on the table, and I feel I’ve spent too much time on the file already.

      “I also need to look at Evelyn Weiland’s file,” I explain and look over at Elizabeth, who looks lost in thought. She leans over and puts the name into a box at the top of the screen. The file opens to a picture of a middle-aged white woman.

      I distract Miss Ashcroft with small talk as I scroll through the file, always making sure to return to where the patient number is visible for Mira.

      I keep internally reciting Willow’s patient number to make sure I don’t forget—324-178-67-02.

      When Mira takes a step back, I know we are ready.

      “Thank you for your cooperation, Elizabeth. I’ll make sure to put in a good word for you.” I hope my lie will keep the girl happy. She gives me a small smile, then presses a few buttons, and the screen shuts down.

      She says, “Of course. Not a problem. I hope you found what you were looking for.”

      The girl still seems distracted by something. I throw her one last glance before heading out of the station. I don’t have time to think about what might trouble a teenaged nurse.

      “Did you get it?” I ask as we step into the hallway. Mira nods but doesn’t answer aloud.

      As quickly as we dare, Mira and I walk down the corridor, each of us muttering the patient number we memorized under our breath. When we get back to the blood sample room, there is no trace of Dale or Tien. I have to keep myself from shouting their names.

      Mira immediately heads for the tablet and types in the number she memorized. She opens the door to the fridge and runs her finger along the vials until she finds the right one. She grabs it and hurries over to hand it to me. “Got it.”

      I type Willow’s patient number into the display, and it supplies the refrigerator number, shelf, and row. As I look around for refrigerator seventeen, there is still no sign of Dale or Tien.

      “Should we go looking for them?” I ask tentatively.

      Mira shrugs. “I don’t know. We should probably get the samples swapped first. I’m sure they are fine.” She doesn’t sound convinced. I watch her as she leans into the hallway to check for the guys.

      “Why don’t you go look for them while I do the swap? I’m sure I can handle it.”

      She nods, squeezes my arm, and rushes off into the hallway. Once she’s vanished around the corner, I feel suddenly very alone. A few hours ago, I would have done anything to have them safely at home, and now I don’t want anything more than to have them by my side.

      I rub my face and take a deep, steeling breath. Willow needs me. I return my attention to the search for refrigerator seventeen. Luckily, it doesn’t take long.

      I reach to open the door, but I hear a noise from the corridor. I walk toward the hallway and peer outside, praying silently it’s Mira, Dale, and Tien. Instead, I see two peacers.

      Damn.

      My insides freeze, and I pull back into the room. I spot a gap behind one of the fridges and dash for it, squeezing into the small opening.

      Do they know we are here? Did they find any of my friends? Are they just patrolling?

      I hear them enter the room and don’t dare to breathe. My lungs threaten to explode, and I draw in a very shallow breath, trying my best not to make the slightest sound.

      Slowly, the footsteps move away, and I hear a quiet “clear” from one of the men. I wait until I can’t hear them anymore, then slide out of my hiding place.

      I need to warn the others, so I rush to complete my task as quickly as possible.

      I throw open the refrigerator door and find my daughter’s blood sample. I grab her vial and peel off the label. I stick it to the side of the door and get to work on Evelyn’s label. I manage to get it off almost perfectly and smooth it onto Willow’s vial.

      I get Willow’s label from the side of the door and apply it to Evelyn’s sample. I carefully slide the vial holding Evelyn’s blood—that is now labeled as Willow’s—into refrigerator seventeen.

      Relief floods through me when I see the neat rows of blood. Nothing would indicate anything had ever changed here, except maybe the tiny dent from my fingernails at the side of the sticker. Now to hide Willow’s blood in Evelyn’s refrigerator.

      As I pull back, I knock over one of the vials in the front row of the fridge with my sleeve, and it shatters on the floor. The sound seems to vibrate through the room. I quickly close the door of the refrigerator and check the hallway for guards. Empty.

      “Mira?” I whisper, “Tien? Dale?”

      Where the hell are they? We need to get out of here.

      My eyes scan the blood on the floor. It’s right in front of refrigerator seventeen. I look around for something to clean up the mess and find a stack of paper towels in a corner. I bend down to clean it up, and I hear footsteps behind me.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      I don’t move. Boots enter my field of vision—the typical black and blue of the peacer uniforms.

      They found me.

      I keep my head low, mostly to give myself some time to think. I am wearing an inspector outfit. Maybe I can talk my way out of this. Maybe I can convince this guy I am really an inspector and not an imposter.

      Why would I be kneeling in this room, next to a puddle of blood? Think, Chase, think.

      “Ma’am?” the man repeats and kneels down next to me.

      I fake a sniff and stammer, “I—I’m s—sorry. I thought I was alone.” I need an excuse for the blood on the floor. “I got some really bad news this morning and couldn’t concentrate. I was supposed to inspect a sample, but when I reached in, I dropped another one.” I wave a hand at the mess and wipe nonexistent tears from my eyes.

      The man puts an arm on my shoulder. I fight the temptation to push it off.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he says in a gentle voice. “Would you like me to help clean this up and then walk you out, ma’am? We can take note of the broken vial and let the nurses know it needs replacing on our way out.”

      Out. Exactly where I need to go. I hope the others spotted the guards, too, and are on their way home already.

      Please let them be safe.

      I visualize them being struck down by peacers with grim faces and have to push the thoughts away before I scream.

      I turn to find an attractive man in his late twenties looking down at me. He holds out a strong arm, and I take it. He wipes a few blond strands that got loose from his bun out of his square face. He looks friendly, and I let myself hope I might actually get out of here.

      I fumble for “Evelyn’s” vial in my coat pocket to slip into the hazmat trash by the door. I miss the opening by an inch, and the vial rolls over the floor. The man follows its movement and looks at me in suspicion.

      Everything seems to happen at once. I push the man aside, and he lands in the puddle of blood and broken glass by the refrigerator. His moment of surprise leaves me with a chance to run for the exits. I don’t have time to wait for an elevator. I throw open the door to the staircase and run down—two or three stairs at a time.

      I burst out of the stairwell on the first floor and see two guards at the end of the hall heading toward me. The guy upstairs must have called for backup.

      I’m screwed.

      I turn and run down the corridor away from the peacers. A dead end—nothing but a large window ahead. I stop and turn around, looking for another escape. There is nowhere left to run.

      Both of the guards have their guns pointed at me. My hands shake with fear. My heart races. One of them has red hair. Just like Dale.

      “Hands behind your head and turn around!” he yells.

      I have to get out of here. I have to save my daughter.

      I stare at the two guards and steel myself, willing my body to move, to run, to do something.

      Without further warning, a sharp pain spreads from my chest through my whole body. Throbbing agony, then nothing. Everything’s gone—except for an empty blackness.

      I failed.
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      My feet thump on the grass as I run. The sound echoes through the quiet night. Cold air stings my lungs. My heart beats heavily against my chest. It’s my final round through the park. I reach the path to the Imperium and slow to a walk. Got to cool down.

      Lights are on in some of the houses around me. People walk past windows or sit around tables eating dinner. A few televisions flicker behind curtains.

      I hate the dark. I wish I had a good reason to. Still, I prefer running at night. Less people. And the fear pushes me a little. The paths are illuminated enough for the joy of running in peace to outweigh the discomfort.

      A black SUV drives across the path ahead. Pebbles crush under its tires. I pause in surprise.

      There aren’t many cars in the city. Everything can be reached by foot. Many streets aren’t even made for cars. A guy from my unit told me it takes longer to drive than walk in parts of the city. Not that people in the Inner Circle walk a lot—electric scooters are popular there. Here in the Government Complex, even those would be overkill.

      Despite the darkness, the SUV’s headlights are off. It pulls up to the back entrance of the Imperium. Instinct makes me slink into the shadows.

      Three security guards hop out. They close the doors quietly, looking around. I recognize two of them as guards from my own unit, Steve and Clyde. I’ve barely talked to either of them—not being able to work much means I barely know my own unit. The third man is hidden behind the vehicle. Nothing but flaming red hair over the roof of the car.

      Another job I’m not supposed to be part of. My father really knows how to keep me from the interesting assignments.

      Steve opens the back door. He waves Clyde over, and they pull out a woman in a gray suit. The light catches something golden on her chest—jewelry, maybe?—as she hangs lifeless between them.

      Is she dead or unconscious? She looks fragile being carried like this.

      The light hits her face, and I can make out her features for a moment. I feel like I’ve seen her before. Golden skin. Light-brown curls.

      What has she done to be brought here?

      People don’t get taken into custody. The city has no prisoners. Or at least that’s what we’re told. There’s not even a prison. Too little crime. PCR prevents most of it.

      So, what is she doing here?

      After what I’ve seen the last few days, I know there are secrets and lies in this city. My father’s secrets. My father’s lies.

      They look around, then rush inside. Their attempts at stealth tell me I shouldn’t be seen. I creep backward until I reach the corner of the building. The fastest route would have been past them. But a quick detour takes me away from the back entrance. I run home, exhaustion suddenly gone.

      I enter and find Liz in the kitchen. She’s in the middle of cooking. Some too-healthy-looking meal.

      “I thought I’d make sure you don’t eat chips for dinner again,” she teases a little too cheerfully as she adds handfuls of vegetables into the pot in front of her.

      My stomach rumbles, and we both laugh. “I think my stomach agrees with you.”

      She points upstairs. “Shower. Go. I can smell you from here.”

      Bossy little sister. I salute in mock submission and go upstairs.

      * * *

      Liz is silent during dinner. She usually keeps the conversation going. I’m not much of a talker. So if she doesn’t talk, it’s much too quiet. This isn’t like her. Something is going on.

      I remember her recent confession and wonder if something happened at home. I look her up and down, expecting to find bruises.

      Scared of the answer, I force myself to ask, “Are you okay? You seem distant today.”

      She looks up from her plate. Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Just a little tired.” She returns her attention to her meal.

      Something is definitely wrong. And whatever it is, she doesn’t want to tell me.

      I give her time for a few spoonfuls before trying a different approach. “This is delicious. I don’t know where you learned to cook this well.”

      It’s true. The food is really good. But that’s not why I said it. I want to get her talking.

      “Well, my mom taught me,” Liz answers with a pensive look on her face. “Like I’ll teach my kids someday. I can teach yours—if you ever have any. They can cook for you, so you don’t starve.” She laughs and looks at me expectantly.

      “Kids?” I ask bitterly. “I’m not even married yet. Guess you’ll have to feed me a little while longer.”

      She smiles and searches my face. “I know. But wouldn’t it be nice to have a baby?”

      A suspicion hits me. Fuck.

      I put both hands on the table and rise halfway. “Are you pregnant?”

      She shakes her head vigorously. “Nope, definitely not pregnant. Just curious…” She pauses for a little too long. “You getting matched made me think about what it would be like—you know—if any of it was real.”

      I’m not sure I like that she’s old enough to know how fucked-up this society is.

      I imagine myself sitting at the table with Susan. Our young kids are there—a boy and a girl. They eat the same soup Liz made today. Susan laughs at the baby girl, who is getting more food on the table than in her mouth. The young boy is talking rapidly about something that happened at kindergarten that morning. A perfect fantasy.

      But it’s not real. It makes me more certain I can’t marry Susan. I want this future. I just don’t want it with Susan. I want it with someone I care about. I want a wife I love. Kids. Go to the climbing gym with them. Read them bedtime stories.

      For a moment, the fantasy changes. No longer Susan, but a stranger. A stranger who looks a lot like the woman I saw earlier tonight—I shake my head. I don’t even know the woman. Why am I intrigued by her?

      Liz scratches her almost empty bowl. I’m pulled back to reality. I find Liz watching me, as if trying to read my mind. She’s really weird today.

      “Yeah, it would be nice if it were real. But that’s not an option… Oh, I met her today.”

      Liz drops her spoon. Soup splatters on the table. She checks her shirt, then looks up at me with genuine curiosity.

      “How did it go? When was this? I want to know everything.” Her eyes sparkle. This is the Liz I know.

      I tell her about the weird encounter at the lab. I tell her how hopeful Susan seemed. “She probably thinks we’ll have a normal relationship. I really hate to disappoint her. You know, it’s not her fault.”

      Liz looks at me in sympathy. “I know, Nate. I know.”

      “Probably grew up with a perfect little family. Maybe her parents are in love. Or maybe they’re good at pretending.”

      My father keeps telling me it’s in the society’s best interest to be matched. Something about curing the Disease. He says the matching system ensures the best chances of finding a cure and getting immune children. Unfortunately, most people in the city agree with my father. They believe in the matching system because they fear the Disease so much.

      I don’t give a shit. I’m already my father’s fucking pawn. I don’t want to be a lab rat, too. I don’t fucking care about curing the Disease. It doesn’t seem to be out of hand. Sure, everyone has to take a pill every night with dinner. A pill seems better than arranged marriages with strangers or people you hate.

      “How was she? Did you like her?” Liz asks and pulls me from my thoughts.

      “She seems nice. She’s pretty. But I don’t know her. And she’s so young. Seems a little naïve. Not my type. Whatever. I don’t think it’s right to be matched anyways. I want to choose.”

      “But if she’s pretty, at least your kids will be cute.”

      Again with the children. What the fuck is going on with her today?

      “You really want a baby niece or nephew, don’t you?” I tease.

      She shrugs but doesn’t answer aloud. She chews her lip nervously, then asks, “Don’t you want to have kids at some point?”

      If she’d asked me a few days ago, I would have said no without thinking about it. It was never really an issue I had to consider without being matched. A few casual hookups here and there, sure. But I’ve never been in a relationship. I sure as hell haven’t loved anyone.

      All I know is I don’t want the future my father has planned for me. Even if she’s pretty.

      “If we pretend the world isn’t fucked up, yes, I think so. But only with someone I care about. Let’s drop it. It’s never going to happen.” I feel a lump form in my throat.

      Liz looks at me curiously.

      Can she stop looking at me like that? I don’t like the attention.

      “And you? Any mini-yous with matching floral onesies planned?” I ask, gesturing at her top. We burst out laughing and can’t seem to stop. Liz actually starts crying after a while, giggling.

      Once we calm down, she answers, “Maybe. We’ll see. No one interesting yet.”

      I don’t point out it wouldn’t matter. Interesting is not part of the matching process.

      After dinner, Liz seems to feel a little better. She sits across from me on the couch, one leg folded underneath her, the other pulled close.

      “Did you hear about the break-in at the hospital today?” she asks, deep in thought.

      “No, what happened?” I wonder if the woman from earlier had anything to do with it. I wish I could remember why she seems so familiar.

      “A small group of people broke in. One of them pretended to be an investigator. I even fell for it….” Liz looks down at her hands. “I was writing some reports, and a woman came in. She wore the typical gray pantsuit and had an inspector’s badge pinned to her chest. How was I supposed to know it was a disguise?”

      The image of the woman pops into my mind. Gray suit. The golden something could have been a badge. Same woman? Or am I making things fit that don’t belong?

      Liz’s hands tremble in her lap. “There was another woman with her, dressed like a nurse. Guess she wasn’t a nurse either. But you know, I just started working there. I don’t know all the faces yet.

      “She told me a story about data being meddled with or something. I was dumb enough to believe her.” I can tell guilt is eating at her. “I should have known. I hope I don’t get into trouble for it.” She finally looks up at me.

      “It’s not your fault. You couldn’t have known.” I should say more to comfort her, but I can’t think of anything.

      Liz shrugs.

      I’m finally getting to the bottom of why Liz is weird today—maybe I’ll figure out who the mysterious woman is. Curiosity is overwhelming me.

      “What did the woman look like?” I can’t get rid of the image of the woman’s limp body.

      Something is going on. The scientists have something to do with it—and so does my father. I intend to find out what it is.

      “I’m not sure.” She closes her eyes, then goes on, “Golden hair, pulled in a bun. She was darker but not black. I’m not sure. I was looking at the screen most of the time. She was pretty—dark gray eyes. It’s what made me believe her. They were way too kind to be after anything malicious.”

      For a second, I imagine the woman waking up. She’s looking at me with stormy eyes. I hope she will wake up. I hope she’s not dead.

      “Do you think I should tell someone?” Liz asks, gnawing her lip.

      I think about it for a moment. “I’m not sure. I think I would wait a little and see what happens. You did what you thought was right.” I nod to myself. Yeah, that’s what I would do.

      Liz looks uncomfortable. “Ah, I don’t know. I don’t want to get in trouble. But maybe you’re right.”

      “You said there were more people with the woman—a small group? What happened to the rest of them?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not even sure what happened to the woman. I saw her running past later, and then everything was chaos. I didn’t see any of them after.”

      I consider telling her about seeing the woman being carried into the Imperium. But I’m sure I wasn’t supposed to see her. I keep quiet.

      “I think they escaped,” Liz says.

      “Good,” I answer without thinking.

      Liz raises an eyebrow. “Good? I’m not sure. Why do you think they did it?”

      Liz always believes in the good in people. If someone else heard me say it was good a group of criminals escaped, I’d be in trouble. She’s too good of a person herself. She’ll get hurt at some point—especially if our father is around.

      “Drugs?” But why would they need to see a patient file for that? It doesn’t fit. “Did you see anything in the files you showed her?”

      Liz looks guilty for a moment. She quickly hides it, then answers, “I don’t think so. They were looking at a middle-aged woman and a young girl. I can’t see a connection. They didn’t look anything alike—different age, different names…” Liz closes her eyes. Her forehead wrinkles in thought.

      I think it’s time to change the subject. She worries too much. I need to get her mind off this.

      I suggest a game of cards. And it only takes a few rounds for Liz to cheer up. Distraction sometimes is the best medicine. I wish it worked for me. My thoughts continue to circle around the woman.
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      My head is close to exploding, and I can’t see anything but whiteness. I blink until I can make out details. A small room swims in and out of focus. Bright lights cover the ceiling. I close my eyes and rub them. My vision begins to clear.

      I focus to look around my prison. It’s definitely not a cell. The nearby black walls look elegant in contrast to the bright ceiling and floor.

      I roll over, and every inch of my body tenses in pain. The memory of being shot seeps back in. The pain seems to alter the room in front of me, like a second picture on a projector overlaying a first. I touch the spot where the tiny bullet hit me. I look down and find a reddish dent and ragged lines radiating like sunbeams in a children’s drawing.

      Willow.

      The thought of my daughter pushes any concerns about my whereabouts from my mind. It doesn’t matter. I need to know if Willow is safe.

      I swapped the sample, but there was blood on the floor right in front of her refrigerator. They’ll know something has been tampered with. Surely, they analyzed Willow’s sample—even if it was labeled as Evelyn’s. I’m sure they know who I am. They’ve probably figured it all out. Dread overwhelms me.

      Did the others make it out? Were they able to warn Nina? Did they get out of the apartment fast enough? By now, the peacers probably know everyone who was involved.

      I jump up and have to steady myself. Pain shoots through my body, making me sway.

      I find my balance and stumble toward the polished gray door in the opposite wall. I rattle the locked handle, kick the door, throw my whole body against it. The only thing I manage is to make my body hurt more. I turn around and walk along the walls, sliding my hands over them for balance. I check every single one of the tinted windows—locked as well.

      I find a door leading to a tiny bathroom with nothing but a mirror, a toilet, and a sink. I open the tap, suddenly thirsty, but no water comes. I stumble back into the main room. After three circles around the room, checking every corner, window, and wall, I accept defeat and sink onto the floor, exhausted and devastated.

      There is no way out. There is nothing I can do.

      I return my attention to the wound on my chest. I run my fingers over each line. They don’t hurt, but the skin seems tense. It definitely wasn’t a normal bullet, or I’d be dead. The area around the wound looks burned. The wandering lines remind me of lightning. Maybe I was hit with an electric charge or something.

      I need to figure out where I am. I force myself up and walk toward one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. It’s too bright in here to see anything, so I lean closer and shield my eyes with my hands. The city lies in the distance. The first bit of sunlight creeps up behind a tall building at the far end.

      How long have I been out?

      Below, I can see a few cube-shaped houses, too small to hold more than one family each. I must be in a richer part of the city. I’ve never seen houses like these in our Circle, only apartment buildings.

      I strain my eyes and make out the walls separating the city’s districts. I can’t see enough to get a clear idea, but I think I have to be in the Inner Circle—or maybe the Government Complex itself.

      There’s a small desk with a computer on the corner next to me, though I notice the power cord is missing. This must be a makeshift solution for holding me if they didn’t bother moving it completely out.

      Pen and paper are neatly stacked next to the keyboard. I walk over to have a closer look. My fingers glide over the untidy scrawl of handwriting on the notepad. I can’t make sense of much as it’s covered with math formulas, and most of the words seem to be rambling thoughts way above my level. I’m no good with math, and this looks complicated even for someone with a knack for it.

      On the wall next to the desk is an empty bookcase. I notice the dust on the shelves has recently been disturbed. Imprints of things that were here are clear on the darkened wood.

      The rest of the room is more or less empty. An armchair sits in one corner next to a small stool with a vase holding a single white flower. I have only ever seen flowers in books. You can’t buy them in the Outer Circle. I don’t think you can get any in the Middle Circle, either. No one I know can afford such expensive luxuries.

      I walk over and gingerly touch the petals. I’m surprised how soft and fragile they are. I pick up the vase and sniff the blossom. The sweet smell brings me hope despite my situation.

      But I spot the blinking light of a camera in the corner above me, and I feel the urge to smash the petals. As the flower is my only comfort, I fight the instinct and set it back down on the table.

      I’ve calmed down a little, and fatigue is settling back in. I let myself sink into the cushioned armchair. It is nothing like our moth-eaten couch at home. I trace the lines in the soft leather and lose myself in its texture. I’ve worked with fake leather at work a few times, but I don’t think this is fake. The fake leather was much more regular and stuck to my skin. This is velvety smooth.

      * * *

      “Good morning, Mrs. Hunter.”

      A melodic, female voice pulls me from my sleep. I open my eyes and look around. I’m still alone in the room. My eyes fall onto the blinking light of a camera, but I can’t see speakers anywhere.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Hunter.” She repeats her greeting, and I feel annoyance bubble up inside me. There is a kindness to the voice that is throwing me off.

      “Where am I?” I ask. I’m in no mood for pleasantries.

      “It would have been politer to wish me a good morning in return,” the bodyless voice answers. I feel like a child being reprimanded.

      “Good morning,” I grunt.

      “That’s not very convincing, dear. Would you like to try again?”

      Why does she care if I’m polite or not? What the hell is going on?

      “Where am I?” I repeat, ignoring the question. I scan the room for the source of the voice. I get up and look around to try and pinpoint the location.

      “Sit down, Mrs. Hunter,” the voice commands in an annoying singsong.

      “Why?” I want to keep her talking. I walk around the room, searching the walls and ceiling. I want her to speak, so I can determine if I’m heading in the right direction.

      “Because I said so. Sit!” Despite the still-pleasant tone, the volume increase makes her sound less friendly.

      It also allows me to figure out where the voice is coming from. A dark shimmer is barely visible behind the matted glass of the light panels in the ceiling. I’m sure that’s the speaker.

      “Not until you tell me where I am and what I’m doing here,” I demand.

      I hear muttering over the speaker, like someone else is giving her directions.

      “This is my last warning. Sit down, Mrs. Hunter.”

      I shake my head and immediately regret it. Pain is the last thing I know before everything turns black.

      * * *

      Waking up is worse than the first time around. My body feels weak, as if I have a really bad hangover combined with sore muscles from running a marathon. My head hammers in pain.

      What the hell happened?

      I open my eyes, and it takes me a moment to get my surroundings into focus again. I’m spread out in the middle of the floor, exactly where I had been standing earlier. The sun is nearing the horizon outside. I must have slept all day.

      I look around. Someone moved out the desk and computer. With relief, I find the armchair in its place, though I am sad to see the flower gone. In its stead are a flask with water and a plate of food.

      I crawl over to the armchair and heave myself into it. I didn’t realize how parched my mouth was until I saw the water. I can’t get to it quickly enough. I gulp it down and lean back in the chair, my eyes sagging closed. Before I can think about eating, I fall asleep again.

      * * *

      I open my eyes. It’s dark outside, but the lights in the room are bright as ever. I must have slept all day. I’m grateful no annoying voices woke me this time.

      What did they do to make me sleep so much? Whatever it is, I’m sure it has something to do with what they shot me with.

      “Perfect, you’re up.”

      Ugh. I was hoping not to hear that voice again this soon.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Hunter.” The chipper female voice echoes around the room, but I don’t move. “I wished you a good evening, Mrs. Hunter. Let’s try for some politeness, shall we?”

      The memory of the pain and my need for answers enable me to play along. “Good evening,” I answer in the most compliant voice I can manage.

      I sink deeper into my armchair. Something inside me seems to have given up. I’m shocked at how easily I’ve reached this point.

      “Very good.” She pauses, and I hear mumbling again. Someone is telling her what to say. “Now, why don’t you tell me why you were at the hospital?”

      I hear another noise in the background I can’t make sense of. I decide to push the woman a little to get some answers.

      “No,” I respond. “I want to know if my family is okay. I want to know where I am, why I’m here, and who you are. Until I get some answers, I won’t tell you anything.” It’s a risky approach, but answers are all that matter right now.

      “My name is Susan Goodman,” she says in a suddenly much softer voice. “I am your experiment supervisor. You are being held in the Imperium’s government labs. That’s all I can and will tell you right now. It’s already more than you need to know.”

      Why is she being nicer? Did the other person leave? Why am I in a room at the labs? Shouldn’t I be in a prison? What experiment is she talking about?

      Her short burst of information raises more questions than it answers. I consider pursuing them, but don’t dare push my luck any further.

      “Why were you at the hospital?” Susan repeats.

      “I was there to deliver doctor’s robes.” I hope the cover story is enough to keep them from discovering the truth about Willow.

      I hear more noises in the background and strain my ears to hear what is going on. I can’t make sense of it.

      Susan speaks again, and the background noise is drowned out. Instead of acknowledging my response, she repeats, “Why were you at the hospital, Mrs. Hunter?”

      “I told you,” I insist. “I was delivering robes.”

      As soon as I finish repeating my lie, a sharp pain shoots through my body. It fills me and completely takes over my senses.

      This time I don’t pass out. I clench my jaw to stop myself from screaming. I don’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing how much they’re hurting me. It feels like trying to escape a sea of daggers while a swarm of hornets makes its way through my body. My arms and legs twitch uncontrollably, as if trying to shake off the attack. It is agony, worse than I could ever have imagined.

      I am sweating, and my breathing is ragged, but I manage to stay conscious until the pain ebbs away. My body stops twitching, and I am left with nothing but a throbbing ache. The aching itself is so bad, it would have made me cry in any other situation. Now, it’s a welcome relief.

      “You are probably wondering how we did that.”

      I notice her use of the plural. There are other people with her. Are they watching me—or Susan—right now?

      I don’t respond, but Susan supplies the information anyway. “We shot you with something called tecjection,” she explains. “The bullet released a serum that spread electronic transmitters through your bloodstream. These transmitters allow us to shut down your body. Since you didn’t pass out this last time, it must be wearing off.”

      Electronic transmitters? I can’t pretend I know how those would work and decide to remain silent for now.

      “We experimented on apes to fine-tune the pulses but haven’t had the”—she hesitates, and I wonder where they got apes from—“pleasure of working with a human test subject. Thank you for providing us the opportunity.”

      I scoff. It’s all I can manage.

      “The apes we tested this on started rejecting the serum after approximately seventy impulses. You are coping with it much better. A couple of impulses and already staying alert—very interesting.”

      A small hope this will be over soon rises inside me, but Susan crushes it immediately. “Unfortunately, this means we will have to inject you again. Thank you for helping us figure out the right dosage for humans.”

      How can she change from genuine kindness to cruelty so quickly? I wish she would yell or scream. It would be better than her pretend friendliness.

      “Be sure to not get your hopes up,” Susan continues. “There is quite a bit of pain between now and when you will be able to get over them fully.” Another pause. “Don’t get any funny ideas. I still have full control over you.”

      She’s using the same, annoyingly cheerful tone she’s had all along, but something about those last words makes my insides buzz with defiance. I get out of my chair, ignoring the renewed pain, and walk over to the door. I yell and hammer my fists against the cold metal.

      “No one can hear you, Mrs. Hunter.”

      “Stop calling me that!” I burst out before I can stop myself.

      I’ve always hated the name, but it’s more than that. The constant use of Dale’s last name reminds me of my daughter and my friends. Every time she uses it is like a stab in my gut. I don’t want to think about how much I let them down. Instead of saving my daughter, I made everything worse.

      “Please, calm down, Mrs. Hun—” She stops herself from finishing the last name, and I hate myself for being thankful. “I don’t want to hurt you again.”

      I believe her. Her voice is back to the kind, soft version I heard earlier when she answered my questions. It’s like dealing with freaking Jekyll and Hyde.

      I keep hammering against the door, though I know it is pointless. I pause and scream for help before I continue my pounding. I barely register Susan talking to me until she raises her voice and yells, “Chase!”

      The use of my first name shakes me into silence. I squint up at the spot where the voice comes out of the ceiling pane. It’s a small triumph, getting her to call me Chase, and it fills me with a renewed burst of hope and energy.

      I walk over to the armchair and sit down, pulling my knees up against my chest. I put my head on my knees and try to focus. I need to find a solution. And right now, Susan is my only chance to get out of here.

      I change tactics.

      “Susan?” I ask sweetly and look up at the camera. “Would you please tell me why I am here?”

      I think my change in tone has gained me some points—it seems to have an effect on Susan at the very least because she answers, “You are here because we found you in a restricted area of the hospital. We have a suspicion as to why you did it, but it is necessary for us to understand exactly how you found out. We need you to tell us everything you know and everyone you told.”

      She didn’t mention what she thinks I know. They must not be sure. Keeping me here may have nothing to do with Willow. They want to figure out if they should kill me to keep their secrets, or if I’ve shared things I shouldn’t.

      The realization they can’t kill me—or at least not yet—gives me some power. As long as I hold on to what I know, they can’t get rid of me. Hurt me, yes. But I’ll be alive. At the very least, I can buy the others time to escape.
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      I stare up at the ceiling in my dark bedroom. 5:49 a.m. mocks me in giant, red letters on my ceiling. I’ll never get back to sleep. I climb out of bed and shuffle into the bathroom. The light flickers on. Way too bright. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      I hate winter. It’s always dark, and the lack of sunlight makes me moody. I miss summer.

      Liz is exactly where I left her last night—asleep on the couch. I’m surprised she’s still here. Usually, she sneaks off during the night if she falls asleep here. She must have been more exhausted than she seemed.

      I try to make as little noise as possible. I grab an iced coffee from the fridge, but I’d prefer real coffee. I eye the machine in the corner. Too much noise.

      I carefully pick up my novel from the end table. The e-reader lights up. I glance at Liz to make sure I haven’t woken her and settle into my book. After reading a few chapters, the sun rises outside. Liz stirs at first light.

      “Good morning, sleepy head,” I whisper. “Coffee?”

      She grunts and nods.

      I turn on the machine and get out two large cups. As it brews, I look outside through the narrow kitchen window. Frost is hanging on every leaf. Buildings are bathed in a warm light. It’s a beautiful morning.

      I hand Liz her coffee, and Zeke opens the front door.

      “Good morning,” he cheers and slaps me on the shoulder.

      Zeke and Liz are the only ones with access to my house. I’ve given up on them knocking a long time ago. Sometimes they do. Most of the time they just come in and yell.

      I remember one time, a few years ago, I brought home a girl I’d picked up at a bar in the Inner Circle. It was one or two in the morning, and we were in the middle of making out on the couch when Zeke stormed in. My date must have set a record for getting dressed. She was super embarrassed. Stormed out of the house. Shirt buttoned wrong, mumbling insults under her breath. Poor girl.

      He’s been more careful since—not that it matters. I stopped bringing home guests a long time ago. Random sexual encounters don’t bring me the satisfaction I need. I want something real. Plus, not many unmatched people older than twenty-two. People much younger than me are not my thing.

      “You look like shit,” Zeke points out, looking me up and down. I shove him a little and laugh.

      “Thanks, asshole,” I answer as Liz throws Zeke a dirty look.

      Zeke recoils in pretend fear. “Sorry, Liz.” He turns toward me and grins, “I mean, you look beautiful and amazing, but a little tired.” We all burst out laughing.

      “We might have been up a little late,” I admit.

      Liz adds, “Yeah, just a bit. What time was it?”

      “You fell asleep around two after, like, the twentieth round of cards. And I woke up before six.”

      Liz shakes her head at me in disbelief and says her goodbyes, insisting on a shower in her own home. We convince Liz to join us for dinner later, though.

      Zeke raises an eyebrow. “You guys have weird priorities. I like my sleep. So, what’s up? Why were you two up late?”

      I fill him in on the break-in and how Liz was involved. I don’t tell him about seeing the woman being taken into the Imperium. I’m not sure why. Something inside me tells me to keep my mouth shut.

      “Yeah, I was there. I was the one who found her. The bitch knocked me over. Landed in someone’s blood sample, and got glass stuck in my hands.” He holds up his scratched palms.

      “You were there?”

      “Yeah. I was about to escort her out, too. I thought she was an inspector. She dropped a vial of blood, then ran for it. I don’t know why she freaked out about the vial… Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she didn’t escape because of me, but she would’ve been a free woman had she just ignored the vial.”

      “I wonder what she was doing in the hospital,” I muse. I scratch my head and try to puzzle together what happened.

      Why did she want to see the files? What about the blood vials?

      “Honestly, I don’t care.” Zeke shrugs. “A nurse was picking slivers of glass out of my hands forever. By the time I came down, everything was over. I asked what happened to her, but they didn’t want to tell me.”

      “Maybe we’ll be able to find out today,” I say, trying to sound casual about my interest. But I’m dying to find out more about this woman.

      * * *

      By the time we finish our coffee, it’s time to leave for work. I grab my jacket and scarf, and we stomp through the cold. Zippers pulled up all the way, arms wrapped tight.

      Most of our unit waits in the PCR control room. I see Steve and Clyde talking to a redhead outside the door—the same red hair I saw last night with the transport unit. Derec steps up to the front of the room. Smug grin on his face.

      “Okay, everyone. Let’s get started,” he announces. “First off, let’s welcome Johnson to our unit.” He indicates the redhead. “He transferred from another unit yesterday. Got a promotion for exceptional work.”

      The room fills with voices as everyone greets him. I don’t join in. I’m sure his promotion was for catching that woman.

      I’m not sure why I feel she doesn’t deserve to be punished. For all I know, she could be a violent psychopath. Somehow, I don’t think she is. She looked so fragile when they carried her in.

      “Next on the agenda,” Derec continues. “The lab is out of bounds for everyone until further notice. The lab rats need undisturbed peace and quiet for some top-secret experiment. We can’t let anyone interrupt them. Unless you get my permission to enter, you are not going anywhere near the corridor. Clear?”

      He scans the room. This is the first time we’ve been banned from any part of the Government Complex. He glares until he hears a delayed but sharp, “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. That’s settled then. Here are your assignments for the rest of the week. Johnson, Steve, Clyde”—he points at the three men standing together—“secure the lab corridor. If anyone tries to enter, you let me know immediately.”

      He goes on and assigns everyone in the room a job. Everyone except Zeke and me.

      “You two”—he points at us—“can go home and do whatever your lazy asses wish to do. No assignments. I’ll contact you if something comes up. Get out of my sight.” He waves us away with an annoyed look.

      I know why Derec is pissed at us for not getting a job to do. He hates how we get what he considers to be preferential treatment. He seems to think we are lazy good-for-nothings with good connections to the mayor. The fact that Derec thinks I would abuse my connection like this makes me want to punch him again.

      It’s unfair because I’ve never asked for favors from my father. I actually ask him to let me go on more jobs. I would prefer to be assigned work. I don’t like sitting home all day. I joined PCR to become a security guard. I want to protect the city. It’s not me who doesn’t want to work. It’s my father trying to keep me out of the loop.

      I storm outside, Zeke at my heel. I throw the door shut. My palms sting where I’m digging my fingernails into the skin. With effort, I unclench them.

      “I hate this,” I groan and kick a stone on the path.

      Zeke grunts. “Fucker acts like we want this. I would rather get some work done. Unassigned week after week? I bet we weren’t even supposed to be assigned the lab job on Saturday.”

      “Not the way my father reacted when he saw us,” I agree.

      Zeke and I sit outside my house and share a joint until it gets too cold. We don’t talk much. Both of us are too angry.

      He goes home to spend some time with Sophie before he comes back over for dinner. Probably more to appease Isabel than anything. I can tell he doesn’t want to go.

      I’m not good company today anyway. I can’t stop thinking about that woman.

      * * *

      It’s almost time for dinner, and I decide to make myself useful. I walk over to my kitchen and begin dicing a few tomatoes, since Liz mentioned a salad. I might as well help. She’s always the one cooking. She’s much better at it, but I don’t like doing nothing. I already don’t get to do anything for work.

      Liz walks in with a large salad bowl in one arm. Two bags of groceries hang from the other. She spots my feeble attempt at diced tomatoes and smiles.

      “At least you can’t say I didn’t try,” I laugh.

      “True. Don’t worry about it. I can use your mutilated tomatoes.” She sets down the bags and holds out the bowl. “Throw them in.”

      I take the bowl from her and scoop in the uneven tomato pieces. I wanted to help this time, but she’s already done.

      “Anything I can do?”

      Liz nods and gives me instructions for the fish. I follow them as well as I can and focus on not messing up ingredients. I’m not sure I’m actually helping. By the looks of things, I’m more in the way than anything. I think Liz is trying to make me feel included. The gesture makes me feel better and worse at the same time.

      Zeke gets back in time to set the table. I leave Liz in charge of the final steps and help Zeke.

      “Dipshit, play some music,” I say over the clatter of cutlery. Nice background jazz fills the room.

      “Never gets old,” Zeke says and laughs to himself. Liz throws us a disapproving look.

      When I moved in, the voice interface wanted me to decide on its name. I first considered Asshole, like that old man in a novel I once read—something about old people going to space and fighting against aliens. Dipshit was a safer choice. I use "asshole" too often in normal conversation. It would go off all the time.

      “It smells amazing. Thanks for cooking, Liz. I’m starving,” Zeke says, trying to get back in Liz’s good graces after complimenting my naming of Dipshit.

      Liz rolls her eyes and brings the food to the table. Zeke rubs his hands together. “Really, this looks good.”

      “No problem,” Liz says pointedly. “You can thank Nate for the mutilated tomatoes.” She can’t help but smirk after the insult. I can tell it makes her feel better.

      “I forgot to ask you earlier, Nate, did you see the black SUV parked outside the Imperium’s assembly—”

      Liz interrupts him, “A car? Here?”

      He nods. “I was too angry at Derec when we passed it on the way out. Didn’t notice it until I walked by it again on my way here.”

      The disturbing image of the black SUV and the men carrying the woman won’t leave me. I think it’s time to tell my friends what I saw.

      “Yeah. I saw it arrive last night when I was jogging.” They both stare at me. I put down my fork. “The new guy was there. And Steve and Clyde. They carried in a woman.” Curiosity is written all over Zeke’s and Liz’s faces.

      When they don’t interrupt, I go on, “She wasn’t moving. Unconscious. Or at least, I hope she was. I think it’s the woman from the hospital, Liz.” I look at her. “She fits your description. I didn’t see anyone else, though. I think her friends may have escaped.”

      “Did they see you?” Liz asks with a mix of worry and shock.

      “I don’t think so. I was in the shadows, and it was dark. Turned around and took another way home.”

      Zeke opens his mouth a few times, then finally says, “I bet they took her into the lab corridor.”

      “The one we aren’t allowed in anymore?”

      It makes perfect sense. Why didn’t I connect the dots earlier?

      “If only we could get assigned up there and find out what the lab freaks are up to,” Zeke growls. “I wouldn’t mind learning more about this experiment they mentioned.”

      “We don’t know it’s the same experiment. They might be working on multiple weird things.” I scowl. My father will make sure we don’t get the assignment.

      “What about Susan?” Liz asks.

      “What about her?” I snap without thinking. I regret my tone and add, “Sorry, Liz.”

      “It’s quite all right. I know you don’t like talking about her. But in this case, it makes sense. She works at the labs. She can get in. Probably knows what’s going on. She can help us.”

      I grunt.

      “Nate,” she continues in a serious tone, “I want to know what happened to that woman. I know I shouldn’t, but she seemed nice when I met her. Also, I thought there was no crime in the city. Isn’t that the whole point of PCR? To protect the city and region before anything happens?”

      Zeke and I nod. We had been under the same impression. We were sold this perfect fantasy of how the organization exists to prevent crime.

      “Fine,” I say in defeat. “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Good, that’s settled then.”

      “Nate told me the woman talked to you at the hospital,” Zeke says to Liz after a while. “Sounds exciting.”

      Liz nods, but her mouth is too full to talk. She hums while quickly chewing her food. “It was. But I’m not sure about the whole thing. Do you think not telling anyone is the right thing?”

      “What do you mean? Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Zeke gapes at her.

      “I don’t want to get into trouble for showing her the files. So, I’m keeping my mouth shut.”

      Zeke shrugs. “Doesn’t matter. They have video surveillance in every room at the hospital.”

      This catches me by surprise, and I feel anger rising up inside me. “Why don’t I know about this?” I work security, and no one bothers to tell me anything.

      “I’m not supposed to know about it either. I walked into the control room once while Derec had the feeds open,” Zeke answers with another shrug. “I mean, everyone knows about the cameras in the examination rooms. They have signs in there. But they are in every single room. Even the hallways. They hide them well…”

      He hesitates, then continues in a thoughtful voice, “To be honest, I think there’s surveillance on nearly everything—streets, official buildings. They just don’t tell us about it. There were a lot of cameras on the list I saw on Derec’s monitor.”

      “So you’re saying they have footage of the woman and me? I’m fucked,” Liz says with a shudder.

      We both look at her in surprise. “Fuck” is not in Liz’s regular vocabulary.

      “You’re ‘fucked’? Wow, you must be pissed,” Zeke observes. “Well, if they haven’t talked to you yet, maybe they haven’t watched all the tapes. Or maybe something went wrong with the recording. It’s too late now anyway. The only thing you can do is wait it out.”

      “If they are watching the hospitals, where else do you think they have cameras?” Liz asks after a moment.

      I suddenly feel watched. It’s making me sick to my stomach. I really don’t like the idea of invisible cameras recording everything. There are enough visible ones to make me nervous.

      “I’m not sure,” Zeke admits. “I definitely know about the hospital and a few streets in the other Circles. During training, they told us the Imperium’s assembly hall, training areas, and labs are monitored for security. I’m sure there are more, though. It was a long list Derec had to choose from. He shut it down as soon as he heard me enter, so I didn’t have long to look at it.”

      “Do you think the houses are safe?” I ask. Instinctively, I look around and scan the room.

      Could Derec be watching us right now?

      “I’m sure the houses are safe. People spend too much time at home. We would find them while cleaning or something. They can’t risk that.” Zeke looks confident, but I’m not fully convinced. “Besides, if they were watching your house, we’d all be in trouble. We’ve had quite a few juicy conversations here. No, I’m sure this is safe.”

      That’s true. The things we’ve talked about in here would have landed us in my father’s office many times. Questioning the society, its practices and motives, is not really something they let you get away with. Zeke is right.

      “How should I talk to Susan tomorrow?” I ask. “I mean, I can’t go to the labs. They are out of bounds. Plus, cameras.”

      “I have an idea,” Liz says, deep in thought. “I’ll go up there tomorrow. I can tell her you’d like to talk to her. If Derec sees you anywhere near the corridor, he’ll give you hell, but I don’t know about the restriction.” She smirks. “If anyone asks, I’ll tell them I’m planning a surprise for you and want your fiancée’s help.”

      “Sounds convincing enough to me. You’re good at the innocent little girl routine.” Zeke grins. He turns to me. “Plus, your birthday is coming up. No one will ask twice about a surprise. You’re getting old, man.”
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      My stomach clenches and rumbles with hunger. I have no idea how long I’ve been here. I was unconscious when they brought me in and then knocked out again later. I don’t know how long I was out each time.

      The sun is high. It must be around noon. I know I’ve been here for at least a day, but it could be more.

      I reach for the water jug and fill the glass, draining it and then another. I guess I’m lucky I’m used to the food of the outer Circles and eating whatever is available because the plate they’ve left me looks anything but appetizing. The bread is stale, and the cheese looks more artificial than it probably is. Of course, it has also been lying here for however long I’ve been asleep. It tastes no better than it looks, but I’m hungry enough not to care. Ravenously, I gobble it down and drink another glass of water.

      “I hope you enjoyed your meal, Mrs. Hunter.”

      I jump at the sudden interruption of a male voice. I’m already used to hearing Susan’s chipper voice. I wish she was back now. The new voice is rough and unpleasant despite its politeness. While Susan would have demanded a response, the new voice continues without waiting for one.

      “I am Tobias Drake. I work for PCR. I trust you know what that is.”

      I nod.

      “Good. As you know, PCR is a government-funded security corporation in charge of upholding the city’s peace. ‘PCR’ being short for Protecting the City and Region.”

      I snort. Of course, I know what it stands for. I have sewn more peacer uniforms than I can count.

      “What’s so funny, Mrs. Hunter?”

      “Oh, no, sorry. Go on, go on. I remembered a joke someone told me. Sorry.”

      I don’t want to anger my new conversation partner. He hasn’t threatened me yet. Maybe I’ll be able to get some information out of him about my surroundings and fate.

      Mr. Drake hesitates for a moment, or at least I guess that’s the case from the silence. It’s a little too silent, as if someone turned off the microphone.

      “Okay. PCR is the security corporation in charge of protecting the city and surrounding territories.” He regains his train of thought. “I lead one of the units. As Miss Goodman was unsuccessful in getting some straight answers out of you, the mayor put me in charge of the interrogation.”

      Interrogation? With a simple choice of words, Mr. Drake completely changed the feel of this conversation. Now I really wish Susan was back. Maybe I should have been a little more cooperative with her.

      “What am I being interrogated about?” I ask.

      “I’m the one asking questions. You will answer them. It’s as simple as that. As long as you cooperate, there’s no need for me to hurt you in any way. Are we clear?”

      He has the voice of someone who’s not used to people contradicting him, the tone of authority. I guess he’s used to giving commands. I need to tread carefully, or else I risk getting myself into more trouble.

      I nod.

      “I said, are we clear?”

      I nod again and add a defiant, “Yes.”

      “Yes, sir,” he insists. “You will refer to me with respect.”

      I force myself to say, “Yes, sir.”

      “First question: Why were you at the hospital?”

      Susan asked me this twice already, which means they don’t believe what I told her. Since the truth is not an option, I stick with my story.

      “I went to the hospital to deliver some doctor’s robes. You can ask the reception nurse who was on duty.”

      “Wrong answer. You might have been there with doctor’s robes, and you may have convinced the reception nurse of your lie, but we found the bag of robes in the bathroom. We also have footage of you entering the same bathroom in street clothes and coming out in an inspector’s suit.”

      They have video. I should have known. Just because there were no signs in the hallways like in the observation rooms, doesn’t mean there were no cameras. I swallow. If they know this, I don’t see a way I can convince them of my lie.

      “I’m going to give you one more chance,” he says in a bored voice. “Tell me, Mrs. Hunter.”

      I take a moment to think about my options. If they have video of me in the bathroom, they also have video of my friends. They know who helped me. It also means they know I was on the computer in the nurse’s station and went through the refrigerators in the blood room. The only thing that matters now is protecting Willow—Willow and my friends.

      I need a better lie. One that would make me admit to a crime, but not give away why I was really there. Staying close to the truth seems like the only way to do this.

      “I went to steal the blood sample of a friend. I walked in pretending to deliver robes. I forced a nurse to help me find the patient number. She had no idea I wasn’t really an inspector,” I add. I don’t want the girl to get into trouble. It’s not her fault.

      “I memorized my friend’s patient number and a random one to create a false trail.” I pause, frantically searching for a convincing way out of this. “I went into the storage room and located the two blood samples. A guard interrupted me, and I knew there was no way out. I shoved him out of my way and ran.”

      I run through it again in my head to be sure I didn’t leave any plot holes. Seems solid.

      “Why were you trying to steal your friend’s blood sample?”

      I rack my brain, trying to layer lies on lies. “I didn’t want anyone to know I had given her some of my Disease medication. They took her blood during a recent test, and she knew it would show too high of a concentration. She knew we could both get into trouble.”

      “And why would you share any of your prescription?”

      “I heard the medication helps against the flu. My friend was very sick and couldn’t get to the hospital, so I gave her some of my prescription.” It’s a feeble lie. I am getting further and further down the rabbit hole, and I can’t see a way out.

      “Did the medication help?” Mr. Drake asks without any emotion.

      I nod. “It worked perfectly. My friend was able to return to work the next day.”

      “You are lying again, Mrs. Hunter. I don’t like being lied to.”

      How does he know? I know people who have done this before—taking extra pills when they get sick to get over it, then skipping a few doses after they are better. I use this to help bolster my conviction.

      “No, it’s true. I gave her some of my medication, and she got better really fast.”

      “That’s not possible, Mrs. Hunter.”

      “Why not?” I ask, and it makes me feel like a petulant child.

      “Because there is no medicinal value in your pills. You are given a placebo in which the active ingredient is replaced with a herbal instead.”

      My thoughts race. This can’t be true. Why would they do that?

      “The herbal component ensures your addiction, but it doesn’t help with the flu, let alone the Disease. We have been sure to add a dose to your bread and water here to keep consistent levels. We need you alert enough to answer our questions—not suffering withdrawals. Last chance to tell me the truth. I’m getting impatient, Mrs. Hunter.”

      I wish he would stop calling me that.

      There is no way I can come up with a convincing lie. I’ve backed myself into a corner with no way out. I decide to go with the only approach I have left: silence.

      “Would you like to revise your story?”

      I don’t say a word. I don’t move. I sit in my armchair, bracing myself for the shock of pain that is sure to come. It doesn’t. Instead, the man remains as silent as I am.

      * * *

      The sun set behind the buildings in the distance a while ago, and I’m stuck looking at my reflection in the dark windows, lost in thought. I could get up and press my head against the glass to see outside, but I don’t feel like moving. I’ve been sitting in this chair for hours, only moving as much as necessary to keep comfortable.

      My mouth is parched, my stomach is grumbling, and my head is aching. I glance at the water jug again. I don’t want to drink, though, in case I continue to drug myself.

      I’ve been tricked into taking this drug my whole life. It makes me sick to my stomach. I feel cheated and used. I wonder why I haven’t been given any medication for the Disease. Why have I been drugged instead?

      “There is really no point ignoring your water, Chase.”

      I jump at the sudden noise, but am happy to hear Susan’s soft voice echo through the room. It seems even friendlier in contrast to Mr. Drake’s.

      “I don’t want to drug myself,” I explain.

      “I’m afraid that’s not an option. If you don’t drink the water, someone will come in and deliver the drug by force. I’m sure drinking and eating of your own free will is the more pleasant alternative.”

      I believe her, and a part of me thinks Susan might not want me hurt. Reluctantly, I reach over to the jug and pour myself a glass of water. As I drink, I imagine a slight taste of something herbal. I gulp it down regardless.

      “Good,” Susan says. “Are you hungry? I can bring some food down for you. Your lunch can’t have been satisfying.”

      My stomach growls, giving me away.

      I hear Susan chuckle. “I’ll be right there.”

      I wait in silence, pondering my situation and everything that went wrong. I blame myself for putting my friends in danger.

      Did they get out? Are they safe? Is Willow?

      “Please sit with your back against the wall farthest from the door.” Susan’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. “Spread your arms out to your sides where I can see them.”

      Slowly, I get up, walk toward the windows, and lean against them. My arms feel heavy when I lift them up to my sides. A clicking sound tells me the door is now unlocked. I suppress the sudden urge to run for my life. There is no way I could get out of here. It would only make things worse.

      A pretty blonde woman, early to mid-twenties, enters the room. Her hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail that sits high on her head. She wears a lab coat and is balancing a tray in one hand, a screen in the other.

      “Hello, Chase. Nice to meet you.” The voice comes from the speaker above and from the woman at the other end of the room. She jumps and fumbles with a glittering, black earpiece. “Test… Test,” she says tentatively. She looks relieved her own voice is no longer booming around the room. “Much better.”

      “Hello, Susan,” I say. I know she will expect a response, and it’s the easiest way to get what I want—at least for now. I also find that after Mr. Drake, I am much less resentful toward her.

      Susan walks to the armchair slowly. It’s closer to me than the door. The closer she gets to me, the more tentatively she walks.

      It gives me a weird pleasure to see the woman is afraid to get too close to me. I have to force myself not to run or attack her. As small as she is, she would be an easy target. I’ve never been especially strong. I’m sure I could easily take her.

      But I also know the building must be crawling with other people. Getting past Susan wouldn’t get me out of the building—let alone the city.

      I watch Susan replace the empty plate with a small tray. Another slice of bread lies on it next to a steaming bowl of soup. She has also brought a new jug of water, though the one I have isn’t completely empty.

      “I hope you like it. It’s not much, but it’s the best I can do for you at the moment.”

      I hear regret in her soft voice, which makes me wonder again if Susan has been supervised during our interrogations. Maybe I can use this to my advantage. Maybe I can convince Susan I’m harmless and worthy of mercy.

      “Thank you, Susan. Are there more drugs in the soup? I don’t want to overdose on whatever you are giving me.”

      Susan looks at me with pity. “No, you got your dose from the water. I’m monitoring your levels, and I’ll make sure you only take as much as you need—no more, no less.”

      I feel like Susan is looking out for me, and it’s making me grateful against my will. I remind myself she is helping them drug me, and I shouldn’t be thankful to anyone who would be a part of that.

      “Can you tell me what kind of drug you are giving me?”

      Susan eyes me and hesitates before slowly shaking her head. She mutters an apology. She seems scared.

      Before I can ask anything else, Susan turns around and walks out of the room. The door clicks shut, and I feel more alone than before.
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      The soup is delicious—not that it matters. I am way too hungry to ignore any food. It’s a hearty stew that fills me up and replenishes my depleted energy. I drink from the new jug, glad to think it doesn’t contain any more of the drug. I am surprised at the first sip at how sweet it is. It’s like lemonade and gives me a quick burst of energy. The calories from the stew and drink slowly make me feel like a person again. I can feel my muscles relax and some of the tiredness wearing off.

      “Chase?”

      I look up at the camera. “Hello, Susan,” I reply, genuinely happy to hear her voice. I’m starting to like the woman, no matter how hard I fight it.

      “I don’t have much time. I’m not supposed to talk to you. But I need to warn you. Mr. Drake is about to visit you. You need to answer his questions.” There is panic in her voice.

      “What do you—”

      “No time to explain. I need to go. Please, Chase.”

      It’s the last thing I hear from her. I throw furtive glances at the door while I finish my food.

      A few minutes later, the door unlocks and a tall, broad-shouldered man with a very upright stance walks in. He told me he’s a unit leader, and his whole appearance reinforces a man who is used to getting exactly what he wants.

      His hair is shaved close to his head, like the soldiers in the history books about the war. He’s wearing the peacer uniform I am way too familiar with. Three golden stripes adorn his chest pocket. I can feel the fabric under my hands just looking at him.

      I stand involuntarily when he enters. My eyes flicker to the camera, and I wonder if Susan is watching.

      “Hello, Mrs. Hunter,” he says in a dry tone.

      “Hello, Mr. Drake,” I answer, Susan’s warning ringing in my ears.

      I don’t know what to expect, and it’s making me nervous. He didn’t even close the door, as if he doesn’t see me running as a viable option. He’s right, and it makes me feel more trapped than a closed door ever could.

      Drake walks toward me, and I take a step back. I bump into the armchair and fall into it, trying to pass it off as a purposeful motion. I grab the arms of the chair to prevent my hands from shaking. I have no intention of showing Drake how much he intimidates me.

      Apparently, I fail miserably.

      “No need to be afraid, Mrs. Hunter”—can people stop calling me that?—“at least, if you stop lying.” He takes another step toward me.

      I study the man’s face. It’s square with fallen cheekbones. His chin is covered with black stubble that must grow back too fast for him to keep a clean shave. There are deep lines on his forehead and between his eyebrows, as if he frowns a lot. His thin lips are pursed together.

      I eye him closely as he grabs the tray from the stool and puts it on the floor. He drags the stool across the floor with a terrible screech that makes my skin prickle. He sits down across from me—perfectly upright—and stares at me.

      I wait for him to say something, but he doesn’t move.

      It’s pitch-black outside, making it impossible to guess the time. It feels like it’s moving in slow motion. I try to get a glimpse of the golden watch on his wrist, but he follows my gaze and pulls his sleeve over its face.

      The movement seems to pull him out of his trance, and his eyes refocus on mine. I stare into his unfriendly face and try my best to hide my fear.

      “Why were you at the hospital?” he asks in the same bored voice he used earlier today.

      The same question, over and over. I don’t react.

      He remains calm and repeats, “Why were you at the fucking hospital, Mrs. Hunter?” He leans forward and says in a quieter voice, “This is your last warning.”

      I sit, impassive, and stare at my opponent, trying very hard not to think about what will come next. I brace myself for another episode of pain, unsure whether it will come from him or whoever is in charge of sending the pulses.

      “Susie, can you hear me?”

      Him calling her Susie makes her seem insignificant, meaningless, as if he looks down on her. I hate it.

      “I hear you, Tobias. How can I help you?” Susan’s voice is shaking nearly as much as my hands. My panic is threatening to bubble over. If Susan is afraid of whatever Drake wants her to do, it can’t be good for me.

      “Get the impulse ready and wait for my command. Start with a small charge. I don’t want her passing out.”

      My body tenses, waiting for the pain to come.

      He returns his attention to me. “Remember those little impulses earlier? I made Susie send them. Just to see how you would react.”

      I was right. There had been someone else in the room with her. Susan was forced to do these things to me. I glower at the man in front of me.

      “You handled them better than I expected and have already started resisting them. You won’t have much time to recover now, so I wouldn’t count on your ability to endure them for long.” His voice is ominous, and it begins to work on me.

      Getting shocked once was horrible. I can’t imagine what it would feel like to get shocked multiple times in a row. I feel my face get warm, sweat building up on my forehead. I’ve never been good with pain.

      “Why were you at the hospital?” Mr. Drake asks again.

      I press my lips together and dig my fingers into the arm of the chair.

      “Susie.”

      I’m unable to prepare for the pain before it spreads like fire from the wound in my chest. I dig my fingers deep into the fabric of the chair. It’s the only thing that feels real—my lifeline. I try to ground my legs, but they twitch uncontrollably and dance through the air. I almost fall to the floor as I fight through the burning sensation.

      It stops. I slump while I wait for the pain to subside, my body throbbing.

      “Why were you at the hospital?” Drake hisses.

      I want to yell the answer at him, tell him everything. Instead, I spit in his face.

      His fist collides with my cheek, nearly knocking me out.

      Stars dance in front of my eyes. The warm trickle of blood down my chin leaves dark stains on my shirt. My whole body is heavy and weak from the impulse, but I pull in my knees and cower behind my arms.

      Drake pulls my arms away from my face. I struggle, but he is much stronger than me, and I don’t stand a chance.

      “Look at me, you silly girl,” he sneers.

      His tight grip hurts my wrists. Without any effort, he pins my hands to one arm of the chair, making my body twist uncomfortably. With his free hand, he reaches inside one of his pockets and pulls out a thin, black wire. He binds my wrists together until it digs into my skin. It leaves burning red lines as I struggle against it.

      He pushes my secured hands up above my right shoulder and ties them to the corner of the chair. He pulls out another wire and secures each of my ankles to a leg of the chair. I can barely move. I turn into my right side, as far away from my captor as I can. With one strong arm, he pushes my left shoulder into the chair, forcing me to face him.

      “Why were you at the hospital?”

      I whimper and shake my head.

      Another punch hits the same spot, adding more blood to the stains on my shirt. I nearly scream but manage to muffle the sound behind my clenched teeth.

      “Why were you at the hospital?” Without waiting for my answer, he raises his voice and yells, “Susie! One more! Stronger.”

      One second… Two seconds… Agony. It is impossible to bear. As I twitch and writhe around, the wires dig into my skin. When it stops, a moan escapes my lips before I can stop it.

      A smile curls Mr. Drake’s lips. Seeing me suffer gives him pleasure. “We can keep going like this all night long. Or you can tell me what I want to hear.”

      Hate beyond anything I’ve ever felt threatens to overcome me. I want to hurt him. I want to tear him into tiny pieces.

      “Fuck you,” I hiss, unsure where the energy is coming from.

      “Susie, would you send Mr. Lompoc in?”

      I don’t know what he would need a second person for, but I refuse to imagine how things could get worse.

      Another man enters the room. He’s about my age, maybe a year or two older. His thick yellow-blond eyebrows and short hair clash horribly with his dark skin and black eyes. He smirks when he sees me tied to the chair.

      “You asked for me, sir?”

      Drake nods and waves him closer. The young man steps behind Drake’s stool, waiting for instructions.

      “I don’t think Mrs. Hunter here is really an inspector. Do you?” He grins and looks up at the blond man, who shakes his head. “Well, since we agree this is fact, she shouldn’t be wearing an inspector’s uniform then, should she now?”

      The other man shakes his head again, his smirk turning into a grin. He enjoys the idea of me suffering at least as much as Drake.

      “No, sir.”

      Mr. Lompoc steps closer. He pulls a knife from his pocket and leans in close.

      “Let’s see what’s underneath this costume of yours,” he whispers into my ear, and his warm breath makes me recoil.

      Inch by inch, he cuts open the sleeves of my jacket. It would be much faster to undress me without the ties, but they seem to enjoy the slow progression. I’m wearing a light top underneath and am thankful for the little coverage it offers—even if it feels much too thin and low-cut. Lompoc slowly pulls my jacket out from behind me, scraping it over my skin, which is sensitive from the impulses. He throws it into a corner.

      With another nod, Drake encourages the younger man to continue. Lompoc kneels down in front of me and slowly slices my pant leg, starting at my ankle. I wait for his face to get close to my knee and pivot it sideways to hit his chin.

      Lompoc swears, and Drake snaps his fingers. Another impulse hits me.

      When it finally stops, I try to move out of Lompoc’s reach, but I can’t control my limbs through the twitching.

      “Sit still!” he yells and slaps a rough-skinned hand over my already-throbbing cheek.

      I whimper, unable to keep the sound in. But I don’t stop my attempts to evade his touch. Another slap—harder than the first—makes me stop moving.

      He slices the other pant leg open and yanks the fabric out from underneath me, leaving me with nothing but my light shirt and underwear. Goosebumps erupt over my legs, and the hair on my arms stands upright. I have never felt so exposed in my whole life.

      Drake leers at me as Mr. Lompoc returns to his place behind the stool. I close my eyes in an attempt to shut out the situation and my captors’ faces, to no avail. It doesn’t help, so I glower at the men instead.

      “Now that you look like the useless worm you are, let’s try this again. Why were you at the hospital?”

      I press my eyes firmly shut and shake my head. I taste blood. I must have bitten my tongue.

      “Susie!” Drake bellows.

      Fire consumes me. The wires dig deeper into my skin and draw blood. My eyes fly open, and I see the two men smiling at me, relishing my pain. A deep buzzing sound fills my ears. I can see Drake’s lips moving, but don’t hear a word.

      The pain starts again before I realized the first impulse was over. Spots swim before my eyes while my field of vision narrows. This time I am unable to keep my silence. I scream.

      I force myself to concentrate. I can’t black out now. Slowly, the room comes back into focus. I try moving, but my mind has lost control over my body.

      “Why were you at the hospital?” The voice is muffled, as if coming through thick cotton balls in my ears.

      I can’t shake my head. I couldn’t answer if I wanted to.

      Drake snaps, and the next wave hits.

      I can’t see. I can’t hear. I can’t escape. I am nothing. I scream again, trying to release some of the unbearable agony.

      For a short second, Drake swims into focus. I see him snap, then the pain renews—worse than before.

      The laughing faces of my captors are the last thing I see before blackness swallows me whole.
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      It’s late at night. None of us had to work today—no surprise for me and Zeke. We spent the day at my place, killing time playing cards and challenging each other on video games. Liz is dreadful at most of them—she beats us at platforming games every time, though.

      Liz made another amazing dinner. The plates are still on the table. We are too lazy to bother cleaning up properly.

      A knock at the door makes us jump. If the person had rung the doorbell, I would be able to see who it is. It makes me nervous they intentionally didn’t activate the front door camera.

      “Expecting any visitors?” Liz asks and gets up to open the door.

      I shake my head. “Maybe I should go and see?”

      “Don’t be silly. No one will kill me if I open the door.” Liz laughs. She walks into the hallway and returns with an unlikely guest.

      Susan looks around the room. She seems nervous. Her fingers fumble with the buttons on her jacket. She eyes Zeke and Liz. It’s clear from her expression she was hoping to find me alone.

      “Hi,” she says in a quiet voice.

      We greet her politely. Zeke invites her to sit down. She takes off her jacket and sits at the very edge of the couch. Liz puts the jacket away in the hall closet. Susan still hasn’t said a word when Liz returns and sits between Zeke and me.

      We look at Susan expectantly. She doesn’t seem able to find her voice.

      I ask, “How can we help you?”

      She looks down at her shoes and fumbles with her skirt. “I shouldn’t be here. It’s why I didn’t ring the doorbell. Didn’t want the camera to go off.”

      We wait for her to continue, exchanging glances. After a few moments, Liz gets up and sits down next to Susan.

      “What is it, Susan?” Liz’s voice is gentle, and she puts a hand on Susan’s. She’s much better with feelings than me.

      “I can’t bear it anymore. I didn’t know who else to talk to.”

      I have a feeling this has nothing to do with our engagement. Susan looks nervously at Zeke. It seems to be a silent question if she can trust him.

      I nod. “It’s okay. You can say anything in front of these two. I would trust them with my life. If you trust me, you can trust them.” Not that I know why she would trust me in the first place. Liz nods encouragingly, and Zeke assures her he won’t say a word.

      “Okay, it’s—I—He—” Susan stammers. “They brought in a… prisoner. Two days ago. No one is supposed to know about her. She broke into the hospital and—”

      Liz interrupts her. “We know about the woman. Tell us what happened.”

      “How do you know about her?” Susan seems scared at this turn of events.

      I wave her off. “I saw them bring her in. Never mind. What is going on?”

      Susan hesitates, then continues, “They told me I was in charge of her. She got shot with those new tecjection bullets we’ve been developing.”

      “What are those?” Zeke asks.

      “You remember being shocked with a Taser during PCR training? Now imagine that charge inside your every muscle, nerve, and cell.”

      Zeke looks uncomfortable.

      “Anyway, they’ve supplied some of the PCR guards with them. It injects an electrical transmitter designed to take down people without killing them. The electrical impulses cause the person great pain without lasting damage. Some of the scientists tested them on apes over the past year.”

      Liz winces at the mention of animals getting shocked.

      Susan glances at her, then goes on, “It seems to wear off faster on humans. The woman started rejecting it after a few impulses. I was supposed to be in charge, but Mr. Drake kept hovering over me. He even sent a few impulses while I was talking to her. He said it would make her talk faster.

      “But I had a plan! I could have gotten the information they needed without hurting her. I was working on getting her to trust me. That’s not all—” Her voice breaks. “Tonight, they made me watch while they… and they forced me to…” Susan starts sobbing uncontrollably, unable to say another word.

      Liz puts an arm around her shoulder. “Sh. It’s okay. Here.” She reaches for the box of tissues on the couch and holds it out to Susan. Susan blows her nose and breathes slowly to calm down.

      “Sorry, it’s just… I didn’t become a scientist to torture people! I didn’t even like the experiments on the apes. I refused to do them. I want to help people, not make them suffer.”

      Zeke and I exchange another glance.

      “We completely understand,” Liz says in a soothing voice. “Why don’t you tell us what happened tonight?”

      Susan sniffs and nods. “Mr. Drake said he wanted to talk to her, but I was sure talking meant nothing good with him. He’s evil. I tried to warn Chase.”

      I never liked Mr. Drake much, and luckily, I haven’t spent much time with him. The way Susan talks about him makes my insides go cold.

      What kind of man is leading PCR?

      “I told her she needed to tell him what he wanted to know. She didn’t. I was forced to send the impulses.” I cringe at the thought. “He made me increase the strength, too. She suffered so much.” Susan looks at me, and I can see the repulsion in her face. “And then… then he hit her. He tied her up to keep her from moving. I couldn’t watch. And Mr. Lompoc…” Renewed sobs make it impossible for her to go on.

      Zeke gets a little closer to me and whispers, “Mr. Lompoc?” The low volume doesn’t hide the anger in his voice. “What the fuck does Derec have to do with any of this?”

      “Nothing good if Derec is involved,” I agree.

      Liz is able to calm Susan down enough for her to continue her story. “Mr. Lompoc—Derec, you said?—he came into the room when Mr. Drake called for him. The woman was in an inspector’s uniform. She used it during the break-in at the hospital.”

      Liz grimaces. “Yeah, I saw her wear it.”

      “They said she shouldn’t look like an inspector if she isn’t one. Derec cut off the costume. They only left her underwear on. It was horrible. I wanted to stop them. I even tried to leave the control room, but a PCR guy at the door stopped me. He told me I had to deliver the impulses Mr. Drake requested, or they would make sure the woman suffers as much as possible. So--” She takes a deep breath. “I sat down and tried to send smaller impulses each time, but the guard, he caught on and reached past me to increase the strength.

      “They almost killed her, and they… they just laughed! It made them happy to see her suffer. I got sick and ducked down for the trash can. When I could look again, the woman was out cold. They left her there, half naked and bleeding.”

      As I listen to Susan finish her story, horror creeps in. I wanted the woman to be alive. Now, I think it might have been better for her if she had died.

      “I don’t—I don’t know what—to—to say,” Liz stammers. “It’s horrible. I can only imagine how you must feel. The ideamakes me sick. How long do you think until they kill her if she doesn’t talk?”

      I didn’t even consider the woman might have a deadline. We don’t just need to help her, we need to help her now.

      “What do we do?” Zeke asks no one in particular. He looks pale despite his tan. I’ve never seen him this horrified. Zeke’s usually the one making fun of every situation to lighten the mood. But nothing is light or fun about this.

      “Susan, can you get me into the lab and show me the records?” I ask. I need to know what we’re up against.

      Susan nods. “I can take you later tonight. I’ve been assigned to monitor her overnight. There won’t be anyone else around.”

      “When should I meet you?”

      Zeke holds up a hand. “Hold on. I’m coming, too.”

      “And so am I,” Liz adds with an eager nod. She crosses her arms and glares at me, daring me to object.

      “Doesn’t matter who comes,” Susan says before I can argue. “Meet me in front of the Imperium at two. All of you, if you want.” Without another word, she gets up and leaves, still sniffling.
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      We arrive at the Imperium just before two in the morning. Susan is waiting outside. She shivers from the cold and tiptoes around.

      Zeke heads for the door. With a pull on his elbow, Susan stops him. “You can’t go storming in.”

      Zeke freezes, takes a few steps back to rejoin us. “Okay then. What’s the plan?”

      “This should help.” Susan holds up her phone.

      The screen shows a feed of the entrance hall. The camera moves from side to side. Relentlessly. Left, right, left, right.

      “Cameras are everywhere,” Susan explains. “If anyone sees me helping you, we’ll be in trouble. There’s always someone manning the control room, so we have to assume we are being watched and recorded. I’ll be watching the feed and let you know when to run. There are cameras in the elevator, so we can’t use it. Head for the staircase next to the elevator.”

      “Aren’t there cameras in the stairwell?” Zeke asks.

      Susan shakes her head. “No, it’s an emergency staircase only. No one actually uses it. Opening the door after hours sets off an alarm. No worries, though. I opened it earlier. We’ll be fine.”

      “Won’t they wonder why you are using the staircase?” I ask.

      “Oh, I won’t be. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to get inside, but I’ll be using the elevator. There’s no camera in the lab corridor, so I’ll be able to meet you there without an issue.”

      “So… we’ll have to time everything perfectly… okay.” Liz doesn’t sound convinced.

      “When you get in, go right and squeeze into the corner behind the desk. It’s a blind spot. I found it earlier on the camera feed while trying to figure out the best way in.” Susan turns and steps into the building.

      She leans against the wall. Leisurely, she gets out her phone and starts scrolling. A few clicks. A head tilt. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she just remembered something she wanted to do before going to work. She’s good at this.

      “Get ready,” Susan instructs. “Three, two, one, go.”

      Zeke, Liz, and I rush inside. It’s a tight squeeze between the desk and the wall. I’m pressed against the window. I am much too aware of how visible I’d be from outside. But there’s no way to make this look natural.

      Susan doesn’t look up from her phone. “One of you at a time. And be quick.”

      “Nate, you go first,” Liz whispers. We shuffle until I’m in the front. Liz is squeezed against the window behind me.

      “Ready.”

      I tense.

      “Go.”

      I dash past the desk and slam into the wall. I push myself off with my hands and stumble through the door. I am alone in the stairwell. Nothing I can do but wait.

      An eternity later, Zeke slams through the door. Soon after, Liz slides in. Somehow she manages to do it gracefully.

      “You made that look so easy,” Zeke says, and we laugh. We quickly stop, remembering we have to be stealthy.

      Zeke leads the way up the stairs. When we reach the fifth floor, Liz is out of breath, and my legs are getting sore.

      “I’ll never skip leg day again,” Zeke jokes.

      A ding outside the stairwell door tells us Susan has arrived. When she opens the door, we step into a brightly lit hallway.

      “Everyone okay?” she asks. “No camera out here, but there’s one right above the door to the lab and two monitoring the lab cages. I have no idea what we’ll do about the one for the door. It doesn’t move, so there’s no avoiding it.”

      “You have a computer out here?” Liz asks, and Susan nods. “If it’s connected to the same network as the one in the command room, I can loop the feed. I’ll disable it on our way out.”

      “As long as no one watches it right as we walk by,” I say, then pause. “Wait, what? How do you know how to do that?”

      Liz smiles mischievously. “Later, guys. Calm down. Right now, it only matters that I can do it.” Zeke starts to ask more questions, but Liz shushes him. “Okay, where’s the computer?”

      Susan leads her over to a station at the end of the corridor. Transfixed, I watch Liz as she sits down and types what looks like random strings of letters, numbers, and symbols. I don’t understand any of it.

      “Done.” Liz turns around. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

      Susan leads us into the lab. Pushing my preoccupation with Liz’s new-found abilities to the side, I look around the room. There are a few workstations. A laptop or tablet is set up on each. A large window shows the distant lights of the tall buildings in the outer Circles. A door with a small, barred window leads out of the room on the right.

      Most of the room is filled with tables covered with all kinds of tools and gadgets. A set of glass tubes holds liquids of various colors. Stacks of paper. Printed photos. A large timetable on an erasable surface hangs on the wall. I shuffle through the stacks of graphs and pages filled with notes in scribbled handwriting. A painting of something like a colored dartboard makes me stop.

      I move the papers covering it to the side. This isn’t a dartboard. It’s a map. The top of the paper reads: Map of the City & Experiment Areas—TOP SECRET.

      Nothing like “top secret” to spark my interest. I wave the others over and show them the map. I recognize the city in the middle. Government Complex as the bullseye. Neat cubed houses surround the Imperium. A thin, green line represents the park. Gray line for the wall. Three more circles, each separated by a gray line. Someone added labels to the circles in minuscule, slanted writing—not that something as simple as Inner, Middle, Outer, should need labels.

      “Is that what’s outside the final wall, Susan?” I ask, pointing at the areas surrounding the city.

      “Yes. A lot of the successful experiments started here are moved to the Circles outside the city. Each region has a different weather and climate zone.”

      She indicates the large colored circles. Yellow: Desert. Gray-blue with ragged peaks: Mountain. Dark green with trees: Forest. Blue-green with strange plants: Tropical.

      “The Tropical Circle even has beaches in some areas,” Susan adds.

      “What’s that?” Liz points to a group of mountain peaks with what look like red sparks above them.

      “Volcanoes. New experiment area for high-temperature creatures.”

      I’ve heard about volcanoes—but only once. Some documentary show. Liz and Zeke look as though they have no idea what Susan is talking about.

      “Fire-spitting mountains, you know? They erupt and spit out lava—a kind of molten rock—and ash everywhere,” Susan explains, eyeing Liz and Zeke. “They are fascinating. I wish I could go see one.”

      Liz looks as if seeing a fire-spitting mountain is the last thing to add to her to-dos. Zeke looks fascinated. He’s always been a daredevil. I can only imagine the adventures he’s dreaming up now.

      “Let’s get going,” I urge.

      Susan slides the paperwork back over the map. I spot a few red X’s at the beach and stop her hand. The slanted writing at the side of the map identifies them as Rebel Camps.

      “What?” Susan sounds annoyed, and I let go of her hand.

      “Nothing. Sorry. I thought I saw something. Never mind.”

      I look up and away from the table to hide my intrigue. As I scan the room, I spot cages through the back door’s window. I take a few involuntary steps toward it.

      “You can’t go in there, Nate,” Susan warns. “Cameras.”

      “Can’t Liz do whatever she did with the camera in the hallway?”

      Susan shakes her head. “The guard might notice if the animals do the same thing over and over. It’s too risky.”

      Curiosity is getting the better of me. I take another step toward the door.

      “Fine. You can look,” Susan adds when I don’t give up. “I’ll explain when we are out of here.” She walks over and props opens the door to provide us a better view. She steps inside and busies herself by greeting the animals.

      Rows and rows of different-sized cages line the walls. Giant cages filled with different kinds of monkeys and apes. Tiny terrariums with snakes, spiders, frogs. Small cages with rats and other rodents. Some of the largest cages stand empty.

      Most of these animals I’ve only ever seen on television. I wish I could go in and get a closer look. I stretch my neck to see as many cages as possible without going inside.

      “Wow, this is amazing!” Zeke looks like a kid in a candy store. I can’t help but smile as well. Liz’s mouth hangs open in awe. Seeing this many animals in a city where we don’t even have rats takes our breath away.

      “These are our test subjects,” Susan explains in a sad voice. She doesn’t move much, not wanting to look weird on the cameras, and keeps looking down.

      “This here is Lulu. Two of her siblings were relocated last week.” She walks toward a large chimpanzee in one of the biggest cages. “She’s our best student. She has been injected with the same thing Chase was shot with. Most of the apes lose consciousness when we send an impulse. Lulu was the first to start rejecting it. I hate to see her suffer, but it was interesting how fast she learned to cope with it.”

      The idea that this can fascinate her makes me sick. Liz gasps and nearly runs into the room. Zeke holds her back.

      “Is that one okay?” Liz asks, trembling. She points at a small monkey lying lifeless on the floor.

      “This is Timmy. He’s a lemur. We injected him a few days ago. He doesn’t know how to reject it yet. He’s fine. Just recovering from the experiments they ran on him earlier.”

      Liz looks eager to save him.

      “Really. He’s fine. He’ll wake up in a few hours, good as new. It’ll take a long time for him to learn how to resist. It gets worse when they do because it takes longer for them to pass out. It’s what’s happening with Chase. Come on.”

      She walks out of the cage room and closes the door behind her. She finds a workstation, and the laptop lights up when she opens it. A view of an almost-empty room fills the screen.

      Chase is huddled on a leather armchair. She’s hugging her knees. Her hair is an untidy mess, strands falling into her face. I can see a large bruise on her cheek. There’s dried blood on her chin and neck. She’s covered with a large felt blanket. Her feet stick out at the bottom.

      “She’s weak and asleep, but she’ll be okay. Well, her body at least. I went in earlier and covered her with the blanket. I cut her free, too. I couldn’t bear seeing her tied up. I tried washing her face, but she started to wake up. She needs the rest.” Susan’s voice sounds defensive. As if she blames herself for what happened and expects us to as well.

      “I left her some fresh clothes in the bathroom and turned the water back on. They turned it off earlier to force her to drink the drugged water—”

      “Drugged water?” I interrupt.

      “Her prescription. We had to supply her dose somehow.”

      I don’t like that. Tricking the woman into taking her prescription feels wrong.

      “I’ll go in and bring her food when she wakes up. There’s nothing I can do right now,” Susan finishes.

      “What do you mean? We need to get her out now!” Liz is unable to tear her gaze from the screen.

      “We can’t. It’s too risky.”

      “We have to. Tell us everything you know, please. We’ll come up with a plan to get her out.” Liz looks at me and Zeke pleadingly. Both of us nod our agreement.

      “I don’t have access to the hospital video feeds, but here’s what I know.” Susan turns her back to the screen. She plays with a loose thread on her skirt.

      “She broke in with three friends—two men and a woman. They went into the blood storage rooms. During her interrogation, she claimed she wanted to steal a friend’s blood sample to hush up that she gave her friend some of her prescription. We know that’s not true because she’s not on any dose of the medicine. It can’t have helped—”

      “Why is she on no dose? Then what was in her water?” I interrupt her again.

      “She doesn’t need the prescription. She’s been given an addictive herbal placebo instead to ensure she keeps taking her medication. People can’t suspect there are people off the medicine.”

      “More people aren’t taking it?” Zeke asks.

      Susan laughs. She eyes me curiously, then looks back down at her skirt. “Anyway. We think she wanted to swap her daughter’s blood sample. Her daughter had perfect results in the five-year exam. They were supposed to bring her back for additional testing, so my father could confirm the results. I’m not supposed to know about any of this, but I heard our fathers talking.”

      I grunt. I knew my father would be involved in this somehow.

      “And I have no clue how she found out, but she must have known. They are questioning her to find out what else she knows and who she told.” Susan lowers her voice. “I think they’ll kill everyone who might have known.”

      I already knew the stakes were high. Hearing Susan say it out loud makes everything worse.

      “You should get out of here now. Before the morning shift shows up,” Susan continues. “I’ll come by your house tomorrow, Nate.”

      On the way back, Liz clicks at the hallway computer for a few moments. “Done, we were never here.”

      It’s too much to take in at once. None of us say a word as we sneak back out. We follow Susan’s instructions, and she’s able to get us out quickly without incident.

      The image of Chase’s broken body sleeping in the chair haunts me. It keeps me up hours after Zeke and Liz have gone home. We need to help her. She’ll die if we don’t.
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      My body is cold from sweat, and every cell seems to ache. Something soft is covering my body, and I can feel someone in the room with me. I don’t want to open my eyes. I don’t want to see who’s out there. Maybe if I pretend to be asleep, I’ll be left alone a little longer.

      Unfortunately, the more I try to remain still, the more my body wants to move. My eyes flutter open. Halos blur my vision for a moment before I blink them away and focus on my surroundings.

      Susan is sitting across from me on the stool with a worried look on her face. I have never been so grateful to see someone. I was sure it would be Drake and Lompoc ready to continue their interrogation. I’m not sure I can bear any more pain right now.

      “How do you feel?” she asks in a soft voice.

      “I don’t know.” My voice is rough and raspy.

      Susan stands up and walks over. I recoil a little before I can stop myself. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I’m ashamed she saw my involuntary reaction, my sign of weakness. With a conscious effort, I relax as much as I can. Susan is not here to hurt me. She warned me yesterday. If anyone found out, she’d probably be in trouble—unless this is part of a bigger plan.

      What if she’s trying to trick me into trusting her? If she is, the whole good cop/bad cop thing is really working on me.

      She’s probably the one who covered me. I look down at the blanket and am thankful for the cover and warmth it provides, and that pushes away my doubts.

      “Is it okay if I clean up your face?”

      I nod and watch Susan as she fills a bowl with water and walks back over. Did she turn the water back on? The water in the bowl is cold, and I wince when the sponge touches me. It soothes my swollen face.

      “Better,” she declares. “There are fresh clothes in the bathroom. They’re mine, so I’m not sure they’ll fit properly, but it’s the best I could do.”

      Gratitude fills me as I limp into the bathroom. The attacks have left my muscles sore and strained. I close the door behind me and relish in the moment of unwatched solitude.

      I look at myself in the small mirror over the sink and gasp. My left eye is swollen shut, and my cheek is split open. Despite Susan’s efforts, it looks bloody and gross. I felt the wounds earlier, but seeing them makes them hurt more.

      I quickly turn away from the mirror and find the stack of clothes on the floor. They smell flowery and are made of a softer fabric than I have ever seen at work—let alone ever worn.

      I peel my shirt off and carefully use the few clean spaces to scrub at the dried blood on my body. The soft, gray pants are a little long but fit comfortably. The pink jacket is warm and cozy, and I am thankful for the long sleeves. I want to hide as much of my body as possible in case the men return.

      Susan is waiting in the main room when I finally get over my reluctance to return.

      “Thank you,” I say, hoping I’ve conveyed how grateful I really am. I stand there, unsure what to do next.

      Susan doesn’t answer at first. She adjusts and readjusts her skirt, then says, “I’m sorry for what they did to you. I mean, I’m sorry for what I did to you.” She takes a deep breath. “Please understand. They forced me. I didn’t have a choice. I tried sending weaker impulses, but they caught me.” Her voice is thick. “I—I think I made it worse.”

      I feel a perverse urge to comfort her. I take a step closer, but think better of it and instead continue to look at her.

      “I’m s—sorry I couldn’t protect you from—from what they did.” Her shoulders are heaving. When she finally looks up at me, I can see her eyes glistening with tears.

      “Thank you,” I repeat, still unable to think of anything else to say. I decide I have to trust the woman. She might be my best—my only—chance out of here.

      I don’t want to go back to the chair where it happened, so I slide down to the floor and lean against the wall. I try and position myself to keep the chair out of my line of sight. The memories of what happened hurt my soul more than my body.

      “What will happen to me?” I hate how weak I sound. I’m helpless, and I hate that, too.

      “I don’t know. And if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.” Susan’s voice is suddenly stern, and when she steps closer to me, I recoil.

      “Wait. Listen,” Susan mouths as she sits on the floor across from me. I glance at the woman, then stare out the window to get my ear as close to her as possible.

      “I don’t know what their plan is, but we won’t let it happen,” she continues, her voice barely audible. “We have a plan. Stay strong a little longer, and we’ll get you out. I hope they won’t question you today. But if they do, you need to be brave. Don’t tell them what they want to hear, okay?”

      I nod once.

      “Do you think you can be convincing if I disable the impulses?”

      I nod again, but hope they won’t test my ability to pretend. I don’t want to put Susan in danger for trying to help me.

      “I need to go. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Stay strong, Chase.” She hands me the blanket from the chair. With a last glance at me, she hurries out of the room.

      I continue to stare outside, unable to move, long after Susan is gone. My mind forces me to relive the events of the previous day. In an effort to drown it out, I trace the outline of the city with my eyes, counting the buildings, then the windows. I can’t allow my brain to stop.

      I’m up to three hundred windows, but the click of the lock makes me look around. I see Lompoc enter, and I press myself into the wall.

      “Good morning. You look beautiful today,” he teases. He scans me up and down. “I see someone pitied you with new clothes. What a waste.”

      There is an evil glee in the man’s dark eyes. I shuffle out of the way until I’m pressed into the corner next to the bathroom door. He laughs, which makes goosebumps erupt all over my body. He takes a step in my direction. I feel too vulnerable on the floor. I stand up and continue to press my back against the wall, forcing myself to look directly into his eyes.

      “Leave me alone!” I shout at him with the last bit of defiance in my body.

      The man just smiles at me. “Someone’s feeling bold today? Go on, yell at me. It’ll make this more fun.”

      He takes another step toward me, a grin on his face. Then another. His body is nearly touching mine. I try to get farther away, but there is nowhere to go.

      He grabs both my wrists and presses them onto the wall above my head. I struggle against his grasp, but to no avail. All I want is for him to go away. Escape isn’t an option. I need to fight back.

      I press into his grip and kick my knee up between his legs. He gasps and jumps back, holding his groin. Hurting him gives me a satisfying pleasure.

      “You’ll regret that,” he wheezes.

      I lunge to the side, but Lompoc wraps an arm around my middle and throws me down, knocking the breath out of me. The floor underneath me is cold as ice.

      He gets my wrists above my head again and holds them with one hand. He straddles his knees over my hips and pins me down. I kick my legs, but they flow uselessly behind him. He lowers his face over mine. I feel his breath on my bruised cheek and try to roll away.

      I am helpless, and he enjoys it. His laugh is like another slap in the face.

      “I’ll show you who’s in charge here. I’ll let you know the only thing you are good for.”

      Lompoc caresses my unbruised cheek with one finger and glides it along my face, down my neck, and toward my chest. He pulls the zipper of my jacket down and reveals my bare body. He places his hand on my breast, and the hungry look in his eyes makes me burst into panic.

      I push and kick and wiggle until I finally manage to throw him off balance. He falls to the floor with a loud thud and immediately reaches for me. He puts his arms around me and pulls me onto himself. I can feel his swollen groin against my back.

      I slam my head back and catch his jaw. He loosens his grip, and I manage to free myself once more. Before he can reach me again, I dash into the small bathroom and shut the door. I turn the lock and back into the far wall, closing my jacket around me. The doorknob rattles as he tries to push it open.

      “Open up, you bitch! I’ll get you anyway!”

      Boom.

      He must be throwing himself against the door. It won’t hold for long. I run and brace myself against it to add another layer of protection. The door vibrates with each hit and kick. I can hear his frustrated grunts.

      Boom.

      “Open the door, you useless little bitch!”

      Boom.

      Suddenly, there is silence. Not knowing what’s happening scares me more than hearing him struggle against the door. My heart is racing, and my breath refuses to slow. This has to be a trick. My body never relaxes as I wait for his next attempt.

      A few long minutes later, a soft knock comes from the door. “Chase,” Susan whispers. “It’s me. You can come out now. You’re safe.”

      I open the door enough to peek through. Susan stands right outside, horror-struck. The room behind her is empty. Slowly, I step outside. I keep my arms wrapped tightly around my middle and check all the corners in the room to make sure no one is hiding.

      “Where’s the asshole?” I spit.

      “You did one hell of a job at defending yourself. He’s pissed. As soon as I saw what was going on, I called for help. He wasn’t supposed to be here—went against orders. He won’t be coming back.”

      I sigh, but don’t dare relax completely. I’m not safe—only a little safer. There’s still Drake. I look down at the pants Susan gave me hours ago and see they are already torn at one knee and covered in blood.

      Susan follows my gaze. “It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about it.” She reaches out, but seems to think better of it. She lets her hand fall back to her side.

      I am thankful not to be touched.

      * * *

      Hours later, I sit on the floor, wrapped tight in my blanket. My head is resting against the wall. I tried to get some sleep, but every time I close my eyes, I see Lompoc’s face. I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here like this. My butt cheeks keep falling asleep, and my stomach is growling.

      Susan’s voice sounds through the speaker, and I jump. “Are you hungry, Chase?”

      I nod and pull the blanket tighter.

      The door clicks open, and Susan walks in, carrying a tray. She hands it to me and sits down next to me on the floor. The tray holds a large bowl of broth with small noodles swimming around. Next to the bowl is a spoon rolled in a napkin, a cup of hot tea, and a new water jug. I pick up the napkin.

      “Don’t react,” Susan barely whispers, and I look at her questioningly.

      She doesn’t say another word, but when I unroll the napkin, I understand. Tiny handwriting is scribbled on the inner side. I set the napkin down and eat my soup. The vegetable broth seems to fill me with new hope. I want to pick up the napkin and read whatever is inside, but I know it’s too risky. Instead, I pretend to blow my nose on it, and stuff it into my pocket.

      After finishing the last spoonful, I set the bowl aside and pick up the large teacup. It warms my hands and smells like herbs and flowers. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. It smells like home. Dale always makes me tea when I don’t feel well. For a moment, I wonder if Susan knows this or if it’s a coincidence. It scares me to think they might know that much about me.

      “I thought you might like to know, Lompoc has been suspended from PCR for the time being.”

      I nod. “Good.”

      We sit in silence, and I catch Susan watching me while I drink my tea. When the cup is empty, she takes it from me, sets the water jug on the floor, and leaves with the rest of the tray. I am alone again.

      I’m tempted to get the napkin out, but am too afraid the camera will see. I get up, careful to make sure it doesn’t fall out of my pocket, and step into the bathroom. I close the door behind me, unfold the napkin, and start reading. It’s an untidy scrawl, so it’s hard to decipher on the uneven paper, but I manage.

      Chase,

      Stay strong one more night. We’ll rescue you tomorrow at noon. Susan will leave the door unlocked. Run out of the room and turn left. Get to the far end of the corridor. Be quick! Hide behind the couch under the stairs. I’ll come and get you.

      Nate

      I read the note a few more times until I know it by heart. I rip the napkin into pieces and flush it down the toilet. I have no idea who Nate is, but because Susan brought me the note, I trust him—at least I have to risk it.

      When I return to the main room, I feel exposed, knowing the camera is watching me. I take the blanket from the floor and decide it’s time to overcome my fear of the chair—at least to some degree. I lean against the back of the chair where I think the camera can’t see me. Hidden from sight, I finally manage to get some rest, though it is filled with nightmares of the day before and what could be happening to my friends and Willow.

      * * *

      An alarm rings through the air, and I hear the door fly open. Men in peacer uniforms run into the room, keeping formation along the walls. One of them spots me and pulls me to my feet by the elbow, wrenching my shoulder. He throws me onto the chair, and I sigh in relief when he steps away.

      “Turn off the damn alarm! She’s here, you idiots!” the officer yells, lowering his gun.

      The alarm dies down but leaves a ringing in my ears. I look around and see four men facing me in a half circle—each of them carrying a rifle.

      An officer in the middle waves the others out of the room and slings his weapon onto his back. “Make sure to remain in sight, Mrs. Hunter. If we can’t see you, we have to assume you did something stupid.”

      His gaze terrifies me, but I nod. He turns to leave, the door clicking shut behind him. As soon as he’s gone, I jump out of the chair I hate so much and return to my previous spot. But I make sure my feet are visible to the camera.
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      The morning sun illuminates the buildings outside. Susan comes in with another tray, a steaming pot of tea, and a sandwich. I subtly search the tray for another message. When I can’t find anything, I begin to eat. I can't help but smile after biting into the sandwich. The prospect of escaping today makes me feel hopeful.

      “What are you happy about?” a voice asks from the door.

      A man in his late fifties enters, flanked by two peacers. He walks toward me, and the two guards take up post by the door. Their rifles lowered, but at attention.

      “It’s a beautiful morning outside,” I lie with a wave at the windows.

      He looks out the window and gives a slight nod before returning his attention to me. “Would you please sit down, so we can talk?”

      Reluctantly, I sit at the very edge of the chair. An aura of authority surrounds the man. His suit fits perfectly, and I’m sure it has been tailored for him. I recognize his silver hair and dark-rimmed glasses from pictures in the news.

      “I’m Mayor Prius Ashcroft,” he introduces himself with what I’m sure he considers to be a winning smile. I don’t trust it. “I’m sure you’d like to know why I’m here. I have been informed about a slight… misunderstanding with one of my guards.”

      I suppress a snort. Misunderstanding. That’s a stretch.

      “My son’s fiancée, Miss Goodman, also informed me she has been unable to get answers out of you despite her best efforts. So, I’ve decided to take matters into my own hands.” He opens his hands and holds them up. “I don’t mean you any harm. We’re just going to have a little chat.”

      I don’t believe him. It might sound like we are having a friendly conversation, but I don’t want to know what will happen when I refuse to give him answers.

      “I already told Mr. Drake and Mr. Lompoc everything I know.” I hope the mention of the man who tried to rape me will soften Mayor Ashcroft a little.

      “Let’s try for the truth, shall we?” He sounds casual, as if we are talking about the weather. He pulls up the stool and sits down across from me. “Here’s what I think happened: You found out we were planning to bring your daughter back to the labs for additional testing. You decided you didn’t want to help the city for dangerously selfish reasons and came up with a stupid plan to evade us.

      “Your husband, Dale, and your friends—Mira Whitlock and Tien Lee—helped you. Using a ruse to get into the hospital, you then let them in. By impersonating an inspector, two doctors, and a nurse, you went into the blood storage rooms, but realized you needed the patient ID number to find Willow’s vial, which you then forced my daughter to help you retrieve. Correct so far?” He looks at me expectantly.

      My thoughts rattle around my brain. Susan is engaged to the mayor’s son. I forced his daughter to open the files. He knows about Dale, Mira, and Tien. If he already knows so much, why is he bothering to ask me questions?

      When I don’t answer, he continues, “That’s what I know. It was really nice of you to leave the vial of Willow’s blood on the floor—albeit with the wrong label. It made it easy to swap back. But there are three things I don’t know.” He leans forward, eyes boring into mine.

      “First, how did you find out about your daughter’s results before Mr. Goodman confirmed them?” How did I miss Susan’s last name before? “Second, who have you told? And third, why did you black out the record for Willow’s father?”

      I was ready for the first two. I had expected them. But what was that about Willow’s father? I didn’t get a chance to look at that part of the file. Maybe Liz had changed it. But why would she?

      I meet Mr. Ashcroft’s gaze and answer in a steady voice, “The first was a coincidence. Your nurses are sloppy.” He grimaces but doesn’t interrupt me. “Second, I told no one. Not even Dale, Mira, and Tien know the full story. And for your third question, Dale Hunter is Willow’s father. Why would I hide that from the records?”

      His lip curls. “It’s hard for me to believe you didn’t tell anyone. You and your friends seem very close. And we both know your dear husband is not related to your daughter. Stop lying to me.”

      “I didn’t tell anyone. Dale, Mira, and Tien think I gave Willow some of my prescription and needed to cover that up. You don’t have to worry about them.”

      The man smiles. “I admire the length to which you’ll go to protect your friends. We’ll see how much they know when we bring them in for questioning. So far, they have eluded capture, but it won’t take us long to find them. What do you think? Will they be as good at resisting the pain as you are?”

      My panic must show because Ashcroft continues, “It would be interesting to see how well Miss Whitlock can cope. Especially after what happened to her father. Maybe I should put Mr. Lompoc in charge of the interrogation. What do you think?”

      I jump from the chair and lunge at him. Before I can reach him, he stands and takes a few steps back. With surprising speed, the guards are between us, weapons raised and pointed at me.

      “Sit down, Mrs. Hunter. You can’t hurt me.”

      The two men poke me with their rifles until I back into the chair. Ashcroft signals them to return to their posts. He steps a little closer but doesn’t sit down. I must have scared him.

      “If you do anything like that again, I will make you regret it. Show some respect.” His voice is still polite, but has lost most of its friendliness. “We’ll find out what your friends know soon enough. Even if you don’t talk to me. So, for now, let’s focus on my last question. Why did you hide the information about Willow’s father from the file?”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about. “I don’t know. Who is her father?”

      “That’s none of your business, but I think you already know. It was in the file you opened, but now it has been redacted. Talk to me. Or I will make you.” The last bit of politeness is gone from his voice. I can see the man behind the mask now. He’s not nice or polite. He is evil.

      “I don’t know,” I repeat, and though it is the truth, I know what happens next.

      “Let’s welcome Miss Goodman into the conversation. Isn’t she a nice young woman? Hello, Susan.”

      “Hello, Mr. Mayor,” Susan’s friendly voice answers from the speaker. Now that I know she’s engaged to the son of the man threatening me, it makes me doubt her. I guess it’s time to find out if Susan is really on my side.

      Ashcroft tilts his head at me, silently giving me one more chance. I brace myself for the pain I am sure will come and repeat, “I don’t know.”

      Ashcroft raises a hand, and Susan says, “Sending impulse. Now.”

      Susan has never announced when she starts the impulse, and no pain comes. I scream and writhe around in what I hope is a good impression of what happened yesterday. The memory of the pain is fresh, and I find it easy to pretend. After counting to five, I relax my body and pant heavily.

      Ashcroft smiles. “Now that wasn’t pleasant, was it?”

      I convinced him. I resist the smirk fighting its way onto my face.

      “Why don’t we save you some more pain? Answer my questions. Why did you change the record? Did you tell anyone your husband is not the father of your child? Does he know?”

      “Fuck you.” I spit at the floor between us.

      “Susan,” Mr. Ashcroft repeats.

      Susan announces the impulse, and I scream. I can almost feel the pain. The memory is so vivid from the day before.

      “Tell me, Mrs. Hunter. We’ll get our answers in the end. Spare yourself the suffering.”

      I catch a glimpse of the digital watch on the mayor’s wrist. It’s eleven already. I need to get rid of the man if I want to escape at noon.

      I completely change my approach. “Okay, I knew. Dale and I had never had sex when you idiots planted the sperm. I knew something was wrong. Happy now?” Telling him this makes me feel rebellious. It feels good to see his face fall.

      “You knew all along? Why didn’t you tell anyone?” He seems to think it isn’t worth waiting for an answer. He raises his hand and instructs Susan to send another impulse.

      “Would you like me to raise the strength, Mr. Mayor?” Susan probably realizes we were cutting it close, too. I know what she’s doing. I hope that the mayor will fall for it.

      The mayor nods and signals.

      “Charge increased. Sending now.”

      I let out a loud scream, collapse into the chair, and move no more. I slow my breath and wait.

      “What did you do? What happened? Wake her up!” Ashcroft’s angry voice echoes through the room. I have to concentrate to not look relieved.

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Mayor. Looks like her body couldn’t handle the increased charge. We’ve put her through a lot these last few days. She’s unconscious. We will be able to continue the interrogation in a few hours.”

      “And they told me she’d be the best one for the job,” I hear Ashcroft mutter as he stomps away. The door clicks shut.

      I did it, but I remain immobile for a long time, unsure if I’ll give us away when I move. My leg itches, and it takes all my effort not to scratch it. My other leg starts falling asleep, and I hear the door open.

      “Psst. Chase,” Susan whispers.

      I open my eyes and see the woman standing right in the doorway. She doesn’t enter the room. I assume she’s staying out of sight from the camera above her.

      “It’s five minutes to twelve. Good luck!” She mouths the words more than speaks them, but I understand. With that, she turns around and closes the door. I listen hard, but the latch doesn’t click. It looks as impenetrable as before, but I’m sure I’ll be able to leave without any problem.

      I try to count the time passing. One minute. Two minutes. Three.

      I really hope I’m doing this right.

      Four minutes.

      Ten seconds left. Maybe. Hopefully.

      I get up and walk over to the door. When I push, it swings open easily.

      I find myself in an empty white corridor. It looks sterile, clinical. Without any more inspection, I turn left and run. I can see the staircase ahead. Black stone looks like it’s been folded to form the stairs, connecting to the wall on one side. It looks like they are floating in midair. I sprint for the white leather couch underneath and slide behind it. The floor is cold, and it’s a tight fit, but I’m sure I’m hidden from sight.

      Now I have nothing left to do but wait.
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      I’ve always been a little wary of my father’s stories of our “perfect society.” Nothing is perfect. Especially not something involving people. Thousands of people. I didn’t think all of it had been a lie, though.

      I joined PCR to keep the city safe. Now it looks like I’m part of the very organization making it unsafe. An organization that suppresses and tortures the residents it’s supposed to protect. It makes me sick.

      Impatient, I look at my watch—five to twelve. Time to go. I glance into the empty assembly hall as I press the button for the elevator.

      Three minutes to go.

      Ding. I step in.

      The lab’s corridor is empty. One minute left.

      I walk toward the staircase that leads to the rooftop garden. Its black stone is a stunning contrast to the white hallway. I sit down on the decorative couch beneath it. I hope she’s here.

      I lean back and peek over. Stormy gray eyes look up at me, frightened. Seeing her in person makes me sure I’ve seen her face before. I wish I knew where. The memory is like a word on the tip of my tongue. I can almost reach it.

      “Hello, Chase,” I whisper with a smile.

      “Nate?” she breathes. I nod. “What now?”

      “I’ll tell you when it’s safe to come out. When I do, follow me. And hurry.” I’m waiting for a signal from Liz. During the day, Isabel keeps an eye on things from the reception desk. It’s up to Zeke to make sure she abandons her post.

      My watch gives a tiny beep. “Now. Come. Fast.” She scrambles out from behind the couch.

      We walk down the corridor at a brisk pace. I look over my shoulder every few steps. I’m glad she’s keeping up. We turn a corner and dash through the emergency stairwell door. Two steps at a time, I run down all five stories. Chase is right behind me.

      I open the door an inch and peer into the entrance hall. I’m relieved to see Isabel’s desk is empty. Zeke managed to lure her away. I step out and reach for Chase’s hand. She recoils, pulling away from my touch.

      Fuck. Susan warned me. I need to be more careful.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “Just stay close, okay?”

      We rush through the entrance. The air outside is cold. Chase starts shivering immediately. Without stopping, I hand her my coat. She accepts it with a quick nod.

      As soon as we are a little ways from the Imperium, I slow down. Running like this is suspicious. No one outside knows Chase. If we act normally, no one will stop us. As long as we don’t run into any of the staff assigned to the labs, we’ll be fine.

      We’re headed to my house. Liz and Susan should be waiting for us there. The walk seems much longer than usual. The cool air makes my skin prickle.

      I glance at Chase. She looks like a hunted deer. I want to offer her comfort. But we need to keep going.

      When we reach my home, she looks at it in awe. “You live here?”

      I nod, opening the door. This is one of the smallest in the complex. She should see my father’s.

      The house is warm, and I stop shivering. Chase hovers in the hallway by the living room. I beckon her closer, and she takes a few tentative steps.

      “Hi, Chase.” Susan smiles at us. She’s sitting with Liz at the dining table, who is deep in concentration. Leaning over a laptop, she announces, “I’m nearly done.”

      Chase has taken off my coat and hung it over a chair nearby. She looks lost.

      Liz keeps typing frantically on her keyboard. After another moment, she looks up and grins broadly. “Done. Everything is back to normal. I took out the loop. Well, except for the one in her room. According to the screen, she—that is, you—are still sleeping behind the chair. Should buy us some time.”

      “I’d really like to know how you can do this,” I say.

      “Not now.” Liz waves my curiosity away, but she can’t help a grin.

      Chase steps around the desk and looks at the screen. “We won’t have much time. The mayor”—she looks pointedly at me—“your father, visited me this morning. Susan managed to convince him I was unconscious, but he’ll come back this afternoon. We have a few hours, tops.”

      Susan adds, “Very convincing, by the way. I checked to make sure the impulse was turned off a million times. You had mefooled.”

      Chase gives a weak smile. She’s unable to relax. “Do you know if my daughter is okay?”

      Susan shakes her head. “I tried finding out earlier. Sorry.”

      Chase’s face falls, but she recovers quickly. “What happens next? I can’t stay here. I need to get home and find my daughter, my friends. I need to warn them.” The panic in her voice makes me shiver.

      “No worries,” I assure her. “I’ll get you home safely. You actually gave us the idea for the rest of this plan—using the hospital to travel between Circles. Liz works there, you know. She’ll help us through the hospital.”

      Chase nods. She bites her lip. She looks like she’s trying hard not to say something. She looks at Susan, then me. “So you two are engaged?”

      My stomach sinks, and I grunt. “Yes, technically, we are. My dear father matched us a few days ago.” I look at Susan and regret I said anything. She looks sad.

      “My father made a deal with his father,” she explains in a resigned voice. “I don’t know the details, but they are using us to play politics.”

      Relief washes over me. Susan isn’t naïve. She’s as unhappy with the situation as I am. We have more in common than I thought. If this wasn’t as fucked up as it is, we might actually like each other. For now, friendship is the most I can offer. I hope she feels the same.

      Liz points at the screen. I join the women behind her. The top-left shows Chase passed out behind her chair. Top-right shows the hallway we ran through. Liz taps at the screen on the bottom-right. Isabel is back at her desk, her face red with anger. Zeke must be done and on his way. And sure enough, a few minutes later, he arrives.

      “Your wife looks like hell,” I tease. Zeke bursts out laughing.

      “Just a little argument about Sophie,” he explains with a big grin. “I told her she was spoiling the little girl. She didn’t like that, didn’t like that at all. Her head nearly exploded. It was great. Arguments are a lot more fun when you provoke them on purpose.”

      Isabel would never allow Zeke to argue with her in public. We relied on Zeke to start a fight to lure her away from her desk. Our plan worked perfectly.

      “Shouldn’t we get going?” Liz asks. She closes the laptop and hands it to Susan.

      “I have to get back to the lab.” Susan checks her watch. “My lunch break ends in a couple of minutes. I’ll buy you as much time as I can, but when your father returns, there won’t be much I can do. And I’ll have to help them look for you, too.”

      Chase hesitates, then extends a hand to Susan. “Thank you.”

      Susan takes it tentatively and shakes it. Moments later, she is out the door. The rest of us stay rooted to the spot and watch her go.

      “Guys? Move.” Liz calls us back to the urgency of the situation. “Wait, I nearly forgot.”

      Liz hands Chase a large sweater, who accepts it gratefully. She zips it up to the very top. Hood pulled up and cinched over her face. No one should question the look in this weather.

      I grab my own coat from the chair, and we head out, Chase directly behind me. We walk around the house and into the park. The risk of other people is higher here—but fewer guards. It’s the shortest path to the hospital, too. A few people are out for a stroll after lunch. Most of them don’t even look at us. Chase looks around the houses curiously. She probably isn’t used to luxury living.

      The hospital entrance is set into the wall separating the Government Complex from the Inner Circle here. The massive building spans the entire length of the Inner Circle until it reaches the wall to the Middle Circle where the outer two Circles’ residents can access care. Tunnels and bridges allow for people in the Inner Circle to pass through without having to actually enter the hospital.

      I stop dead in my tracks when I see who’s guarding the door, and Liz walks into me. Derec and the new guy—whatever his name is—are leaning casually against the wall.

      Fuck. They must have tightened security after the break-in.

      When Susan told us about the interrogation, I couldn’t believe it. But when she filled us in on what Derec did yesterday… I’ve always hated Derec, but now I have a real reason to.

      “Damn peacers,” Chase says, and I chuckle.

      “Peacers? Is that your nickname for the PCR guards?” Liz asks curiously.

      Chase nods, then looks around at me and Zeke. “Sorry. I know you’re peacers, but I really hate them.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Nate and I have, apparently, been lied to our entire time there. Not the biggest fans of the fucking organization at the moment.” Zeke fails to hide his disgust behind a laugh.

      “Yeah,” I agree. “Fuck ’em.”

      Liz looks worried. “Doesn’t solve the issue. We need to get past them.”

      Derec turns to the redhead—Johnson, was it?—and his face is clearly visible in the sunlight. Chase recoils.

      “Wait, that one knows me. He’s the asshole who tried to…” Her voice trails away. She’s afraid. I feel the urge to comfort her, but resist. I don’t know how to act around her.

      “And the other dude carried you in,” I add. “No way of getting past them with just a story.” I turn to Zeke. “Feel like punching someone, mate?”

      The bruises on my body haven’t fully healed. Starting another fight with Derec sounds like a horrible plan. But it seems I have no choice.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” he answers with a wide grin.

      “You two stay here and wait until the coast is clear,” I instruct Liz and Chase while Zeke steps out onto the path. He laughs loudly and begins talking to me in a carrying voice to attract attention.

      Derec looks up. “Oi, you two!” he shouts. “What are you doing here? Didn’t I give you the week off? Get your lazy asses home and let us do our job. Some of us actually work to earn a living.”

      “If we were as lazy as you say, we wouldn’t be here to take over for you two,” Zeke answers.

      “Who told you we were here?” Johnson glares at us in suspicion.

      “Some guy in the control room. Said you looked like you need a break,” Zeke goes on, spinning lies effortlessly.

      “He said his grandmother would look more threatening than you if you idiots keep yawning like this,” I add, egging Derec on. “Maybe you should ask your stupid little wife to take over. She might be more threatening.”

      The approach doesn’t work this time. Derec probably remembers the trick from our last fight. Or maybe he doesn’t want to lose it in front of Johnson. Whatever the reason, it means I need to win on pure strength. Fuck.

      Zeke looks at me for a second. Here we go.

      We both lunge at our opponents. I crash into Derec just when Zeke and Johnson collide. Surprised by the sudden attack, Derec falls over, and we roll on the grass. Each of us trying to get the upper hand.

      I find myself on top of Derec. Knees pinning him to the ground. Derec’s hand shoots toward my throat. I throw myself to the left. I roll over on my back and land neatly with one knee on the ground. Derec is struggling to his feet. Before he can stand, my fist collides with his jaw.

      I see Liz and Chase cowering at the edge of the path. The sight gives me a burst of energy. I don’t need to win. I need to keep Derec distracted. I jump a few steps back. Derec’s face is bleeding heavily. He spits out blood.

      Zeke scrambles to his feet. He throws me a look. We both leap forward, tackling our respective foes. They fall back onto the ground. This time, they fall facing away from the door. It should give Liz and Chase the chance they need.
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      With bated breath, Liz and I crouch behind a large rosebush. I barely register how beautiful the flowers are. Silently, we cheer on the boys as they struggle with the two peacers.

      When the backs of the two guards are turned, Liz beckons, and we sneak past them. We move as fast as we can without drawing attention. Liz opens the door to the hospital and lets me in. With one last look at Nate and his friend fighting on the grass, I close the door between me and two men whose faces I never want to see again: the man who shot me and the man who tortured and tried to rape me.

      I always thought the hospital was just in the wall between the Middle and Inner Circle, but it’s apparently much bigger—covering an entire slice of the Inner Circle. Somehow it doesn’t surprise me, those of us living in the outer Circles have access to only a small part of the facility.

      The hallways bring up memories of the break-in, which feels as if it was years ago now. I follow Liz, who seems to know her way around the place.

      “How long have you been working here?”

      “A few weeks,” she answers without looking at me or slowing down. “My mom got me the internship. I want to be a doctor.”

      She makes it sound as if she has a choice. Maybe the richer families are allowed to choose their jobs instead of being assigned one. Or maybe it’s a privilege she has because she’s the mayor’s daughter. Now is not the time to ask, though. We rush through corridor after corridor without being stopped until we reach the elevators on the other end.

      “The Inner Circle is a little elevated. We came in on the hospital’s second floor. We’ll have to get back down to the first. I’m trying to avoid crowded areas, so we won’t go through the main hall. I’m not supposed to leave the hospital on that side. You’ll be on your own as soon as you enter the Middle Circle,” Liz says.

      I nod. “Got it. Thanks for your help.”

      The elevator door slides open, and we step in. I make sure not to look at the camera in the ceiling and keep my hood up.

      I’m surprised when we reach a door I recognize. It’s the one I let the others through when we broke in. Liz leans against the handle and pushes. It doesn’t budge.

      She swears. “They must have locked it. They never do.”

      Her frustration is obvious, and it makes me feel caged again. For a moment, I’m back in my cell with nowhere to go. I shake myself to clear my head.

      “It’s the door I let my friends in through when we broke in. I guess they saw the footage and wanted to prevent a repeat.”

      “In that case, we have no other choice than the main lobby. Keep your hoodie up, and let’s hurry.” She heads toward the waiting room door, and I speed up to follow her. “This is as far as I go. Good luck!”

      I thank her again and open the door. The waiting room is full of people, but no one pays me any attention. I walk through the crowd as fast as I dare. No one stops me.

      When I pass the main entrance, I breathe the cold air in relief. I take the first alley to get away from the open space and run down the deserted street. I have to get home and fast. Whenever the mayor realizes I’m gone, home will be the first place they’ll look. I can’t be there when they come looking.

      As if driven by an automatic force, I make my way through the city. I arrive at the checkpoint between the Middle and Outer Circle. It’s guarded by two peacers, and my heart hammers in my chest. I pull down my hood to keep from looking suspicious and remind myself no one pays attention to people traveling this way—they care more about people getting into the higher Circles.

      The guards barely glance at me, and once I’m out of eyesight from the gate, I run home. I clutch the stitch in my side and pant heavily. But when I see the triangular building, I smile and continue to run toward the door. The door opens at my touch—I’m glad they didn’t take my handprint out of the system—and a big stack of mail slides out of the wall. I catch it absentmindedly and take the elevator up.

      I stand in front of the apartment door for a few moments. I wanted to get here so badly, but now I’m here, and I’m not ready for it.

      Mrs. Rodgers from a few doors down pokes her head into the hallway. She’s a lonely old lady whose husband died years ago. She hasn’t been rematched since—probably because of her old age. She always craves company and tries to get me to visit her whenever she can.

      “Oh, hello, angel,” she squeaks, shuffling over to join me by my door. “So good to see you. Would you like to come over for a tea? I just made some.”

      “No, thank you,” I answer. “That’s very kind of you, but I’m in a hurry.” I realize it’s a strange thing to say since she’s found me staring at my apartment door with my hand hovering in midair. Quickly, I put my hand on the handle and push the door open.

      “Oh dear, what happened here?” Mrs. Rodgers gasps as she peers over my shoulder.

      They must have searched it. The living room table is turned over and lies on the floor with a leg missing. The couch has been toppled, and feathers from the pillows are everywhere.

      “Should I call the authorities, dear?”

      Eager to get rid of the woman, I pat her on the shoulder. “No, that’s quite all right. We are—um—redecorating. Go home, Mrs. Rodgers. I’ll pop in for some tea later.”

      With a lot of glances over her shoulder back at me, the old lady makes her way back to her apartment and vanishes inside.

      I walk into my home and close the door. I can’t breathe. I stumble through the hall toward the living room.

      What happened here? Where’s my family? Have they been captured?

      I slump against the wall and slide down to the floor. Unable to control myself any longer, I start sobbing. It’s as if the tension from the last week washes its way out. I’ve been through hell, and it’s a miracle I made it back home. But now it’s trashed, and I’m no closer to finding my friends. Drowning in self-pity and tears, I sit in the small hallway, unable to get up.
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      Zeke fighting with me changes the odds. Even if it’s only the difference between a sure fail and a chance. A few times, Zeke and I are able to coordinate our attacks. We intervene and push each other’s opponents to get them out of rhythm. Technically, it’s not fair, but it works.

      Ultimately, we pin both of our opponents to the ground. They have no chance of getting back up. They yield. I have hated Derec for such a long time, I can barely wrap my head around the victory.

      “You are going to pay for this,” Derec sneers at us. He scrambles up, blood dripping from his lip. “I’m going to talk to your father about this. You’ve crossed a line this time.” He storms off into the distance, Johnson at his heels. Chase and Liz are nowhere to be seen.

      I smile the whole way home.

      * * *

      Liz walks into my house and finds me tending to my wounds.

      “Any problems?” I ask nervously.

      “A few minor setbacks, but she made it out. I hope she gets home all right. Are you okay? You look like you got beaten to a pulp.”

      “You should see the other guy.” My laughter makes my bruised ribs hurt. I’ve always wanted to say that.

      She bursts into laughter as well. It feels good. Like releasing the tension from our crazy adventure. She grabs the sponge from the sink and pats my wounds.

      “Where’s Zeke?” she asks.

      “Home for a shower.” I grit my teeth and wince at the touch of the cold water. She apologizes but doesn’t stop.

      This is the second time Derec has left me in this state in a little over a week. But this time I won. Deep satisfaction makes me smile.

      “You should also consider a shower,” Liz jokes.

      I nod. “Yeah, I know, I—”

      A knock at the door makes us jump. I hurry downstairs, pulling a shirt over my bruised body. Susan is pounding frantically.

      “They know,” she says as soon as I open the door. She pushes past me. “They’re on their way to her house at this very moment. I couldn’t hold them off any longer.”

      “What! So soon?” Liz asks.

      “Your father is an impatient man. He decided to wake her up by force. There was nothing I could do.” She looks at me as if expecting an argument. “He was angry, shouting his head off. Kicked everyone out of the labs and called for the guards. It was pure chaos.”

      Without a second thought, I grab my peacer jacket. I chuckle silently when I realize Chase has already invaded my vocabulary.

      “I have to warn her,” I state simply.

      “You can’t just go there,” Liz objects. “They’ll catch you.”

      “There’s no choice. We let her go alone. It’s our fault if they catch her. And this time, they’ll kill her. We can’t let that happen.”

      Liz nods reluctantly and presses me into a tight hug. “Give me ten seconds, okay?”

      I grunt in annoyance but nod. She runs off toward her bag and rummages inside for what feels like a lot longer than ten seconds. When she returns, she presses a small box into my chest.

      “Take this. In case something happens. I’ll figure out a way to contact you without them knowing. Go. Be safe.” She hugs me tight.

      Susan looks at me, unsure. In the heat of the moment, I hug her and whisper, “Thank you,” in her ear.

      “Be careful, you two,” I say on my way out. I stop, one hand on the door. “Can you explain it to Zeke?”

      Liz nods and pushes me outside. “Go through the hospital. Follow the signs to the elevator. First floor and out of the main hall. If any of the doors are locked, use my code: 66598. Got that?”

      “66598,” I repeat.

      With one last kiss on her head, I turn and sprint away. Bushes and flower beds fly past. When I can’t hold my pace anymore, I fall into a steady trot. The hospital looms ahead. I speed up, almost colliding with the metal door. Johnson and Derec aren’t back yet, and there aren’t any replacements.

      Or are they already on their way to Chase’s home?

      I rattle the door, but it doesn’t open. I press 66598 into the keypad, and it works. The corridor is empty, and I run down the hall. I remember the cameras, but I don’t care. Too impatient to wait for the elevator, I sprint down the stairs. I nearly run headlong into a doctor on the first floor. I apologize without slowing down, hurrying toward the waiting rooms.

      I slow my pace and take a few deep breaths before pushing through. I’m surprised how different this part of the hospital is from the rest. It’s clean and sterile, but everything seems run-down, less perfect. I hear coughing. Sick and wounded people are everywhere. I hold my breath and walk slowly through the room.

      The sun outside warms me. I’m sweating despite the cold winter weather. I cross the large open space, where I’m shocked at how many more people are waiting to get into the hospital. A drone hums by, and I fight the urge to hide from it. I look around at the streets leading away from the plaza. I don’t know where to go.

      I get out my phone and call Liz. Before she can answer, someone pats me on the shoulder. My heart stops.

      Have they caught up with me already?

      Everything slows as I turn to see who touched me. Zeke’s broad smile looks back at me.

      “Fuck, you nearly gave me a heart attack.” I shove him a little. “I thought you were a fucking guard. What are you doing here?”

      “Rescuing your stupid ass.” He points at his phone, which displays a map. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Where did you get this?” I ask as we run down an uncrowded street.

      “Your sister realized you had a flaw in your plan. She sent me after you. Good thing I’m faster than you, eh?” He grins again.

      When we reach the gate to the Outer Circle, two guards are looking at their tablets and the face of each person before letting them through. Shit. They must be checking against a wanted notification. I look at Zeke, and together we head to the front.

      “Oi, you!” the shorter of the guards calls out. “Get back in line.”

      I’m not ready to pick another fight, so I holler, “I’m Jonathan Ashcroft. My father sent me. Urgent business.”

      The look on the guard’s face changes completely. Curiosity mixes with fear. He yelled at the mayor’s son. Disrespecting me is not an option. He apologizes and waves us through.

      “Looks like your name holds some power,” Zeke says.

      “More like my father’s. Good thing his opinion of me isn’t something he shares.”

      As soon as we turn the next corner, we sprint along the street and down an alley. Zeke frequently looks down at his phone, checking the map. We finally reach an arrow-shaped building that looks like it was pushed up from the surrounding streets. Its front door is open.

      Did a resident forget to close it properly, or is PCR here already?

      We step inside, and I gasp. The building looks nice enough from the outside. In here, everything seems broken.

      The elevator has no call button. We look around in confusion. Zeke finds the stairwell as the elevator opens—there must be a sensor to call it. The doors close behind us with an ominous screech.

      I’m glad we didn’t have to take the stairs. The mere idea of walking up twenty-three stories makes my legs hurt. But this elevator seems anything but safe. It moves painfully slow. Grinding and clunking sounds accompany us up the shaft. I’m relieved to get out, even though the hallway is dark and gloomy. A few lights flicker on and off. It reminds me of old horror movies.

      Zeke knocks on the door of an apartment numbered 2311. A muffled sound comes from the other side. The door remains shut. Zeke knocks again. No reaction.

      An elderly lady pops her head out of her apartment. She looks at us curiously. When she sees our jackets, she pulls her head back. Her door shuts with a loud thud.

      With both fists, I pound against the door. “Chase, are you in there?” I yell.

      When no answer comes, I fumble with the door handle. The door doesn’t budge, no matter how much I push against it.

      Zeke glances at me, then counts down from three. On one, we kick in the door together. It falls off its hinges and nearly crushes a sobbing figure on the ground.

      “I’ve always wanted to do that,” Zeke says with a satisfied smirk. He spots Chase, and the grin slides off his face.

      Everything comes to a stop. Zeke and I are rooted to the spot. Chase looks up at us with puffy eyes. She looks so helpless.

      I force myself out of my paralyzed state. I kneel down next to her. “Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head, and I follow her gaze. The apartment is torn to pieces. There’s clearly no one here.

      “What—What are you doing here?” she asks.

      “They know you’ve escaped. They’re on their way here. They could be here any second now.”

      Zeke holds out a hand to help her up and asks, “Anything you need to grab before we leave?”

      Chase runs into the living room. She vanishes around a corner. Seconds later, she emerges with some clothes and a stuffed elephant. She grabs a bag from a hook by the door and stuffs them inside.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      She nods.

      We hurry back down the hall to the elevator. The small display above the door is counting down. Shit. Someone must have called for it.

      I point at the dial, and Zeke sprints past toward the stairwell. Nearly tripping over each other, we start down the stairs. Twenty-three floors leave my legs screaming. I’m glad we didn’t have to take them up. Chase looks close to collapsing.

      “Where to?” Zeke pants.

      I turn to Chase. “Any idea where they might have gone? We need to get away from here. Fast.”

      “Let’s try Mira’s house. Follow me.” She steps past me and starts running.

      I’m relieved to find that Mira lives nearby. Every part of my body hurts. I can only imagine what Chase must feel like.

      “I’ve never actually been here,” Chase admits. She runs her finger down the apartment list next to the rusty door. “Whitlock. Eleven-oh-two. Let’s go.” She taps the name with her finger, then enters through the sliding door.

      There’s no elevator in this building. We somehow make it up eleven flights of stairs to Mira’s apartment. Chase hesitates, then knocks. A chaos of noises erupts inside. It takes a minute, but a middle-aged woman finally opens the door a few inches. A small chain still connects it to the frame.

      “What do you want?” When she sees Chase, her eyes go wide. “Ch—Chase?”

      She closes the door. The chain rattles. She opens it back up and drags Chase into a hug. Chase tenses. The woman eyes Zeke and me suspiciously, but lets us in. She leads us into a large living room. No sign of anyone else. I’m sure people were talking when we knocked. I count four cups on the table.

      “Gu—uys,” the woman chants in the direction of a door behind her. “You won’t believe who’s here.”

      A few heavy thuds are muffled by the door. Two men and a woman barge out. All three gasp when they see Chase. The woman claps her hand over her mouth. When they spot us, their faces change to fear.

      “It’s okay,” Chase assures them. “They’re with me.”

      The young woman embraces Chase. They stand there for a moment, neither of them moving. Then the woman, probably Mira, pushes her away a little to look her over.

      “What happened to you?”

      Instead of answering, Chase looks around and stares at the red-haired man, still in the doorway. His arm is wrapped in a bandage.

      “Where’s Willow?” Chase asks.

      The man’s face falls. “I’m sorry, Chase. I couldn’t stop them.” Tears run down his pale, freckled face, but Chase looks worse.

      I catch her before she hits the ground. I’m very aware of touching her as I carry her over to the couch. Chase’s face is ashen under the bruises. She seems conscious but unable to move. She stares at us, not saying a word.
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      For the second time today, I’m pulled out of a state of shock. Mira and Dale crouch over me, talking in worried voices. My ears are buzzing, and I can’t make out the words. I feel a hand on my shoulder, shaking me.

      Unable to move, I look up at Mira. Her dark eyes are filled with dread. Next to her, Dale’s face is a mask of grief. Nate stands behind them, his forehead creased with deep lines. He looks horrified. He massages his neck with his hand. His friend stands next to him, clearly overwhelmed by the situation.

      My heart aches, and I feel as if all meaning has been taken from me. Willow is gone. It’s all that matters.

      I’m too late. I’m too late. What have I done? It’s all my fault.

      “Chase, come on.” Mira’s muffled voice makes it through the static in my ears. I blink a few times and shake my head.

      “She’s coming around. Dale, help her up.”

      At her words, Tien and Dale grab me under the arms and help me sit. Nina comes out of the kitchen with a steaming mug in her hand.

      “Drink this,” she says as she holds it out to me. “It’ll make you feel better, dear.”

      Without a word, I grab the cup and take a small sip. It burns my throat and makes me cough.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      “Tea. It’ll make you feel better.”

      I doubt the tea will help, but drink anyway. Nina was right. The hot liquid warms me up from the inside, and slowly I regain control over my body.

      “Tell me what happened,” I say and look at Dale, who shuffles from one foot to the other. He looks uneasy.

      “When we saw the guards, we tried to get to you, but it was too late. We watched them carry you out. We didn’t know if you were alive. You didn’t look like it.” His eyes meet mine, and I see the pain in them. “We ran for it and made it out of the hospital and back home. Nina and Willow were playing together—”

      His voice cracks, and Tien takes over. “We knew it wouldn’t be long until they showed up. So, we grabbed the essentials and left. Willow was crying because she forgot her elephant. Nina went back inside with her while we waited for them by the elevators—”

      “The doors opened, and a few peacers ran out,” Dale continues. “We turned and ran for the emergency exit. Nina and Willow were close behind us. The peacers grabbed both of them. I hit the first one I could reach, the one holding Nina. He let go of her but threw me to the ground. That’s when this happened.” He nods at his arm. “I scratched it across an exposed nail when I fell—it’s deep, but healing. When I got back up, they had Willow and were running for the elevators. There was nothing we could do.”

      “There really wasn’t,” Tien adds.

      “I’m sorry, Chase.” Dale’s face is strained with pain and remorse.

      “It’s not your fault,” I say. But my voice sounds foreign, unlike my own. It is not his fault.

      I blame him anyway.

      “I’m surprised they didn’t search this place yet,” Nate points out.

      Nina looks up at him, a hint of suspicion in her voice. “Oh, they did. I actually called them. It was Tien’s brilliant idea. They hid a few alleys away, when I called the peacers that Mira was missing. They came by and checked everything out. I played the worried mother, and they were stupid enough to believe me. They haven’t been back since.”

      Nate’s friend looks down at his watch. “We should go. It’s been too long. They’ll be sure to check and monitor the houses of anyone you might know now that you’ve escaped, Chase.”

      “But what about Willow?” Dale and I say simultaneously.

      I can’t leave without my daughter.

      “Nothing we can do for her right now. We’ll find a way to get her back. But for now, we need to get out of here. We’re no good to her if we are caught or killed.”

      I know he’s right, but every fiber of my being wants to object. I need to get to my daughter. I need to find her. Where is she? Are they holding her at the labs, too? That she might have been close to me this whole time makes me sick.

      Suddenly, the door springs open with a thundering crash. Two peacers are framed in the doorway. They look at Nate and his friend in surprise before storming toward us, followed by a few more from the hallway. One of them grabs me, and I kick and scream. I see a blur of images.

      Nina backs into a wall, holding her hands up.

      Nate punches one of the other peacers.

      Behind him, Mira is lying on the table, kicking vigorously at her attacker, fighting him off. Her high heels hit him between the legs, and he falls over.

      A fourth peacer is holding Dale by his injured arm, and Dale screams in agony. Nate’s friend is trying to attack the guard without hurting Dale more.

      For a moment, I forget about my own struggle as I watch the others fight. I can’t see Tien, but the moans and thuds from behind me tell me he’s dueling a fifth guard.

      The guard Nate’s fighting stumbles backwards toward me. I put my legs up, forcing the guard holding me to support my weight, and kick him square in the back. He tumbles into Nate’s arms. Nate throws another punch at the guy.

      The guard holding me regains his balance and holds me tighter. I struggle and writhe until one of his hands slips. Without pause, I sink my teeth into the man’s hand. Blood fills my mouth, and I spit it out. The man lets go and holds his bleeding hand.

      I turn and see Tien on the ground. Without hesitation, I jump on the peacer hovering over him, which makes him collapse onto Tien. Tien moans as the wind gets knocked out of him.

      Everything after seems to happen at once.

      Tien grabs a knife from the guard’s belt and sinks it into the man’s side. Tien pushes him off, which makes me fall to the ground as well. I stumble to my feet, Tien right next to me. With a loud yell, we run for the guard holding Mira down on the table. Tien throws him to the side and holds out the knife, keeping the man at bay. Nate’s friend kicks him in the side of the head, and the peacer collapses. Nate knocks out his attacker with a hit to the jaw and runs to Dale, who has started to turn blue from being held in a headlock. Nate looks at Tien, who tosses him the knife.

      I dread what Nate will do. I’m sure—or at least have convinced myself—the other men are only knocked out and will be fine. I don’t think I can live with killing anyone.

      “Wait!” I’m surprised to hear my own voice coming out strong and determined. “Don’t kill him.”

      Nate looks at me in disbelief.

      “It’s not his fault,” I add.

      He grunts in annoyance and throws the man into the bedroom. He and his friend grab the other peacers and throw them in, too. Nate grabs the handcuffs from their belts and cuffs them all together, linking wrists and ankles to trip them up. His friend pockets their keys.

      “Let’s go!” Dale is already at the door.

      Tien hands me my backpack, and I hover as everyone picks up bags, jackets, and coats. Within seconds, we are ready to leave. Nate’s friend, Tien, and Dale rush through the door. I turn, but realize something is wrong. Mira isn’t following us.

      “Mom, we need to go,” Mira pleads. “Mom…”

      “I can’t, honey. You go.” Nina is sitting on the saggy couch, her arms folded. “I belong here. I can’t leave. This is my home, where my life happened. It’s where your father lived. Go ahead, please. Be safe.” She looks peaceful but determined.

      Mira’s eyes fill with tears. I turn to Nate, who looks as helpless as I feel.

      “Mom… No,” Mira begs. “Please don’t.”

      “I am old, and I am ill. I would slow you down. You go. This is where I belong.”

      Nate points at the bedroom door. “What about them?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about them.” Nina glances at the door. “I’m sure more will come. They’ll be happy to rescue their friends and take them off my hands.”

      “Th—they’ll k—kill you,” Mira stammers through tears.

      Nina shakes her head. “If they do, so be it. I’ll be with your father. I love you, my beautiful, strong Mira. Now go. Help your friends. Get Willow back.”

      Mira runs over and pulls her mother into a hug. Nina then pushes her toward the door with a loud, “Go!”

      Nate helps me guide Mira along the corridor toward the stairs. The others greet us with questioning looks, and Nate’s friend asks, “What took you so long?”

      Mira is still looking back at her mother, but we pull her into the stairwell. Our thundering steps echo loudly in the otherwise silent space. I’m clutching Mira with one hand, the railing with the other, sprinting down the stairs as fast as I can.

      A door bursts open. I hear the same from above. Peacers are pouring into the stairwell from both directions. We are trapped.

      “Nate!” I yell, but he has already seen them.

      “Zeke, any ideas?” Nate pants at his friend. A tiny part of my brain appreciates the ability to put a name to the face.

      “Can we make it back up to the sixth floor before they get there?” Dale answers instead.

      “Let’s find out!” Zeke starts running. I have no idea what Dale has planned, but have no breath to waste.

      The guards above reach the eighth floor when we reach the fifth. I don’t know if we can make it. I look down. The guards are almost to the fourth floor, and the ones above have to be closer now. We need to hurry.

      Dale crashes through the door into the sixth-floor hallway.

      “Where are we going?” Tien gasps, clutching his side.

      Dale waves us over to a window at the end and points outside. I slide to a halt next to him and understand. The neighboring roof is just underneath the window on this level!

      Zeke throws open the window and climbs onto the sill. Without looking back, he jumps and vanishes from sight. Tien follows. Dale looks down for a moment before jumping.

      “I’ll go next,” I say, but Mira steps forward with a determined expression.

      “If I don’t go now, I’ll lose my nerve. I hate heights.” She shudders and climbs onto the sill. She stares down into the gap, takes a deep breath, and plunges out of sight.

      Nate holds out a hand to help me. He lowers it immediately—like he’s afraid to touch me. I grab his hand and squeeze it tight to assure him. He holds it back up, and I use it to get onto the sill.

      I clutch the frame when I see the distant ground between the two buildings. I brace myself and jump out of the window across the short gap. The wind blows my hair into my face, and I fall to my knees. I swipe the tangled mess out of my face and spit out a few hairs. I have barely straightened up when Nate lands next to me in a graceful roll. I look back and see he managed to pull the window closed.

      “Let’s go,” he says.

      Buildings fly by on both sides, and the wind keeps blowing hair into my face. Without slowing down, I reach back and tie it into a loose knot.

      Nate runs past me and catches up with Zeke. I can’t hear what they say through the rushing of the wind. But Zeke turns and runs down the roof to the next building. Dale, Mira, and Tien immediately follow.

      Nate slows and waits for me to catch up. He looks way too comfortable on a roof. My feet slip from tile to tile, and I have to balance myself with my arms. He reaches out to steady me.

      I see Zeke disappear into a gap between buildings. I gasp. But Tien follows. Oh. There must be a safe landing spot.

      When I catch up, it’s only Nate and me on the roof. The others stand on a balcony on the other side of the alley. I refuse to look down and jump. Strong arms catch me, and I lean into Zeke to pull myself up. Nate lands next to me, not even swaying when he lands.

      Zeke uses a flower pot to break the glass door. We run through the living room, and I’m briefly aware of a young boy in the kitchen staring at us. Before I can make out anything else, we burst out of the apartment and into the hallway. The walls are a sickening shade of pink. We run toward a green neon exit sign on the other end. It’s dark in the corridor, and the lack of sight slows us down. I look around at every step.

      Did the men follow us onto the roofs? Did they double back down the stairs? Do they have more men waiting for us outside the building? Did the family inside alert them we are here?

      The sun blinds me, and I rely on instinct to follow the others. When my eyes adjust, I see we are in the outermost region of the city. The buildings around us are shabby and run-down. The streets look like no one has done any repairs in years. The city’s final wall looms, insurmountable, a couple houses to my left.

      “What now?” I ask no one in particular.

      “Follow us,” Dale encourages me. “We are nearly there.”

      We slow with every step. Exhaustion is setting in—even Nate and Zeke, who are clearly the fittest, look drained.

      Tien stops abruptly, which makes Dale walk into him. He nods to a tiny house set against the outer wall. “This is it.”

      We are standing outside a shabby little building—barely more than a hut—with an overgrown front yard. Dale opens the rusty gate and leads us to the door. A large knocker in the shape of a squirrel sits on the door. Tien lets the heavy metal animal fall against its base.

      “Who’s there?” a squeaky voice asks from inside.
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      “Auntie Anne, it’s me,” Tien calls.

      Another relative? PCR will catch up with us in no time. They had days to think of a hiding place, and this is the best they could come up with?

      The door creaks open, and a tiny woman looks out. Silver hair frames her lined face. She looks up at Tien—something I’m sure doesn’t happen often at his height. A grin turns her eyes into slits. She beckons us inside.

      Chase looks at Dale with a raised eyebrow.

      “Explain… inside,” Dale pants. He is bent over, clutching his side. Not in shape enough for running.

      With a shrug, Chase turns and vanishes into the house behind Tien and Mira. I exchange a glance with Zeke. He nods, and we step over the threshold.

      The room inside is dark and somehow sticky. There are signs of wear and tear everywhere. Feathers stick out of pillows. Gashes in the couch. Burn holes in the carpet. It smells stale, as though no one has opened a window in years.

      Chase and Mira are huddled on the couch. Dale sits in an armchair. Our host is bustling around in the adjacent kitchen. Tien hovers at her side, trying to help. I slump down in one of the armchairs, exhaustion setting in.

      The place seems covered in clutter, most of it broken or damaged. Different colored teacups with intricate designs sit on every even surface—tables, shelves, stools. Most of them are accompanied by frilly little crocheted napkin things. Spiderwebs spread over the corners of the room.

      Maybe Auntie Anne lives here alone. She might be too old to handle the housework. I look at the small woman. She’s only tall enough to reach Tien’s chest. What throws me off is that she doesn’t look Asian. But Tien called her Auntie…

      Tien guides her into the room carrying a large tray of cookies and glasses. She motions Zeke out of a chair and sits down. Zeke, nonplussed, finds a dining room chair and pulls it up.

      I lean over and take a cookie. My mouth dries at the stale taste, and I grab one of the glasses to wash it down. I swallow hard. I wish I hadn’t taken the cookie.

      “Everyone, this is my Auntie Anne,” Tien says. “We’ll be safe here.”

      He introduces the others one by one. When he reaches Zeke, he pauses. “I’m sorry. I don’t think we were actually introduced yet.” He turns to me. “And neither were we.”

      Zeke laughs. “We’ve been a little distracted. He’s Nate,” he says, pointing at me. “And I’m Zeke.”

      I stand up and shake both Tien’s and the woman’s hand. Zeke follows suit. A simple handshake feels wrong after what we’ve been through.

      “Won’t they show up here?” Chase asks.

      I expected Tien to answer, but it’s Dale who explains, “We thought about it a lot. We think this is the safest place for us. Anne isn’t really Tien’s aunt. She just looked after him when he was younger. Barely anyone knows they are still in touch. Even his mom hasn’t visited in years.”

      Chase doesn’t look convinced, so he adds, “We thought about a few alternatives, but this is the best option. I guess at some point we’ll have to go over the wall. For now—”

      “Go over the wall?” Zeke interrupts.

      Dale raises his hands. “No matter how well we hide, they are after us, and they’ll find us at some point.”

      I face Zeke. “You should go back, man. You have a family.”

      Zeke laughs with contempt. “You mean my stupid little wife? I don’t give a fuck about her.” His face falls slightly. “And Sophie will be better off without a father who always fights with her mother… I’m staying. You’ll need all the help you can get, and I’m ready to get out of here.”

      I want to challenge him, but I also want him by my side.

      “You should both go back,” Chase says, getting up from her chair. “Tell them a story—anything. You’ll be safe. If you stay with us, you won’t have a chance of going home. I can’t ask you to do this for me.”

      I look at Zeke, then at her. “This is about so much more than helping you now. This is about right and wrong. This is about everything.” Zeke nods along.

      “What do you mean?” Tien asks.

      “My father has kept a lot of secrets from me. I know there’s a lot wrong in this city. It might look perfect, but it definitely isn’t.” My eyes find Chase’s. “Plus, they took Willow.”

      “I have to get her back,” Chase says in a weak voice.

      “And we will,” Dale adds, guilt evident on his face.

      Chase glances at him, then looks up at me. “Where do you think they took her?”

      I wish I had a different answer. “I don’t know. But I am pretty sure she’s not at the labs where you were held. Susan would have mentioned it.”

      “Well, that’s something,” Mira says gently. “At least she’s not going through…” She trails off and looks at Chase. “Whatever you went through.”

      Chase doesn’t look relieved. I understand. It means we are one step further from finding Willow. One step further from getting her back. And yet, as Chase looks around the room, she doesn’t look sad.

      “Thank you,” she says, looking at every single one of us in turn. “I know you are giving up a lot to be here, to help me—to help Willow—and it means the world.”

      Tien grabs his glass of water and holds it up in the air. “To finding Willow.”

      “To finding Willow,” we echo and raise our glasses.

      I believe we will. I don’t know when. I don’t know how. But we will.
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      I stare into Nate’s dark eyes, and their color comforts me like a habit one has held on to for years—a blue so similar to my daughter’s. Neither of us dares to talk out of fear of waking the others, but neither of us can find sleep yet.

      He lies on a blanket on the dusty carpet, his arms hugging a pillow under his head. He looks as uncomfortable as Zeke, Dale, and Tien, but they had insisted Mira and I take the couches. Seeing the men on the floor makes me thankful for the squeaky cushions beneath me. The ragged, worn fabric itches against my skin, but my body is too exhausted to care.

      Mira is cuddled up on the couch across from me, behind Nate and Zeke. Her eyes are closed, but I’m not sure if she’s asleep or pretending, so she doesn’t have to talk to anyone. She was still shaken up about leaving her mother behind when she wished us good night.

      Nate’s eyes have fallen shut. Exhaustion is pulling me toward sleep. There is nothing I can do to help Willow right now. The best thing would be to get a good night’s sleep while I can.

      My friends are the last thing I see before my eyes flutter closed. They are here to help. Together we will find a way. But not tonight. Tonight, we need to rest.

      * * *

      We all wake up with a sore neck or back the next morning, so we rearrange the furniture in the living room to make room for everyone to sleep in a more or less proper position.

      I’m hesitant to rearrange a house we are guests in, but Anne insists on it. “If you will be here awhile, you should make yourselves at home. Please, do what you need to do to be comfortable here.” But when one of her teapots, which Zeke had balanced on an end table, wobbles precariously, she shuffles into the kitchen, unable to watch.

      From the looks of her home, Anne spends every minute of her days knitting and crocheting, with a big preference for blankets and pillows. I don’t think we would have found enough material to make six people this comfortable in any other house in the Outer Circle. We are able to use a few blankets each to create makeshift beds. I only take two blankets for myself, one to get my skin away from the itchy couch and one to cover myself with. Even hours after leaving the cushions, I can feel the grating fabric on my skin.

      * * *

      It takes a few days, but we settle into Anne’s place and slowly get used to the idea that we can’t leave. We don’t have much of a choice, as we are now considered fugitives and the government is searching for us.

      Nate sits on the couch and fumbles with a small black box in his hands. Stacks of notes and hand-drawn maps cover the coffee table in front of him. Despite the doilies and teapots, I’m having déjà vu to the planning sessions in my kitchen when we were trying to figure out how to break into the City Hospital.

      “What’s in the box, man?” Tien asks, and eyes the package with curiosity.

      “About to find out,” Nate answers. “I forgot about this. Liz gave it to me when I left.” He slowly opens the box like one of the ring cases I read about in books—not like anyone in this city would have a need to propose, though. Once your match is assigned, there isn’t an option of saying no.

      Nate picks up two little black pins from the box and turns them in his hands.

      “What are those?” I ask and sit next to him.

      “Earpiece pins. Not sure how Liz got these. They’re experimental. Only high-level PCR guards—I mean, peacers—get these.”

      I smile when he corrects the official title for our nickname. PCR is the City’s police force designed to prevent crime, or at least that’s what they tell people. The name of the organization is even Protecting City and Region.

      Nate presses one of the earpieces to the skin right behind his ear. He lifts his finger away, and it falls onto the couch. He tries again, but with no success. “Fuck,” he swears.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Battery’s empty. It would connect to my skin if charged.” He picks up the box and lifts the little cushion inside. “Ah, here it is.” He removes a cube and places the two pins inside, half of each disk vanishing into the case. He looks around the room and sighs. “I assume there’s no place to charge this”—he holds up the box—“in here?”

      It has no holes to attach any kind of wired charger. We have a few things at work that charge wirelessly, but Dale and I could never afford such a device—no one in the Outer Circle would be able to.

      “It’s all right, mate.” Zeke stands up and grabs his jacket. “I’ll go find you one.”

      Nate shakes his head. “Too dangerous. What if someone recognizes you?”

      Zeke shrugs off the complaint and says, “Being able to talk to Liz would be a real game changer. It’s worth the risk.” And before Nate can do or say anything to stop him, he turns on his heels and walks out the front door.

      Nate’s eyebrows furrow, and his face turns stony. My own feelings at Zeke leaving—especially with such little discussion or a chance to stop him—are similar. He’s putting himself, all of us, in danger.

      Zeke returns a half hour later, and none of us have moved. We spent the time he was gone mostly in silence, with halfhearted attempts at small talk failing to change the mood. After he closes the door, Nate gets up and pushes him into the wall. “Fuck you, man. Not cool. We were worried sick about you.”

      Zeke holds up both hands. “Sorry, I know. But it was worth it.” He digs his hand into his pocket and pulls out a charging mat. “Not exactly the newest model, but it’ll do.”

      Nate snatches it, scowls at his friend, and pushes the charger into an outlet. He spreads out the mat and lays the box with the earpieces on top. Both light up blue for a second, then the light fades. But after another moment, they light up a slightly greener shade of blue then fade out again. They continue through the colors of the rainbow. It’s a hypnotic cycle, and I can’t stop watching.

      “This might take a while,” Nate says. “The newest models of these mats would supply more power at a faster rate.” He turns to Zeke and frowns at him. “Where did you find this, anyway? You weren’t gone long.”

      Zeke grins broadly. “Stole it from a guard watching the Wall nearby. I was headed for a merchant in the market, but when I saw it lying wide open and available on the desk in his little booth, couldn’t resist.”

      Nate fumbles with the box every few seconds, as if it will make the earpieces charge faster. Because the fanciest electronic Dale and I owned was an ancient radio in our living room, I have no idea how long this will take, but I’m pretty sure interrupting the charging to check on it won’t help.

      I’m just as nervous about the stupid little pins as Nate, and I worry if his sister is okay after all she did to help me escape from the Government Complex. And she might know something new about Willow. I need to know where my daughter is and if she’s safe.

      Nate finally stops fidgeting with the earpieces and sits on the floor next to me. He leans in and draws my focus from the conversation. “How are you doing today?”

      I give a noncommittal grunt in response.

      “It’s not your fault, you know?”

      I look up at him. “I know, but feelings don’t listen to logic. And my little girl is probably locked up in the labs.”

      He holds my gaze as we both envision the horrors Willow might be suffering through. After my imprisonment and torture there, it’s painfully easy to imagine Willow going through the same. At least she’s too young to be of any interest to men like Derec Lompoc.

      I hear Zeke say something to Dale, but can’t focus on the words. I can still feel Lompoc’s disgusting hands on my bare breasts, his swollen groin pushing against my thigh, and the look on his face when I kicked him in the balls.

      My voice is unsteady when I ask Nate, “What do you think they’re doing to her?”

      “I don’t know,” he admits with a grimace. “But I hope we’ll be able to find out soon.” He nods toward the charging earpieces. They’ve been charging for about an hour but haven’t turned on. “I’m sure she’s okay. She’s your daughter. I’m sure she’s tough.”

      I can’t help my smile. “You have no idea.”

      “She’s probably teaching that monkey in there how to talk,” Nate jokes.

      I laugh, which makes Mira pause mid-sentence and stare at me. It’s been a while since I’ve laughed, since before they took me captive at that damn hospital. Zeke and Tien follow Mira’s gaze and look at me as well. Dale, sitting with his back to Nate and me, turns around to join the others.

      “What’s so funny?” Tien asks with a hesitant smile on his face.

      “Nothing.” Nate waves them off. “Trying to cheer her up a little. How’s the plan coming along? Anything I can do to help?”

      I catch Dale’s look at Nate, but can’t interpret it. Nate scoots away from me with an apologetic look at Dale. Whenever Dale catches us talking to each other, Nate changes the subject or walks away. Does Nate think there is something real going on between Dale and me?

      Dale is my husband, but Nate should know that means nothing in this fucked-up system. Dale’s my best friend—nothing more, nothing less. I want to talk to Nate about it, but living in such close quarters makes it hard to find the right opportunity to explain the complexities of my marriage.

      I watch Nate curiously as he kneels at the table and draws something on a piece of paper. Having Zeke and Nate with us has proven crucial to coming up with a plan. Not only did they live in the Government Complex, but they also worked for PCR. They have insights about the Complex, the residents and their habits, and plenty of other relevant minor details. And while Nate told us how his father, the mayor of the City, kept him and Zeke away from anything important, they have a lot of knowledge of the City’s infrastructure.

      “You might be able to get through here,” Nate explains, tapping on his drawing. I shift my position to get a better look when something catches my eyes: The earpieces have stopped changing colors and are lit up a solid green.

      “Nate,” I call out and point to the device.

      Nate almost trips over the corner of the couch in his hurry. He grabs the charger, nearly pulling the outlet off the wall, and sits on a stool. We all watch as he presses a pin behind his ear. It hums and, when he releases it, stays in place, glowing a faint blue. Nate attaches the other one and places the cube he had removed from the box on his palm.

      “Do you know how it works?” Mira asks as she leans closer to inspect the device.

      Nate holds up his empty hand, deep in concentration, and Mira moves back to sit at the edge of the couch. He taps the cube in his palm a few times, then smiles when blue, jumbled lines emanate from the device and dance over the couch opposite him.

      “You’ve got blue balls, mate.” Zeke grins and points at Nate’s lap, where similar lights scatter over his crotch. Nate laughs while he places the cube on the table in front of him and angles it, so the display hits an empty stretch of wall. On the table in front of him, a keyboard is projected in vibrant blue.

      “What does that mean?” I ask and point to the display, which now shows a small circle chasing its own tail.

      “It’s booting.” When I continue looking confused, he adds, “It’s starting up, and we’ll be able to use it any second now. Let’s hope Liz set up communications.”

      Zeke stands next to Nate to get a good view of the wall. “I wonder where she learned all this computer stuff.”

      Nate looks up at him and ponders the question awhile before answering, “Me too, dude. For sure.”

      A beep fills the room, and we return our attention to the screen. The circle has been replaced by small square icons, but before Nate can do anything, they vanish behind a box with text. One line stands at the top: N. Click on this link. —L

      Nate clicks on the cryptic line of letters and numbers underneath. The screen turns black and white. A vertical line blinks in the top-left corner. One by one, letters appear behind it and spell out another message from Liz.

      L: Please let me know when you are here.

      Nate types, and his words appear underneath Liz’s with a swooshing sound. It doesn’t seem to matter he didn’t actually touch any buttons.

      N: I’m here.

      We all stare up at the blinking line on the display and will it to turn into an answer from Liz. But even I understand Liz’s first message must have been sent much earlier.

      “She’s probably left her phone somewhere,” Zeke tries to reassure Nate, who is still staring at the display, tapping the cube every few moments. The screen refreshes, but it loads the same result.

      “Let’s wait a while and check back later, man.” Zeke picks up the cube, but Nate slaps his hand away.

      “Let’s plug it in but leave it open. I don’t want to miss her,” he says.

      Disappointed and worried myself, I can only imagine how Nate must feel. He’s slumped on the couch. I reach out and put a hand on his shoulder. He relaxes a little and looks up at me.

      “I’m sure she’s okay,” I echo his words from earlier.

      “I’m sure she is. Fuck. No wonder it didn’t help when I told you that. Could’ve saved my breath.”

      I chuckle and earn us another reproachful look from Dale. I wonder what he’s annoyed about. Does he think I’m not taking Willow’s capture seriously enough, or does he blame me for it? If he does, that would be more than unfair. If anything, this is his fault. He let those peacers take her away. Either way, I really should talk to him, but with the house, this full of people, I don’t think I’ll get a chance to catch him on his own any time soon.

      Anne trundles in and asks if anyone is hungry. I feel bad for intruding in her home, but she makes sure we feel like nothing less than invited guests. She’s a lovely host and seems genuinely happy to have company—though she spends a lot of time in her room. As a retired woman, she’s home all day, and it can’t be easy having this many people around.

      “Anything I can do to help?” I ask.

      She smiles. “You can make this lot clean the table, dear.” She points at the dining room table, which is covered with papers.

      I laugh and answer, “I’ll make sure of it.”

      “And would you send Mira into the kitchen, please?”

      When I approach her, Mira is deep in conversation with Tien, but looks up at me immediately. “Anne wants your help in the kitchen,” I explain, and she grimaces.

      “I’m sure she wants to corner me and talk about Tien. Doesn’t she understand Tien is already matched?” Without waiting for a response, Mira vanishes into the kitchen.

      I raise my voice to the room. “Everyone, clean up the table, so we can eat soon.”

      “Fuck, we’re a messy lot,” Zeke comments as he gets up.

      The room buzzes into motion, and everyone grabs one thing or another, often placing whatever it is in a worse place than before until someone else picks it up again. It’s a highly inefficient process that becomes efficient after Zeke and Tien, each carrying a stack of paper, collide. We finish picking up the new mess, slowed down by fits of giggles, when Anne and Mira step out of the kitchen with food.

      “Not easy to feed this many mouths. I’m afraid we’ll have to live on soup and bread tonight,” Anne apologizes. “I’ll go to the market tomorrow.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. We are thankful for everything you are doing for us, Anne. It’s very generous of you to take us in despite the risk,” I say. The rest of the group murmurs their agreement with my thanks.

      Each resident of the City is assigned a monthly budget of food coins. In the Outer Circle, those cover the basics and the occasional treat. It is impossible for Anne to afford to feed this many people, and even when we give her our coins, we won’t be able to keep this up for long.

      When Zeke asks Tien and Mira if they came up with anything new for the plan, Anne reminds him, “No work at the dinner table. Let’s try for some normal conversation, shall we? Tell me something fun.”

      “Sorry, Anne,” Zeke apologizes and looks down at his bowl.

      There are two rules in Anne’s house. Rule number one: We leave her alone whenever she’s in her room. Rule number two: She doesn’t want to know anything about our plans. She muttered something about plausible deniability when she set that rule. I think she might read too many crime novels.

      Tien says, “Something fun, then—”

      Anne waves him off and points to Zeke. “He’s the one who started talking about things I don’t want to know about.” She smiles.

      Zeke looks flustered. He glances at Nate in a plea for help, but gets none. “Er… something fun? I don’t know. Ask me a question.”

      “Ah, well”—she laughs—“boring then. Do you have a family?”

      Zeke puts down his spoon. “I do. Sophie is about a year old.”

      “A daughter!” Anne exclaims and claps her hands together, as if Zeke is giving her a treat. “Tell me more.”

      “She’s adorable, really,” Zeke says, but there’s an edge to his smile. “Instead of learning how to walk, she went straight to learning how to run. She would hold on to my hands and run around the living room as fast as her little legs would carry her.” He laughs, and this time it reaches his eyes. “She had no idea how to walk. Whenever she tried to walk at a normal pace, she would fall over after a few steps.”

      I feel a pang of guilt in my chest. My friends left everything behind to help me. Zeke said he doesn’t care about his family, and he prefers this adventure he’s found himself in, but hearing him talk about his daughter with such nostalgia makes me doubt his resolve.

      “How cute,” Anne coos. “When Tien here was younger—”

      “Auntie,” Tien interrupts, but Anne ignores him.

      “—he jumped everywhere. Kept telling us he was a kangaroo after reading a book about them. It fascinated him enough to stop walking altogether. His mom was really worried, but it was a phase.”

      “Auntie, really…” Tien’s cheeks are flushed. “Don’t tell them this stuff. These are my friends.”

      “If they are, they’ll love you more. You were an adorable child, so stop fussing. Look what kind of man you’ve grown to be. Your mother should be proud.” She throws Mira, who smiles weakly, a pointed look.

      I raise an eyebrow, but Mira looks at me and shakes her head the slightest bit.

      * * *

      After dinner, I find Mira in the kitchen. She hands me a dish towel and frowns. “Turns out I was right. She didn’t want my help with dinner. Just wanted a chance to talk about Tien. She seems to think we are a couple.”

      “Well, aren’t you?” The question slips out before I can stop it.

      Mira dips the next bowl into the sink before answering. “I don’t know. I like him. But with everything going on… I don’t know. Plus, he’s already matched. We’d get in trouble.”

      “Oh, honey. You’re fugitives now. I don’t think it matters if you two are together or not. There’s bigger trouble waiting for us if we are caught. If you like him, go for it.”

      She stares at me, then down at the bowl in her hand. “What if he doesn’t like me the same way? We’ve dated—or whatever it was—for a while now, and I really care about him. But we’ve never talked about taking things seriously. It was always a relationship with a deadline. At first, the deadline was supposed to be him getting his match, but somehow that didn’t stop us. Then it was me getting my match. Either way, there was always a deadline, never a promise of permanence.”

      I dry the last plate and face her with a wink. “There’s only one way to know for sure.”

      “And what if he doesn’t want to wait, you know, until…” Mira’s voice drifts away in embarrassment.

      I don’t really know what to say. Mira’s had trouble with intimacy since a group of teenagers ambushed her and her dad. To make things worse, her father died from the injuries they gave him after he saved her from being raped. It’s a topic both of us usually avoid.

      “Tien is a good guy,” I say with a soft smile. “I’m sure he will be patient with you. He has so far. You need to trust him, love.” I hope my voice is as reassuring as I was aiming for. I watch Mira force a smile, trying to hide her worry. “Mira, listen—”

      A blinging sound from the other room robs me of the opportunity to further comfort Mira. We rush into the living room, where Nate is already crouched over the table.

      “It’s Liz. She’s online,” he explains, his voice bursting with happiness. I look at the wall. A third line has appeared underneath the first two.

      L: What was the name of my imaginary friend when I was three?

      Zeke laughs, and Nate looks confused. He holds his finger on the device and types.

      N: What?

      The line appears with a whoosh underneath Liz’s question. Shortly after, the next line appears with a bling.

      L: Answer me!

      N: Momo. Why?

      L: I had to check it’s really you, dumbass. Glad to see you’re alive.

      Nate bends low over the keyboard and types at a rapid speed.

      N: I’m okay. How are you and Susan? Any trouble?

      L: We are okay. Don’t worry about us. They don’t know we had anything to do with it. But they are pretty shaken up by the escape. Dad wants to know where you are. I don’t think Derec and Johnson admitted you fought them and snuck through the Hospital.

      “Ask her about Willow,” I urge at the same time as Zeke says, “Ask her how she knows all this tech-shit.”

      After a moment of hesitation, Nate looks at me and nods.

      N: Good. Don’t let them catch you. I don’t want to have to worry about you too.

      Nate starts to type, but deletes his words. “I don’t think I should be too direct in case this gets into the wrong hands. She’s not even using her whole name. Fuck, I probably shouldn’t have mentioned Susan either.” He types his next response with great care.

      N: Our newest friend would like to know if you’ve heard anything about the little one.

      Pretty cryptic, maybe too much so. I wait with bated breath for a reply, which is announced with another bling.

      L: This is stupid. Hold on.

      Before we can do more than exchange confused looks, a window pops up and asks Nate to accept an incoming call. When he accepts it, the chat window disappears and Liz’s face fills the wall. She’s in a dimly lit room surrounded by pillows and stuffed animals. Her lips move, but we can’t hear what she says.

      Nate, however, seems to understand because he responds, “Wait a second.”

      He leans down over the device and a beep sounds.

      “Say something,” Nate requests, and Liz says, “Hello?”

      The quality of the sound now coming from the cube on the table is horrible, but it allows all of us to hear her. Nate gives her a thumbs-up.

      “There we go.” She smiles. She looks left and right and takes in the scene on our end—which looks very distorted from what I can see in a small picture at the top of the screen. The camera must be in the cube, giving Liz a lovely view from the bottom. “Wow. Hello, everyone.”

      We greet her in kind, and I sit next to Nate. I look up at her expectantly.

      “I got access to the video feed. Chase, Willow is fine. They are treating her better than you.” My body relaxes as it floods with relief. Willow’s okay. “You’d be happy to know who’s in charge of her,” Liz adds.

      “Susan?” I ask, and she nods.

      “The very same.”

      Susan is Nate’s fiancée and was in charge of my own interrogation while they held me at the Imperium’s labs. She was, in large part, responsible for me making it out of there alive.

      “Good.” I’m aware of how hollow the word sounds. “She’ll make sure nothing terrible happens to Willow.”

      “What are they doing with her?” Dale asks from behind me.

      “Holding her. She plays games, and Susan reads her stories. So far, they haven’t done anything fishy at all.”

      Dale growls. “Except take her from her parents.”

      Liz’s face falls. “Sorry, I meant—”

      “No, Liz, it’s okay,” I say before Dale can snap at her again. “We know you are trying to help. We really appreciate it. This is Dale. Willow is like a—she’s his daughter.”

      Dale’s face grows pale, and he glowers at me. I bite my tongue when I realize what I almost said. That was the first time I’ve ever introduced him as anything less than Willow’s father. Sure, we always knew Willow wasn’t his, but he raised her and treated her like his own.

      “How did you learn all the computer stuff?” Zeke asks, and I’m sure it’s mostly to play over the awkward moment.

      Liz laughs and grasps at the change of subject. “Remember Glenn? His dad was the one who set up the surveillance systems in the control room. He’s in my class, and we hang out after school a lot. No one knows about it, but he’s been teaching me about computers—hacking, programming, all that fun stuff.”

      “What is he getting in return?” Nate asks with an undertone.

      Liz folds her arms. “It’s not like that, Nate. Gosh. Men. Why is everything always about sex? I’m helping him with his essays in return. He’s not too good with words.” Nate scowls at her, but looks a little less disapproving. “I need to go before Mom wonders where I’ve vanished to for so long. Talk to you soon. Take care.” She puts a lot more emphasis on the last sentence than one usually would.

      “Take care,” Nate responds, and I can tell he is reluctant to let her go. “I love you,” he adds, but the feed has already been replaced with the chat room from before. With a sigh, he pushes the pins back into the device. Their lights dim and return to a faint blue.
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      Shrill ringing fills the air.

      “Fuck.”

      I regret agreeing to rotate who sleeps on the couch as I fall onto the floor. I fight my eyes open, try to locate the sound of the noise. Zeke is fast asleep next to me. He snores loudly.

      I push him hard on the shoulder. “Dude, your fucking phone. Get up, asshole.”

      He’s up and headed for his jacket in a split second. There is no in-between with Zeke. He’s awake or asleep, no adjustment period either direction.

      I rub my eyes and fight the pull of sleep. I hear panic in his voice. I sit up and look over to where he stands, all remnants of sleep gone. I notice everyone else is watching him as well.

      “It’s okay, calm down. Stop crying. What do you need from me?” Zeke asks. After listening to the response, he gives me a pleading look. I don’t know what’s going on. How am I supposed to help? “Calm down, please. Fine, I’ll meet you at the Hospital. Stop crying. It’s going to be okay.” He sounds desperate.

      He takes a few more minutes to calm down whomever is at the other end. As soon as he lowers the phone, I ask, “Who the hell was that at this hour of the morning?”

      Zeke stares at the phone. “Isabel. Something’s wrong with Sophie. I don’t know. Meeting her at the Hospital at noon.”

      I bite my lip. “Are you sure it’s not a trap? This is Isabel we are talking about.” Zeke’s wife isn’t exactly known for her honesty.

      He stares at me. A frown creases his forehead. “I have to go. She sounded really worried. I have to find out what’s going on.” For someone who always says he doesn’t give a shit about his daughter, he’s really troubled.

      We all take turns trying to convince him not to go, how it’s not safe. But Zeke isn’t listening. He’s circling the living room, unable to sit in his anxiety.

      “Okay. If I can’t stop you, I’m coming with you,” I eventually demand, crossing my arms. He’s my best friend. I have to make sure he doesn’t blindly run into a trap.

      Zeke’s constant pacing is interrupted by beeping from the comms Liz left me. Zeke is closest, so he hands me the pins. They attach behind my ears with a sucking sensation. It’s a wonder these don’t leave hickeys.

      Liz’s face lights up the wall. “Hello, big brother,” she says with a grin. It’s good to see her again so soon. I press a button on the device to allow the others to listen as well.

      “Is Chase around?” Liz asks. “I have something for her.”

      Chase comes running from the kitchen. She slides to a halt next to me. “I’m here. I’m here.”

      “Hi, Chase. I thought you might enjoy this.”

      Liz’s face vanishes and is replaced by an image of a room. It’s similar to the one where Chase was held. The main difference is that it looks welcoming. There are toys everywhere, and a bed stands in a corner. A little girl with black hair sits in the middle. She’s playing with a stuffed elephant. A stuffed elephant very similar to the one Chase rescued from her apartment.

      Chase gasps. She covers her mouth with her hands. I reach for her, but let my arm fall when I spot Dale behind her. She’s his wife, after all.

      Susan enters the room on the screen above. She picks Willow up and sits the girl on her hip. Together they walk away from the camera. Susan whispers to Willow, and the girl giggles. Before they vanish from sight, Susan turns them around and Willow smiles into the camera. I don’t think Willow knows the camera is there. Her dark eyes don’t quite connect, but it makes Chase sob next to me. She wraps her arms around her middle and curls into herself. Before I can stop it, my hand jumps to her shoulder and rubs small comforting circles.

      The screen changes back to Liz. Chase protests quietly next to me.

      “No worries, Chase. I’ll send Nate a screenshot of her smiling. Susan and I want you to have it. She had no idea you could see her. We thought it best not to remind her of you too much. We don’t want to make her unhappy. She misses you enough as it is.”

      Chase wipes her cheeks and smiles up at Liz. “Thank you. Promise me you’ll keep her safe?” The plea in her voice is almost more than I can bear. I have to fight the need to pull her into my arms.

      “I promise,” Liz whispers back. I can see tears in my sister’s eyes. “I need to go. But I’ll call soon. Susan and I have something planned this afternoon.”

      “Liz, be careful,” I say.

      “Always.” She grins. “You be careful too. I love you.” Then she’s gone.

      A bling from the device announces the arrival of a message. It’s the image of Willow smiling, almost looking at the camera. I set it as the screen’s background. I don’t shut down the device, so we can see the photo all the time. It’s a constant reminder of what we are fighting for. And there is something special about the girl. I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      * * *

      Noon creeps closer, so Zeke and I put on our peacer jackets. I’m finding peacer a lot easier to say than PCR these days. Wearing the uniform is a risk. But it also offers protection.

      The weather outside is chilly, but the sun warms us through our black clothes. Civilians aren’t paying us any attention. A few people speed up when we pass them. Some avert their eyes. I hate how scared people are of us. Peacers aren’t popular out here with the average citizen.

      I have a bad feeling about the meeting. But it doesn’t matter because Zeke would go without me. Better to keep an eye on him. The Hospital seems closer than I remember. Running to find Chase’s home must have exaggerated things, and then we were running again when we fled to Anne’s house.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Zeke. He barely nods, looking determined.

      I’m worried about him. If this is a trap, Zeke won’t pay enough attention. He cares a lot more about his daughter than I thought. I can’t blame him, but it complicates things.

      The checkpoint between the Inner and Middle Circle is vacant. Makes things easier, but doesn’t sit right.

      When we arrive at the courtyard on the Mid-Circle side of the Hospital, I spot Isabel close to the entrance. I tap Zeke on the shoulder. He speeds up, walking into the open space. I casually lean against a wall, careful not to let Isabel see me. I peer around the corner to get a good view of Zeke, who Isabel is waving over with a big smile.

      A smile? She cried on the phone earlier, panicked. Something is definitely wrong.

      I watch as Isabel and Zeke talk. Zeke’s face changes from anxiety to fury within seconds. He turns and stomps away. When he turns the corner I’m hiding behind, fire from his nostrils would complete the picture. He looks terrifying.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      He snorts loudly and takes a few breaths. “She’s playing with me.” He leads me down the street. “Bitch tried to guilt me into coming back to look after our daughter. Now she’s suddenly our daughter. Usually, Sophie is my daughter when she’s doing something wrong and Isabel’s daughter when she’s cute. What a fucking waste of time.”

      We don’t talk the rest of the way back to the safe house. Zeke keeps muttering under his breath. He snorts every few steps. It’s probably best to let him grunt off his steam. I know him well enough to know I can’t help. This is the angriest I’ve seen him, and no one would be able to calm him down.

      When we reach the house, I stop Zeke. “Calm down before we go in, mate,” I suggest. He nods and sits on the front step. I let myself fall next to him.

      A humming makes me look up. Movement in a side street catches my attention. The streets are empty, but something moved. I tap Zeke’s leg and without making eye contact, whisper, “Don’t look up. Someone followed us. Side alley to the right. I think there’s a drone too.” I put a hand on his shoulder and turn as if comforting him.

      Zeke glances up, almost imperceptibly. His eyes lose their weariness. He gazes down at his knees and whispers back, “Peacer. We need to get inside and warn the others, but he can’t know we saw him.”

      My heart hammers. It had been a trap.

      I put an arm around Zeke. “Follow my lead.” I help him to his feet. “Push me away and stay out here to sulk.”

      Zeke throws my arm off, looking angry again. “I need a goddamn moment. Fucking leave me alone, okay?” He’s so convincing, I’m sure it’s only half-acted.

      I nod and walk inside. Everyone stops what they are doing and looks at me. My face betrays my panic.

      “What’s wrong?” Chase asks. “Where’s Zeke?”

      My insides squirm, then settle into a cold freeze. “Outside. Someone followed us. We need to go. Pack what you can. We don’t have long.”

      Movement erupts as everyone starts throwing things into bags. We have been careless. Some of our things are packed and ready by the door, but too much has been taken out.

      “Tien, can you pack my shit too? Dale, Zeke, is standing watch outside. Please take care of his bag.” Dale looks ready to argue, but I don’t wait for a response. I push past him and run toward Anne’s room. I know I shouldn’t just go in, but fuck her rule of not disturbing her. This is an emergency.

      I burst through the door. She looks up from her needles, looking cross. I explain the situation, and she throws the unfinished blanket away. We never expected her to come along. Nothing is packed for her. Way too slowly, she adds things into a small suitcase—despite her efforts to rush. When she joins the group, Tien takes over assisting her. A constant stream of apologies rushes from his lips.

      “I might be old, but I’m not too old for an adventure,” she squeaks with a motivated smile.

      Mira comes out of the kitchen, carrying a second pack, which overflows with food and water.

      “Good thinking,” Tien tells her.

      We stand facing the door, as if waiting for a sign. It comes a moment later. Zeke bursts in, almost throwing the door into Dale’s face. “They’re coming. More than one. Run!”

      No one needs telling twice. We bolt out the front door. Anne brings up the rear, her suitcase bouncing against her legs. I fall back and grab the case from her hand. I shout for Zeke and throw it into his arms. Zeke took his own pack from Dale and is now carrying both his and Anne’s things, but I know he’s the only one strong enough to carry both and keep up his speed.

      I take the old woman’s hand and pull her along. She’s too slow. We may have to leave her behind. I hate myself for the thought. I grab her around the middle and throw her over my shoulder. It’s good she’s a tiny woman.

      Her weight slows me down and wears me out. I manage as best I can. She keeps slipping, but I don’t let go. The humming behind me grows louder. I sprint after the others, but fall farther and farther behind. I can’t carry her any longer. I set her down, and she does her best to keep up.

      Eventually, she pulls us to a stop, her free hand clutching a stitch in her side. “Maybe I’m too old for an adventure after all,” she pants. 

      The drone hovers above us. “Nate, hurry up!” Zeke turns back to help, but it’s too late. Before Zeke reaches us, Anne gasps and lets go of my hand. She holds her stomach, blood pooling out of a wound under her breasts. She falls to the ground and moves no more.

      A few paces behind her stands a peacer with a gun. The drone circles us. Hatred rises inside me. I start toward him, but Zeke pulls me back. After a final glance at Anne’s body, I turn and run after Zeke.

      The others are far ahead. Helping Anne slowed me more than I realized, and it had all been for nothing. I feel tears run down my cheeks in hot lines. I barely knew her. But she took us in when we had nowhere else to go. That alone is enough for me to feel guilty of her death.

      I hear thundering footsteps. Six, maybe seven, peacers must be close behind. A bullet hits the wall next to me. Peacers aren’t usually equipped with guns—or maybe it was just the groups I was assigned to? It doesn’t matter. Apprehending our group must be really important to my father if he’s willing to risk killing some of us.

      I don’t know where we are headed. I follow Zeke, who follows the group. Someone seems to know the way. Or maybe they are simply trying to lose the attackers? I don’t care. All I care about is getting away from here, away from the pool of blood on the street, away from Anne’s lifeless body. If we don’t get out now, we’ll die for nothing. She’ll have died for nothing. I won’t let that happen.
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      A blast sounds through the air, but I don’t turn. Tien leads the group, Mira and Dale right behind him. I can’t see the others and don’t dare look around for them. It takes all my focus to keep running.

      Tien dashes into an alley on the left. I follow and we all nearly crash into each other. It’s a dead end. Tien turns on his heels and speeds back out. He turns right and takes us back the way we came. I open my mouth to alert him to the mistake, but before I can say anything, he vanishes down another alley barely wide enough to walk through. He slides down to the far end as fast as the limited space will allow and pulls me into an entryway. We wait for Dale and Mira to catch up. When they make it, they cower next to us on the stairs. All of us are breathing heavily. I’ve never been in perfect shape, but running like this would take a toll on anyone.

      Tien peers around the corner, only to retract a second later.

      “Where are the others?” Mira pants, and we both look up at Tien, whose face is ashen.

      “I don’t know. Stay here,” he whispers. “I’ll get them.” And without waiting for an answer, he is gone.

      Dale, Mira, and I sit rooted to the spot. I focus on slowing my breathing and try to relax my strained body. Blood rushes through me, and my leg cramps. I hobble sideways to gain enough room to stretch it out. I gasp with pain, and after a glance, Dale leans past Mira to massage my leg.

      Mira peers out of our hiding spot every few seconds. Her body trembles from exhaustion and panic. A good thing about my leg hurting like hell is it keeps my mind half-occupied. It’s the only reason I’m not running after Tien to help him and the others. Though I’m not sure I would have a lot of success if it came to a fight. I haven’t fought anyone in my whole life, but sitting here and doing nothing feels useless.

      “Can you see anything?” I ask through gritted teeth. Mira shakes her head and peeks into the alley again. I throw my head back in frustration, hitting the staircase. “Great,” I grunt. “Now my head hurts too.”

      At least my leg is getting better. Dale sits next to my foot and has been stretching it in all directions. I pull it in and thank him. A small smile is all I get in return.

      When was the last time he really talked to me? Partly to distract myself from the continued absence of our friends, I consider it. It must have been when he told me about Willow and how he couldn’t save her when the peacers took her.

      My gaze falls to the thin red line where he caught his lower arm on a nail while defending Willow. The wound has nearly healed. He has to know I don’t blame him—not really, at least. He tried. My brain knows it isn’t his fault, but my heart feels it is.

      I open my mouth to tell him this, but something crashes next to me and distracts me. I barely make out Zeke, who is bleeding heavily from a gash in his upper arm, before Nate and Tien collide with the wall across from us. I hold my breath and wait for Anne to catch up. The seconds stretch on, and I begin to worry.

      “Where’s Anne?” Dale asks.

      I search Nate’s face and see it glittering with tears. How can someone so strong be so fragile?

      No one answers Dale. The unspoken truth that there is no point in waiting for her sinks in.

      With a grunt of pain at the loss of the woman who helped raise him, Tien pushes himself to his feet. “We need to go.” His teeth are clenched in determination.

      He pulls Mira up next to him and turns to help Nate with Zeke, who is pale, sweating, and bleeding onto the dusty steps. My legs feel numb, and my head throbs as I stand up. I expect more running, but Tien edges toward the open space at the end of the alley. I press my back against the wall and follow him.

      He reaches the corner and holds up a warning hand. A drone hums past. Tien peers out and quickly retreats. “They’re patrolling. We’ve lost them, but they’re looking for us.” He points at the opening ahead of him. “Two in the courtyard across the street.” He eyes Zeke with worry. “Can you run?”

      Zeke tenses but nods. “If it’s not too far.” Blood drips from Zeke’s arm onto the street.

      What happened to Anne? How did Zeke get injured this badly? I want to ask, but there are more important things to worry about. We need to get out of here.

      “Tien, wait,” I whisper. “Give me a second.”

      Zeke is leaning heavily onto Nate, who is panting with exhaustion. I reach for the suitcase in Nate’s hand. Anne won’t need it anymore. A lump forms in my throat as I rummage through it and pull out a long-sleeved shirt.

      Dale raises an eyebrow. I look at him and point at Zeke’s wound. “We’ll have to bind it to stop the bleeding. I’ll hold his arm, and you wrap this as tightly as you can, okay?”

      Dale nods, and we tie off the wound. The bleeding slows, but doesn’t stop completely. The blood darkens the shirt quicker than I would like.

      “Thank you,” whispers Zeke. His face is pale, and sweat pearls on his forehead.

      Tien bows his head at me, then edges back toward the end of the building. “At my signal, follow me. Run as fast as you can.” I feel an echo of the burning in my legs build up.

      Anne’s suitcase lies forgotten in the dirty alley. Something glitters in a corner of the suitcase, and when Tien signals for us to run, I dive for it before following. I clench what seems to be a chain in my fist and run as fast as I can. It feels like I’ve done nothing else for weeks.

      We are nearly across the courtyard when the guards spot us. Bullets pierce the air and narrowly miss. Tien sprints down another alley. He changes directions seemingly at random and zigzags through the narrow streets.

      I stop dead in my tracks when we find ourselves at the Outer Wall. Dark gray stone vanishes into the clouds above, impenetrable and final. I’ve never been this close to the Wall. It seems taller, insurmountable from this perspective.

      I stare at it with my jaw dropped until Tien’s voice pulls me back. “We made it.”

      A shallow house, barely a few feet deep, leans against the Wall as if it relies on the stone for support. Tien fumbles with a golden door handle set into blackened wood. It doesn’t budge. Zeke pulls him aside and kicks in the door, which splinters. I cringe at the loud sound echoing off the surrounding buildings.

      We speed inside, and Nate pushes the door back into the frame behind us. Rays of sunshine cut through the gap where the splintered wood doesn’t quite connect with the frame. It will have to do.

      We find ourselves in a gigantic room, much bigger than the exterior implies. High windows loom up to a domed ceiling supported by dark wooden beams. Every inch of the ceiling is painted with biblical scenes, remnants of an almost-forgotten religion.

      “I didn’t know places like this still existed,” Dale whispers from my side.

      “It looked so small and unimpressive from the outside,” Nate says, his eyes wide with awe.

      It’s clear now the house wasn’t leaning against the Wall, but going through it. A rush of excitement pushes away my fatigue. “How did you know this was here?” I ask.

      “Anne told Mira and me about it,” Tien explains. “We were going to tell you about it today when Nate stormed in. This used to be a house of worship, and when they built the City Walls, they couldn’t bring themselves to demolish it. Some of the founders were pretty religious. So, they disguised it and locked the doors. Auntie Anne said her grandfather knew about it. It’s been generations since anyone’s used the place, and we had nothing but rumors to go on. I’m glad it actually exists, though.”

      Gratitude for Anne grows and warms my insides. We wouldn’t be here without her. She risked everything for us. It cost her life. Remembering her sacrifice drives away the warmth, and ice claws at my chest. I can’t get enough air. I take a slow conscious breath and try to untangle the ache.

      I feel a hand on my back, warm and soft. “Are you okay?” Nate whispers. I nod as I slowly feel the knot unclench and welcome air into my lungs.

      Tien turns in slow circles. “We have to find a way out to the other side.” He stands in the middle of the room. The high ceiling makes him look insignificant, smaller than he already is.

      Suddenly, Zeke collapses onto the floor. Nate drops next to him. “Are you okay?”

      Zeke shakes his head. “Need to rest. I’ll be okay in a minute.”

      Nate remains at his side while the rest of us search the room. I pace along the wall and take in every inch. Twelve identical windows bathe the floor in an orange light. The hardwood boards zigzag across the room. My eyes trace the pattern until I feel dizzy. I slide down the wall and sit with my back against the cold stone. I close my eyes and catch my breath.

      The creaking of a floorboard forces my eyes back open. Mira is crossing the room, her face directed at the high ceiling, as if hoping the painted angels hold an answer. I get up and walk over to where she stood when I opened my eyes. The hardwood gives slightly underneath my feet. I take a step back and inspect the floor. The pattern is interrupted here. It’s almost perfect, but this board has clearly been stitched in later. The wood has a slightly brighter color, and the lines don’t match up. I kneel and run my finger along the edges.

      “What are we looking at?” Nate asks after he kneels next to me.

      It’s so obvious now that I’ve seen it. I wonder how any of us missed it. “This patch of hardwood doesn’t match the rest. I think it was added later. At first, I thought it was a repair, but the grooves here are wider than in the rest of the room. I think you can open it somehow.”

      I draw along the outline of what I think is a trapdoor. I watch as Nate’s gaze follows my finger. It clicks, and he smiles. “Do you think you can reach in there to lift it a little?”

      I can’t. Even my smaller fingers are too wide for the gap. I look around and call over the others.

      “Anyone got a knife or something?” Dale asks after examining our find.

      Zeke hollers, breaks into coughs, and waves a hand instead. Nate runs over and takes the knife from his friend. He pats him on the shoulder, then returns. He slides the knife into where it’s widest and levers up the floorboard. As soon as the gap is large enough, Dale and I slide our hands in, and Nate removes the knife.

      “Looks like you were right,” Nate comments.

      We pick up the pane and slide it to the side. It reveals a two-foot hole in the floor. Whatever lies underneath is pitch-black, not a single detail can be made out.

      Nate shifts next to me. “Great, a dark hole into unknown territory, just what we need,” he says.

      Seeing him vulnerable gives me a burst of courage, and I sit on the edge of the hole. My feet dangle into nothingness. A cold draft blows on my feet, and goosebumps erupt on my legs. I shiver involuntarily. Before I can change my mind, I push forward, turn, and slide into the unknown until I hang by my hands. With all the bravery I can muster, I let out a deep breath and let go of the wood.

      Barely a foot below my feet, I find ground, and I burst out laughing. It echoes off the surrounding walls. I look up and find everyone, except for Zeke, staring at me curiously. “Well, that was anticlimactic.” I laugh some more. “You can follow. It’s not far at all. I’ll move aside, so you don’t crush me.”

      I hold out my hands and edge away from the hole and the meager light it provides. A few steps later, my hands connect with a wall. Behind me, Mira lands with a thud.

      “Over here,” I whisper, and she joins me before the rest follow. I hear a groan when Zeke lowers himself down. In single file, we creep along the tunnel. Shapes begin to form before me as my eyes adjust to the darkness, but I don’t let my hand off the wall.

      I collide headfirst with something solid and feel Mira bump into me. “Wait, everybody. Stop,” I whisper urgently. I pat the wall ahead of me and feel my way around a corner. I guide Mira along and search the darkness for whomever follows behind her. One after the other, I guide them without repeating my mistake.

      Zeke moans when I touch his injured arm. “Sorry,” I mutter, but he presses on without responding.

      Nate brings up the rear. His breathing comes in quick, shallow bursts. “It’s okay,” I say. “Take my hand. I’ll guide you.” I make sure only he can hear. I don’t want to draw attention to how panicked he sounds. I’m sure he wouldn’t like the others to know.

      He squeezes my hand, and I lace my fingers between his. His hands are sweaty and cold. His reaction at the trapdoor made it clear he doesn’t like darkness, but I hadn’t expected it to be this bad.

      We make our way along the tunnel, and shapes form more clearly ahead. “It’s getting brighter,” I whisper to Nate, who simply grunts in response.

      We reach another corner, and I can see light filter through a dusty window in a door. The others have waited for us to catch up.

      Nate walks right past them to the door and peers out. “Fuck!” he exclaims with an edge to his voice. I can’t interpret it since I can’t see his face, but I’m surprised when he continues, “It’s beautiful.” Without hesitation, he pushes the door open and steps out into blinding sunlight.
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      Hot wind and harsh sunlight blind me. My eyes tear up. I shield my face with one hand. Halos blur my vision. I squint at my surroundings. We stand at the edge of a large desert. Distant mountains loom into the sky. Dunes with twisted, bristled trees cover the land.

      The vastness feels endless. I’ve been inside the City my whole life. It’s as if the Wall shielded me. A layer of protection. And now I’m outside the bubble. Warm wind blows across my skin. I close my eyes for a moment, overwhelmed.

      The rest of the group is just as transfixed. Chase stands closest, blinking rapidly, blinded by the sun.

      Tien is the first to return to his senses. “We need to get as far from the City as possible before night falls.” The words pull us back to reality.

      Chase turns and stares back at the Wall. The City is hidden behind. The smooth, gray surface is interrupted only by the door we came through. Her face looks pained. Tears roll down her cheeks.

      “I promise we’ll come back for her,” I say softly. She clenches her teeth and nods. I don’t envy her struggle. When she passes me, she grabs my hand and squeezes it lightly. Then the moment is gone.

      Zeke drops to one knee. Pale. Sweating. The wound in his arm has soaked the makeshift tourniquet. He’s losing too much blood. His knee buckles, and he falls over. He doesn’t move.

      “Chase,” I call, and everyone turns.

      Chase kneels on the other side of Zeke. She unbinds the shirt around his arm. Blood trickles into the sand from the gash. She wrings out the makeshift bandage and reapplies it. She asks me to do the final pull to get the most pressure possible. Finally, the bleeding stops. Or at least it has slowed enough and doesn’t immediately soak the bandage. Zeke’s breathing is deep and heavy.

      “We need to tend to the wound. We need fire and water—alcohol would have been better. He needs rest too.” Chase sounds worried. I scan the rest of the group. Zeke looks the worst by far. But all of us are tired and exhausted. We can’t walk forever.

      “Okay, let’s get past the dunes and find shelter somewhere,” Tien agrees. I watch him as he walks off into the distance. To my surprise, Tien is the one who’s coped best with all the running. He even doubled back to help Zeke and me. Yet, he seems unfazed.

      If he hadn’t shown up when he did, Zeke would be dead. Tien pulled us into an alley just in time. The bullet still hit Zeke, but a few inches from its intended target. Also, without Tien, we stood no chance of finding the others.

      Chase takes a shirt from her pack and ties it around Zeke’s arm to make a sling. Zeke lies unconscious on the ground. I scan for Tien’s return every few breaths. Time stretches. Sweat beads gather in my eyebrows. The hot wind parches my lips.

      When Tien’s silhouette reappears, the sun is low behind him. “I found something. It’s not far. We should be able to carry Zeke there.”

      Unfortunately, Zeke isn’t exactly light. Carrying him is a challenge. It takes Dale’s, Tien’s, and my combined strength to carry him even with his feet dragging behind us. After a few minutes, we have to stop, and Dale hands his pack to Chase. Tien hands his to Mira. Chase walks over to take my pack as well.

      “I’ll be fine.” I say, gritting my teeth.

      The sight from atop the dunes is breathtaking. We pause and lay Zeke down to catch our breath. The plane seems to stretch on forever. Sand. Dried scrub. Bristly trees. I easily spot the shelter Tien must have found. A few large boulders sit not far away. One of them has fallen over and leans against two others, creating a cave-like shelter.

      Carrying Zeke up the dunes had been exhausting. Carrying him down brings a whole new challenge. My feet slip in the soft sand. I stumble and lose my grip on Zeke. His body slams into Dale and Tien, and they lose their balance too. I scramble to run after him. He rolls, turns, tumbles, and thuds to a halt at the bottom. I lose my step and slide the last few feet.

      “Fuck!” I yell as I catch myself on my hands and knees. Zeke lies face down. I roll him over. The others arrive, more falling than running. Chase kneels next to me and drops the pack she was carrying. She dusts the sand off Zeke’s face. He gives a low grunt.

      “Zeke? Mate?” I ask.

      “Nate,” Zeke moans, too quietly for anyone but Chase and me to catch. His voice is weak, and his breath rattles.

      “No worries,” Chase reassures him. Her voice is soft, but her expression is worried. Zeke’s eyes flutter shut.

      “I have an idea,” Tien says. He grabs his pack from Mira and rummages around until he produces a blanket. He spreads it out. “Here, put him on this. It should help.”

      Carefully, we move Zeke onto the blanket. Dale and I each grab a corner and pull. At first, it seems impossible. Finally, Zeke slides along. He stirs a few times but doesn’t wake up again.

      I completely misjudged the distance to the boulders. The mountains make everything else seem smaller. The moon is bright in the sky by the time we arrive.

      Dale and Tien collect wood and brush from the bristly trees. I hand Tien my lighter. They try to get the fire going with dried shrubs and some spiked leaves. I lower myself next to Chase. She’s trying to extract Zeke’s arm from his jacket. She’s managed to get it below his wound, but not past his elbow.

      “How is he?” I ask.

      “He lost a lot of blood, and there’s sand in his wound. How long will it take to get the fire ready?” She lets a few drops from her water bottle drip into Zeke’s mouth. “We need hot water and fast.”

      She offers me the bottle. I shake my head and get up. “I’ll make sure they get a move on.”

      Behind me, Chase is giving instructions to Mira. Dale and Tien sit next to each other on the ground. Firewood is stacked between them, and Tien is fiddling with dry twigs and the lighter.

      “How much longer?”

      Dale grunts but doesn’t look up. “Never started a fire before. You tell me.”

      To be honest, I haven’t either. All I have to offer is theory from books I’ve read.

      The dry shrub finally kindles. Smoke plumes around it. But it doesn’t infect any of the branches. I use a stick to move the larger pieces around and add a few smaller branches. Eventually, the flames embrace the wood.

      Once the fire is going, it doesn’t take long to heat the water. We stick a metal water bottle into the embers. When we hear boiling, we roll it out with the stick. I wrap it in a few layers of shirts. Chase accepts it with a tired smile. She pours some of it onto a folded sock and dabs the skin around the wound.

      “Can’t get his jacket off without hurting him. But it’s the only one he has, and it’s getting cold out here,” Chase says.

      I hand her the knife. “We’ll figure it out. Help him.”

      She accepts the knife and severs the sleeve from the jacket. The pieces separate cleanly, without any real damage to the cloth.

      “You’ve done this before?”

      “Seamstress,” she answers simply.

      She slides the sleeve off Zeke’s arm. I shudder. The bullet has ripped away a chunk of flesh. The gash sits on his arm, right underneath his shoulder. Sand covers it.

      Chase sets aside the sleeve and washes the wound with cold water. She puts a finger into the hot water bottle to check the temperature. Zeke winces when she pours it over the wound.

      I reach for his uninjured arm and squeeze it. “You’ll be okay, mate.”

      “I’m no doctor. I don’t know what I’m doing here,” Chase states.

      Liz. We need Liz. I jump up and run toward my pack. I feel around until I feel the cool outline of the comms. I stick the pins behind my ears and place the cube onto my palm. I don’t know how long the battery will last, but we need advice.

      Praying Liz will answer, I open the chat and send a plea for help. The rough surface of the rock wall distorts the line, which blinks its annoying rhythm. I stare at it, transfixed. No answer comes.

      “Help me carry him over to the fire?” Chase’s face mirrors my disappointment.

      I nod and wave over Dale. I put the pins away and pocket the device. A shiver runs down my spine. I didn’t realize I was cold until I saw the others huddled in blankets.

      I carefully put my hands under Zeke’s shoulders. I wait with bent knees until Dale and Tien crouch down next to Zeke’s hips. Mira and Chase each grab a leg. Carefully and slowly, we lift Zeke a few inches. We lie him onto a blanket Mira has spread out. One that’s not covered in sand and blood.

      The fire’s heat spreads over my body. The warm embrace makes me feel better immediately. Zeke is still shivering, but less violently than before.

      A loud beep echoes in the small space.

      “Liz!” Chase shouts, and I grab the comms from my pocket.

      I lay the case on a blanket and set the cube on top. The keyboard is distorted on the sand. The beep of the incoming video call repeats. With panic, I try to guess where the keys should be.

      I finally manage to answer the call. Liz’s face pops up on the uneven surface of the boulder. I explain what happened in as few words as possible.

      “I’ll get my mom, hold on.”

      I stare at her empty bed. Josephine would never tell anyone, but I don’t like to get her involved. Liz reappears with her mother next to her.

      Josephine’s expression shows Liz must have filled her in. “I hear you need medical help. What can you tell me about the wound?”

      Chase crouches down next to me. “Gunshot wound on the upper arm. Grazed right underneath the shoulder.” She turns to me. “Nate, is there a way to show them?”

      I shrug. “We won’t be able to see what we show them, but we can try.” I get up and take the device with me. I angle it toward Zeke’s arm.

      “A little to the left,” Josephine says. I correct, and Liz gasps.

      “I think he got lucky. Doesn’t look like the bullet hit anything vital. But he probably lost a lot of blood,” Josephine analyzes while I set the cube on the case. She scrunches her gray sweatpants in her fists. “Did you clean the wound?”

      Chase nods. “We boiled up some water.”

      “Not a whole lot you can do for him. Keep the wound clean. Replace bandages as often as you can. His body will do the rest. If the bleeding increases or doesn’t slow within a few hours, you’ll need to cauterize the wound. You know how to do that?”

      Another nod from Chase.

      A low tone pulls my gaze to the battery display. “The fucking battery is getting empty fast. Speed it up a little if you can. Who knows when we’ll get to a charger next.” I adjust the brightness to its lowest setting.

      Josephine’s pale face tenses. “I’ll make it quick. Keep him warm. Make sure he gets nutrients. Soup would be best. I know it will be hard where you are. He shouldn’t move too much for a couple of days.”

      I frown. “We’ll figure something out. Thank you. I know this leaves you in a tricky spot with my father.” We don’t have time to waste, so I hope she understands.

      “Don’t worry about us, Nate. We’ll be fine,” Josephine says while Liz nods along. “Look out for yourself. There’s a lab in the Mountain Circle,” she adds. “Get there. They’ll have supplies and access to the internet. You’ll be able to charge your comms. Reception will get worse soon. You probably won’t get messages until you arrive. Take care, Nate.” And without waiting for a reply, she hangs up.

      I power down the comms, but continue to stare at the now-blank rock. I shake my head and return to the fire. Chase is covering Zeke with more blankets. We’ll need the blankets for ourselves later, but for now, they’ll keep him warm.

      “I don’t know how long our water will last us,” says Dale. He hands her another bottle. Chase tips the bottle to Zeke’s mouth.

      Despite our best efforts, the walk through the desert has depleted our supplies. We left with two bottles each. We are down to four. A full bottle was sacrificed to clean Zeke’s wound.

      “We’ll figure it out tomorrow,” I answer. “Nothing we can do about it tonight. For now, rest is more important. I’ll take first watch.”

      We settle down for the night. I rest my back against the wall. The fire crackles and spreads a welcome warmth. Red and orange light flickers over the rough stone walls. Through a gap in the rocks, I can see stars. More stars than I have ever seen. Why would the government keep people inside if the world out here is this beautiful?

      Movement draws my attention. A shiny silver-colored beetle crawls over the boulder. It slowly makes its way down the wall. Thin legs test the stone, search for footing. Two large feelers with small knobs at the ends dance through the air. The armor-like body shimmers in the light of the fire.

      My eyelids droop despite my best efforts. I need to stay awake. But my lids are heavy.

      The beetle flutters its wings.

      The labs. We have to get to the labs.

      The beetle crawls toward the fire. Flames dance across its shell.

      As soon as Zeke feels better, we’ll go there. Time to relax and regroup. Figure out what to do.

      Six spindly legs crawl across the stone. The beetle opens and closes one wing.

      A red X on the map. A Rebel Camp by the beach. Will the Rebels be able to help? If there even are Rebels out there.

      My eyelids close. I sit myself more upright. I need to move.

      I get up and walk out of our stone tent. I stay close to the entrance where the fire burns hot. I add more wood to the flames. I look up at the moon and stars. A lap around the boulders should be enough to wake me up. I spread my arms wide and stretch my body while I walk.

      Something skitters out of sight at the base of the fire when I return. Probably more beetles. My experience with bugs is limited. A few ants at the park, the rare spider. There aren’t many insects in the Government Complex. Now that I’ve seen it, I’m sure the Outer Circle may have problems with pests.

      I find the beetle on the wall and inspect it. Chase lies underneath and stirs at my movement. “Everything okay?”

      I point at the insect. “Only a few of those. Go back to sleep.”

      Chase watches the creature with suspicion until her eyes fall shut. Her breathing slows. She probably won’t remember we spoke when she wakes up.

      I kneel to check on Zeke. His face is pale, and sweat clings to his forehead. I dab it with the sock. I do it more to stay awake than to help. He’s one of the strongest men I know. He’ll get through this. I’m sure of it. Or at least, I hope so.

      I sit back down on my blanket. I wrap it around myself to stop shivering. It’s too cold to walk around anymore.

      To keep myself occupied, I examine the beetle some more. It’s not what I expected. Is it normal for a bug to be still for so long? Careful not to touch Chase on the ground underneath, I lean closer to the animal.

      It’s about two inches long. Maybe a little more. It isn’t just silver. The feelers and the front of the head are copper red. Gradually, the color changes to a pale gold until it melts into the pearlescent silver of the body. The segmented legs are green where they connect to the body and dark blue at the feet. Two claws adorn each foot. I don’t think beetles are supposed to look like this.

      I push aside my reservations. I reach out and tap its shell. With a deep hum, it stirs into movement. Two red dots appear in its golden eyes. It leaps at me.

      I jump back and swat it away. It circles me. Another attack. I jump out of the way.

      “Ouch!” Mira yells when I step on her. “What’s going on?”

      “Beetle… attacking… me,” I explain between jumps and swats.

      Mira looks at the creature and shrieks. The noise wakes up the camp. It takes a few seconds for everyone to understand. But with five of us standing, the space is too tight. I need room to dodge the thing.

      I run out into the night. Chase follows me. Mira throws a blanket over Zeke’s face on her way out of the shelter. I turn and see Tien dancing next to the fire. The beetle has apparently changed its target.

      “What are they?” Chase turns to help Tien. Before she reaches the fire, Dale and Tien run out of the camp.

      The beetle follows. It zooms past my face. I jump back. The fucking bug was faster. A sharp, stinging pain shoots through my shoulder. I slap at it, but the beetle is gone. It’s circling Mira and Chase.

      I take off my peacer jacket, careful with my injured shoulder, and throw it over the creature. The heavy fabric traps the angry, buzzing thing on the ground. I run over and stomp the moving bulk as hard as I can. The buzzing stops. Carefully, I lift the jacket. It’s completely still and covered in sand. No blood, no goo, no nothing.

      I bend down and pick the creature up between two fingers. I hold it in front of my eyes and walk toward the fire. My stomping dented the metal shell. Otherwise, the beetle seems intact. I tap the shell with my finger. Cold and hard. It feels like actual metal. I turn it to inspect the bottom.

      “What the fuck?” I gasp. The body is crushed. Fleshy parts are oozing from what looks like the inside of a computer. Tiny wires, boards, gears. This is no normal beetle. “Look at this.” The group steps closer to inspect the dead… animal? Machine?

      “What’s that?” Mira asks in disgust.

      “I think it’s an experiment. Susan—”

      “His fiancée,” interrupts Chase.

      I glare at her. “I don’t think that matters anymore. I’m not going to marry her. And I’m on the run with you, so who the fuck will make me?”

      She frowns. “Sorry. I meant—”

      I wave a hand. “Forget about it. Doesn’t matter.” I look at Mira. “You’ve seen her. She’s the one who carried Willow in the video. My dad matched me with her a few weeks ago. She also helped break out Chase.” I sigh. “Anyway, she showed us around the labs. We saw loads of maps and animals for experiments. She said there are experiments outside the City. I think this is one of them.”

      “It looks like they crossed a beetle with a computer to somehow enhance it.” Tien looks intrigued. “It’s weird.”

      My shoulder throbs. I reach out to feel the wound. Chase grabs my wrist to stop my hand. “Don’t touch it. Let me check it out first.” She pulls me closer to the fire. “It’s a puncture wound. Doesn’t look like it injected anything. Maybe you got lucky and they’re harmless.”

      I grunt. “If you can call being stuck in a desert with tech-beetle creatures that sting lucky.”

      “Well, yes, fair point.” Chase smiles reluctantly.

      On edge, I return to our shelter. Tien yawns deeply, and Dale offers to take next watch. I pick up my blanket. I wiggle around until the sand is comfortable. The fire dances in the night. I watch the flames as I try to avoid the thought of what else might be out here.
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      A loud crash fills the night. An ominous night sky is visible through the gap in the stones. I edge closer to the camp entrance to get a better view. Countless lightning bolts flicker on the horizon and spin a net over the dark, looming clouds. The air vibrates with thunder, and I jump at the noise. I watch the eerie dance as thunder and lightning take their turns. The storm is getting closer. How is anyone asleep with this rumpus going on?

      A strong wind blows sand and rain into the shelter. I lean over Zeke and tuck the blankets tighter around his body. He’s pale, but not as ashen as yesterday. Maybe the rest and warmth has allowed his body to start healing. At the very least, he doesn’t seem to be getting worse.

      The next rumble of thunder is the loudest yet, and Nate, Mira, and Tien wake up. Dale remains as unaware as Zeke.

      Wind zooms through our shelter and fills the air with a hum. It pulls at our blankets. The fire looks ready to give up, but stays strong as flames dance wildly in the troubled air. I throw in a few more branches to help.

      The storm seems to have woken the desert. The four of us stand next to each other and stare at the threatening sight.

      “We should get out of here,” Mira suggests halfheartedly.

      I shake my head. “And face that storm? No, we should stay here and hope these boulders are as solid as they look.”

      Another deep rumble finally wakes Dale. After a moment of disorientation, he moves over and stands next to me. I feel the urge to voice the unspoken issues between us, but now isn’t the right time. Our friends are listening, and a storm seems like a horrible time to discuss feelings. So, I smile and hope it will be enough.

      Dale doesn’t smile back. He looks away and stares at the sand being blown like a curtain in the wind.

      Rain brings relief from the sting of the sand, but also droplets into our shelter. We huddle under our blankets, shielded from the cold and the assault of wind-carried water. No one talks. We are too tired for conversation. We simply sit and wait for the storm to pass. We doze off in turns, only to be woken by the next thunderclap.

      * * *

      The sky on the other side of the storm is bright with morning sun. The storm rolls past us and over the desert. It’s not going straight, as I expected, but bends in toward the City.

      “Guys, check it out.” I point at the storm with its perfect outlines. A cube moving along the perimeter of the City. “Something’s wrong with this storm.”

      Nate yawns. “Probably something created by those weirdos in the labs. This place gives me the creeps. Techmut-beetles and artificial storms. I don’t want to know what else is around.”

      “‘Techmut’? Did you make that up?”

      He shrugs. “Seems fitting.”

      He takes another look at the storm and shudders. My arms are covered in goose bumps despite the warm blanket. I don’t like this place. Nate is right; there’s something unnatural about it, and I’m not sure I want to find out more.

      I get up and stretch my sore muscles. I walk out of the tent and into the sun, which is warming the air faster than I would have expected. The sand, soaked with rain moments ago, is almost dry. Behind the mountains, pink and blue clouds streak a perfect, golden sky. It’s the most beautiful sunrise I have ever seen. Most mornings in the City are gray, as if the Outer Wall extended up to the sky and separated the City from the outside world.

      “It’s beautiful.” Nate steps out of the shelter and stands next to me. “I’ve been thinking, with Zeke this weak, we shouldn’t risk moving him. This shelter is as good as it will get for now. But we do need to find water.”

      “I was thinking about that too. We should have filled our bottles in the rain.” I curse myself for the oversight. “But those beetles, they must drink something, right? They might be some freaky mix between animal and machine, but the animal part needs to survive.”

      His hand touches the wound on his shoulder. “Maybe they drink blood.”

      “That would mean there are other animals around, and those will need water. Either way, there has to be some out here.”

      We eat a quick breakfast of dry bread and drink a few sips of water. I decide to search for water, and Nate agrees to join me. We both take a full bottle of water and all the empty ones with us.

      “I’ll keep an eye on Zeke,” Mira promises as we walk out of camp.

      Walking on sand exhausts us quickly, and it takes a long time to cover any ground. As neither of us saw signs of water the day before, we head toward the mountains. There are some smaller hills to our right, and we decide to try our luck there.

      Something flies ahead, and I pause. “Another one of those beetles?”

      “I don’t think so. It’s larger. Be careful anyway.”

      Nate is right. The creature, landing on a tree nearby, turns out to be a bird covered in mostly grayish-brown feathers with red feathers accenting its chest, head, and the top of its wings. A pointy comb sits on its head and flutters in the wind. With the red and gray coloring, the spike looks like a flame. Sharp claws and a pointed beak contrast with its beauty.

      “I don’t think I like that one,” I admit. If a small beetle could hurt Nate, this bird will be able to do some real damage. It’s at least four times the size of the damn bug.

      The bird jumps and hovers in the air. Its wings beat relentlessly, blurring them almost to the point of being invisible. It shows no interest in us. Without landing, it grabs a loose branch from the tree and buzzes away. We follow as fast as we can.

      The bird lands on another tree before we lose sight of it. It stacks the branch onto its nest and takes flight.

      “I don’t think it will lead us to water,” Nate observes.

      “It won’t have to. If it set up a nest here, there has to be water close by.”

      We search the area and circle farther and farther from the tree. Finally, we find a dry riverbed. Grass covers the space where water should be.

      “There’s no water.” Nate’s disappointment is evident, but the sight of plants makes my insides jump with hope.

      I kneel and start digging. Nate eyes me curiously. “Watch,” I instruct. The sand is cool, and after a few strokes with my hands, moisture makes it cling to my skin. “A little deeper and we’ll reach water.”

      Together we extend the hole until a shallow pool forms at the bottom. We keep going, and more water flows inside. Soon the water is deep enough for me to fill a bottle. I take a few large gulps, then hand the bottle to Nate, who empties it. We refill it a few times until both of us have had enough. Water refills the hole while we drink. We use the smallest bottle to fill the others, then press it as low as possible to get every ounce of water we can.

      Our task complete, I lie flat on the ground and look up at the sky. The heat scorches my cheeks. Despite the shade from surrounding trees, I am sweaty and gross.

      “What do we do next?” I ask.

      “I think we need to get Zeke back to strength first. Then we can make our way to the mountains. Josephine said there are some labs up there. We should try to get access to one. It can be our base for figuring out a plan. Food, water, power…” His voice trails off.

      “And probably a shower. I could really use one of those.”

      We burst out laughing, and it takes us a while to calm down. The hole we dug has dried up, so I dig a little deeper to wash my face before taking a final drink. Nate leans down next to me, and I splash the cool water at him. He swears but starts laughing again.

      With quenched thirsts and full water bottles, we head back to camp. We see a few more of the birds, but none of them pay us any attention.

      “I guess they’re harmless if we don’t attack them,” I say.

      “Hope so. That beetle was annoying enough.”

      “I wonder what else lives here.”

      “You sure you want to know?” Nate eyes me, wary.

      I shrug and march along. With each step, the sand seems to slip more, and we grow silent to focus on the tiring journey.

      When we get back to camp, Zeke sits with his back against the rock. Nate storms toward him. His arms hover awkwardly, then fall to his sides, and he pats Zeke on his unwounded shoulder.

      “Good to see you, mate,” he says.

      Zeke gives him a broad smile. “Thought you finally got rid of me?” His voice is weak, and sitting up is exhausting him.

      “How are you?” I ask.

      “I’m okay. No worries. I hear you patched me up. Thank you.”

      “You can thank Nate’s sister and her mother. I didn’t do anything.”

      Tien nudges me. “Shut up. You were awesome.” His smile nearly splits his face in half.

      I blush and quickly change the subject. “We found water.”

      They cheer as I hand out the bottles. I drink only a few small sips. I had a lot of water at the riverbed, and it doesn’t feel fair to take more. We won’t be able to keep this up for long. We can go back and get more tomorrow, but the effort for just a few bottles is too high a cost. Good thing Zeke is awake. Hopefully, this means we’ll be able to continue our journey soon.

      Given the circumstances, the rest of the day turns out to be quite fun. The sun is already sinking, and the temperature is almost bearable in the shade between the boulders. When night comes, and it cools off, we sit around the rekindled fire. We talk for hours. We use some of the water to make soup, which Josephine had recommended for Zeke.

      “You packed pots and pans?” Tien laughs when Dale unpacks them from his bag. “Are you Samwise Gamgee or what?”

      Nate, Mira, and I burst out laughing. Zeke and Dale share a confused look. “Who?” they ask at the same time.

      Nate recovers first. “It’s a book character. The Lord of the Rings. He goes on this epic journey and brings pots and pans for cooking. You need to read more, mate.”

      We add some canned beans and tomatoes to the boiling water, and while it’s nothing special, it’s delicious. The general mood rises with our full stomachs. But unless we get more provisions soon, we won’t last long. We’ve eaten the last of our bread, and tomorrow we’ll need to get more water. We are down to cereal bars and a handful of apples.

      The sand is warm, and I let it run through my fingers. I’m wrapped in a blanket with Willow’s stuffed elephant cuddled in my lap. I don’t know why I took it from the apartment, but the animal gives me comfort, and I’m glad to have it with me.

      Zeke sits closest to the fire. He’s looking better after the food and drink. I catch Nate glancing at him every few minutes. Nate’s brow is furrowed, as if he’s skeptical that Zeke really feels better and expects him to collapse any second.

      “Remember the guy in our history class who kept telling everyone aliens led the City and all that conspiracy crap?” I ask Mira.

      Mira bends over, laughing hysterically, and giggles until tears leak from her eyes. Running away from the life we knew, through a desert that’s trying to kill us, is taking a physical and mental toll on us.

      “I thought he was crazy,” she says between breaths. “But we are sitting in the middle of a desert no one told us existed. Where we get attacked by beetle-machine things.”

      “Nate has named them techmuts. I kind of like it.” I giggle.

      Zeke leans closer. “Conspiracy? Sounds fun. I need to hear more.”

      “He was crazy. His theory was that the leaders of the City were aliens—or were at least controlled by them. And these aliens were running experiments on the rest of us. Total nonsense.”

      Zeke chuckles. “Nate, you sure your dad isn’t an alien? It would explain a lot.” Nate bursts out laughing as well, and none of us can stop for a long time.

      “Speaking of school,” Tien says, with a look at Zeke and Nate. “How was school for the rich kids?”

      “Rich kids?” Zeke laughs.

      “Yep. Rich kids, Government Complex brats, whatever you want to call it. I bet your childhood was a lot different from ours.”

      Zeke hesitates. “I’m sure it was. But maybe you shouldn’t ask Nate or me. Both of us did what we wanted at the back of class. Not that we knew each other back then. Nate was in the same class, but two years after me. Poor Mrs. Simons.”

      “We didn’t become friends until this one”—Nate nods at Zeke—“stopped me from getting my ass kicked.”

      “Not the last time I stopped you and that idiot from killing each other.” Zeke glances up at me.

      He and Nate share a look, and Nate changes the subject. “One time, we were supposed to read a book in class. I didn’t feel like it, so I played hangman with the dude next to me. Mrs. Simons saw and took our game. We had enough letters for her to figure out the word.” Nate chuckles and shakes his head at the memory. “Fuck, she was angry. She made us write lines. But I never stopped playing hangman and picked it up with this guy later. You should see the words we come up with now.” Nate frowns and looks at Zeke. “What was that weird one I had recently? The day we met Susan in the lab corridors?”

      Zeke grins. “Fuck do I know? Your words are always borderline impossible.”

      “I always drew animals in class,” I say. “Dale had to guess what I was drawing. That was fun, wasn’t it, Dale?” But Dale just stares into the sand. “Dale?”

      “What?” he grunts. He hasn’t listened to any of this conversation. What’s wrong with him? I wish we weren’t surrounded by friends all day long. Maybe I should make him come with me to get water tomorrow, so we can finally talk.

      “Are you okay?” I ask tentatively.

      “Yeah,” he answers without looking up. “I’m tired. I’ll try to sleep. You guys go on.” Without another word, he lies down and turns toward the rock, the blanket high over his face.

      Nate throws me a questioning look, and I shrug. Mira opens her mouth, but closes it without saying anything.

      “I’ll talk to him tomorrow,” I whisper to her, then ask more loudly, “What did your classrooms look like?”

      Nate hesitates for a moment and glances at Dale, then answers, “Boring? Large rooms, white floors and ceilings, gray walls. Simple white tables with gray chairs. Everything grayscale. The only colored thing was a globe in the history classroom and some animal posters in the biology one.”

      “Our classroom was covered with drawings and art projects and such,” Tien explains. “We spent a lot of time trying to figure out how stuff worked and things like that. Lots of practical lessons. I liked those more than boring lectures. History was the worst. I—”

      “I liked history,” Mira interrupts. “Learning what the world was like before the war.”

      “What did you learn about the war?” Zeke asks with a deep frown. “I always had a feeling they were keeping something from us, but was too busy goofing off to pay attention.”

      “Not much,” Mira admits. “Just the basics. They told us about the rising water levels, the storms in 2030, the fires that the lightning caused all over the world. Well, and the Disease.”

      Nate nods. “Sounds like what we were told—that nature fucked us, and the war broke out. Then the Disease killed a lot of us, and we ended up in the City.” He pauses. “I wonder if there are more cities like ours.”

      Tien looks worried. “I can’t imagine we are the only ones left. There has to be more. Why do you think they’re keeping us in the dark?”

      “There’s only a couple thousand people in the City.” Zeke purses his lips. “If we’re the last ones on this planet, we’re fucked. I think you’re right. There’s probably more cities out there.”

      “What about the Disease?” Mira asks. “They’ve been experimenting with those pills for decades. One would think they’d have found a cure by now.”

      “If they wouldn’t waste all their time on making tech-mutant things and weird serums to control monkeys,” Nate growls.

      “I hate those beetles.” Tien shudders. I know his opinion of them has nothing to do with the machines inside them. Tien doesn’t like anything crawling, the smaller the worse.

      “What if they already found a cure and didn’t tell us?” Zeke asks. “Control the City, you know? I mean, we have to get the pills every few months. Perfect way to keep us tethered.”

      “Now you’re the one with a conspiracy.” Nate laughs.

      Zeke barely defends himself, “Yeah, I know, but it is weird.”

      “Speaking of which, what should we do when we run out of pills?” Tien asks. “I have about seven weeks left.”

      “Chase doesn’t need the medicine. Her pills are—” Nate starts, but at the confused looks on Mira’s and Tien’s faces, I interrupt, “I found out when I was captured. My pills are an addictive herbal placebo, so I keep taking them. I hate those pills.” I poke the sand with a small branch.

      “We’ll ask Liz what you can do when we get to the labs,” Nate says.

      “If you don’t need them, maybe you could stop taking them altogether,” Mira suggests.

      “And go cold turkey from whatever substance they’ve been giving me? In the middle of a desert? No, thank you,” I say.

      Mira tilts her head. “Cold turkey is dangerous, no matter where you are. Maybe start taking less every day, weaning yourself off slowly?”

      I don’t like the idea of a detox in the desert, but I know Mira is right. I have to get off whatever they gave me before I run out, but I’m afraid of what will happen. I’ve seen people try to beat addiction. Despite the government controlling the price of alcohol, there’ll always be something to be addicted to. People find a way. Usually, it’s not cheap and ends with them in a lot of trouble. If they come to their senses before it’s too late, they go through hell and back on the way to recovery.

      “I could try. But it won’t solve your problem.”

      “How much do you have left?” Nate asks the group at large.

      “I got mine when Tien got his, so about two months,” Mira answers.

      Nate says, “I’ve got the full three months.”

      I stare at Dale’s back. “He got his a couple of days before this whole nonsense started, so he has a lot left too. Zeke?”

      Zeke rumbles around in his bag and produces a box of pills. “Four weeks.”

      There’s our deadline. Before anyone can really think on it, I say, “We’ll figure something out.”

      It’s more important that we don’t lose hope, or we’ll never make it out of the desert, let alone save Willow.
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      That night, the storm comes back. Same time. Same path. When the beetles return, we are ready. There are more, but we know how to beat them. Dale stuns them with a pan. We throw blankets over their bodies and stomp on them. No one gets bitten.

      The storm rolls off into the distance. The morning sun quickly warms the air. We decide to give Zeke another day to recover. Tomorrow we’ll make our way to the mountains.

      “We should get fresh water if we’re staying another day,” Chase announces and gets up. I press myself up. She shakes her head the tiniest fraction and glances at Dale. I sit back down. Dale is reluctant to go. I don’t think he wants to be alone with her. In the end, he agrees.

      Dale returns an hour later, alone. His face is deep red, and he stomps in the sand. He throws himself onto his blankets, not a word spoken.

      “Where’s Chase?” I ask.

      “Getting water. You should go save her.” He doesn’t look up. Quieter, he grumbles, “Damn hero.”

      I exchange a look with Zeke. He shrugs.

      I have no trouble finding Chase, who sits in the riverbed. She jumps up when I approach.

      “Are you okay? You seem angry.” I put my bag down next to hers.

      She stares out over the vast landscape. I can almost see steam rising from her ears. She kicks at the grass.

      I put a hand on her back. “What happened?”

      “Dale is an idiot.”

      “I guessed as much when he stormed into camp without you.” After that, I don’t press it. I wait until she calms down.

      She takes a long time, then says, “I only wanted to talk to him.”

      I don’t ask her what she wanted to talk to him about. I don’t want to rush her.

      “I told him I don’t blame him for Willow.” She lets herself fall into the grass. Legs squeezed into her chest, arms hugged around her knees.

      “Do you?” I can’t stop the question.

      “Part of me does.” She shrugs. “But not really. I know there was nothing he could do. But I can’t help but wonder if things would have been different if I had been there. Logically I know they probably wouldn’t have been, but… I don’t know.” She hugs her knees tighter. “Dale blames himself.”

      “It’s not his fault.”

      “I think part of it is he’s jealous of you. He kept talking about how you could’ve fought off the guards. When I asked him about it, he said he wasn’t sulking, just tired, blah blah blah. He’s being an idiot.”

      My stomach flutters. “Why would he be jealous?”

      “I don’t know. It’s not like Dale and I were ever in a relationship. He’s always been touchy about Willow. But you have nothing to do with her, so I have no idea.”

      “Do you think he has feelings for you?”

      She snorts. “What? Dale? No. We’ve been best friends since we were young.”

      “Then why are you mad at him?”

      She draws circles in the sand. “He didn’t ask what happened to me. Not until I basically forced him to. I didn’t really want to talk about it, but I wanted him to ask, to care. And when he did, I… hurt him.”

      “How?” I feel helpless, unsure of what to say or do.

      “I told him he didn’t ask because he’s scared that I did more to save Willow than he did. It wasn’t fair.”

      I wince. “Ouch. I’m sorry. I’m sure you didn’t mean to hurt him.”

      “That’s the thing.” She looks at me, her gaze distant. “I did. I wanted to hurt him, to force him out of his shell. Some part of me was happy when his face went pale enough I could count every single freckle. But then he ran off, and the guilt crept in. It wasn’t fair. I shouldn’t have…” She falls silent again.

      I fidget with a loose thread on my boots. After a while, I say, “Can I ask you something?”

      She nods and stops her endless circles in the sand.

      “You and Dale? Are you? Have you ever…” I can’t manage to wrap my head around the words.

      Chase understands, though. “We were never anything but friends. He’s a perfect dad to Willow, but he’s not her father. And he certainly isn’t my husband. Not even my boyfriend. He’s my match and my best friend. And at the moment, he’s an idiot on top of that.”

      My heart beats faster. I try to smile. I’m lost for words. I think my intestines have been replaced with bubbles. People always talk about butterflies in their fucking stomachs. This feels more like getting too close to the jet in a Jacuzzi.

      To push the feeling aside, I stand up and say, “We should get water for the group.”

      She seems relieved to end the awkward conversation. We dig another pool in the riverbed. This time, we filter the water through a clean shirt while filling the bottles. Yesterday we had to keep moving the bottles around to keep sand out of our mouths as we drank.

      “Here, have some,” Chase says and holds up a bottle.

      The water is cool and refreshing. Some trickles from the corners of my mouth. It drips onto my shirt. Before I can wipe it away, the hot wind has dried it.

      “I have to admit, I don’t like this desert,” I say, and Chase chuckles.

      “I hate it. I’m so glad we can move on tomorrow. Let’s hope we meet no more techmuts on the way to the labs.”

      I have a feeling she’ll be disappointed. Something tells me the beetles aren’t the worst of this.
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      We set out early in the morning. The storm woke us up like clockwork. Same time, right before dawn. We want to use all the daylight we can before it gets too hot.

      We make our way to the riverbed. With refilled bottles, we follow it toward the mountains.

      “I hope this will work all the way,” Mira says in awe of how easy it is to get water from the dry sand.

      “It should get easier the farther we go,” Tien answers with a pensive look at the mountains. “If the water reaches here, it has to come from somewhere. Well, in a real world it would. In this mess, who knows.”

      This morning I made sure Zeke got the lightest load. But I check on him every few minutes. After hours of walking, he is exhausted. “Do you need a break?”

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me,” he pants. His forehead shines with sweat. He sways with every step.

      “Shut up and sit down,” I insist, then turn to the group. “Can we stop for a moment?”

      Chase hands Zeke water.

      “Thank you.” He takes a few gulps before handing it back.

      Chase holds out a cereal bar. “Eat this while we walk.”

      I take his pack. He protests, but I don’t give in. I pull him up. He sways, and I stabilize him.

      We continue at a slower pace. In turns, we carry Zeke’s pack and help him. He keeps telling us he’s fine but sways and stumbles without support. We ignore him and insist. We’ll have to stop soon. Hopefully we can reach the foot of the mountains first.

      We continue to walk close to the riverbed. Eventually a small stream ripples through the grass. I smile and point it out to Zeke.

      “I have to sit down,” he whispers. If he admits it, it’s bad. With Tien’s help, I lower Zeke to the ground. He lies flat on his back. Arms stretched overhead. He looks close to passing out. He’s panting. His cheeks are flushed. His hair sticks to his face with sweat.

      We all rest as well. Our stomachs rumble. The cereal bars Chase hands out don’t help much. She gives another one to Zeke, though he already had his share. I’m more thankful for this than my own bar. I try to pace myself but devour the snack in two bites.

      When Zeke insists he has recovered enough, we continue the journey. I slide an arm underneath his shoulder. He grunts but doesn’t pull away.

      The mountains are ominous from this close. Beautiful, but intimidating. They loom high above us. Their peaks vanish into the clouds. Trees grow in patches on the cliffs. The surface is covered in grass. But they don’t seem to get any closer. Something about their size makes it impossible to judge distances.

      Tien and Mira take over and support Zeke. I fall back a little and join Chase and Dale. They’re distant with each other. But at least they’re talking.

      “What do you think? How long until we reach the outskirts?” Dale asks me.

      “I’d say at least an hour, probably more like two until—”

      “Hold on a second,” Chase interrupts me and points ahead. “Do you see that?”

      “See what?” Dale and I ask at the same time.

      “There. There’s a line.” Chase sighs and points more violently. “Look closer. The bright sand suddenly stops, and on the other side it’s green. I would expect some kind of gradient, with the desert slowly changing to a forest.”

      I stare. I don’t see anything. And then my focus shifts. Chase is right. Behind a few dunes, there’s a perfect divide between the dark mountain ground and the bright sand. A perfect separation, like tile meeting carpet, runs along the foot of the mountains.

      “That’s weird,” I comment. I shouldn’t be surprised. The storms were too perfect to be real. It’s another obvious display of artificial creation.

      Dale stares for a moment longer, then nods. “What do you think it means?”

      “It means,” Chase answers with anger in her voice, “they not only meddle with beetles and storms but also with entire mountain ranges. This is so wrong.”

      “Fuckin’ lab rats” is all I can add.

      By the time Zeke asks for another rest, we are nearly there. Chase was right. The sand stops. Suddenly the ground is covered with grass and rocks. The number and size of the rocks increases closer to the foot of the mountain.

      “Can you hold on for a little longer?” I ask Zeke. I hate myself for it. “We’re nearly there. I want to make it past the line. No more storms and fucking beetles.” I point to a rock formation in the outskirts. “We can set up camp somewhere between those. It’s not far.”

      “I’ll give it my best,” Zeke answers, and we go on. I hand Zeke’s pack to Dale and replace Tien on Zeke’s side.

      Not long after, we reach the line. I’m eager to get out of the desert, but the border is like a threat. All of us stop. No one dares put a toe across.

      “I can’t make myself cross it,” Mira whispers.

      There is no need to whisper, but I understand the urge. At least I’m not the only one with a bad feeling. But we need to move on. Zeke needs to rest.

      “This is ridiculous,” I exclaim and step across with Zeke. One foot in front of the other. Sand crunches, then grass swishes. I turn to face the others. Panic rushes through me.

      Hundreds of techmut-beetles swarm behind my friends. A buzzing cloud racing across the sand.

      “Run!” I point behind them.

      They look around and dash forward. Line or not. Zeke pulls free from under my arm. He runs into the brush as fast as his strained body allows. I pull my arms tight over my head as I follow. The buzzing makes the bite in my shoulder throb. They can’t be more than a few feet behind us. I glance back. And stop dead in my tracks.

      The beetles are still at the border. A perfect wall.

      “Guys,” I call out.

      The others stop. Irritated. Confused.

      “What’s wrong?” Nate asks.

      “They aren’t following,” I explain with a finger pointed toward the creatures. “I think they can’t leave the desert.”

      I take a few steps toward the border. The buzzing gets louder. The closer I get, the more aggravated the creatures become. I hold up a hand, right in front of one of the beetles. It flies frantically, trying to reach me. It can’t.

      Maybe the scientists limited them to the desert. Maybe it’s part of the experiment. Maybe the beetles can only survive in a desert climate…

      “Do you feel that?” I ask.

      I look around at the others. Zeke stands with his face inches from the creatures. Chase hovers her hand close to them. Dale and Mira stare in fascination. Only Tien is farther away. “I hate bugs,” he mutters.

      “Do you feel that?” I repeat. “It’s a lot cooler here than it was in the desert. Completely different climate in just a few feet.”

      Suddenly aware of the difference, Mira gets a sweater from her pack. Chase closes the zipper of her jacket.

      “This goddamn world is weird,” Zeke swears. “At least we fucking knew what to expect in the City.”

      Personally, I’m glad not to be in the City. Glad to be away from my father’s lies. Glad to no longer pretend. But being out here makes me nervous. Knowing what to expect each day is a luxury I miss, so I agree, “I know what you mean, mate.”

      Zeke sways next to me. He sinks toward the techmut-wall. I catch him before he falls. Running even for a few feet seems to have absorbed the last of his strength. I half carry him to the first shelter we can find. We set up camp in a valley. I hope the hills and trees will shelter us from the wind and sun.

      The trees draw me in, fascinate me. They divide into ever-smaller limbs. Widespread branches. Broad stems. Hundreds of leaves. I’ve never seen anything like it. So different from the rare, small bushes in the City and the trees that stood in the rooftop gardens—until my father took them down. So much more majestic than the tall pines in the tattoo on my arm. I make sure to position my blanket so I can see the trees.

      Chase lays hers down next to me and looks up. “Fascinating sight.” When I don’t answer, she adds, “You think we’ll be safe here tonight?”

      “I don’t know. The beetles freak me out.”

      Chase stretches her arms overhead. “I’m not worried about those. I don’t think they can get to us. I’m more worried about the creatures we don’t know.”

      She’s right. I pull my gaze from the trees. “I know. We’ll fight whatever comes our way. We’ll be fine. I promise.” I reach for her hand. A short squeeze, then I let go. It’s an empty promise. Both of us know it. It still makes me feel better.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, and gets up.

      I watch her as she walks over to Zeke and checks his wound. She’s only been in my damn life for a few weeks. But I’ll do whatever I can to keep her safe.
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      No animals visited us last night, neither techmuts nor normal ones. We took turns keeping watch, but nothing interesting happened. The storm rolled past in the desert ring, but not one raindrop blew over to our camp.

      Before we head out in the morning, I check Zeke’s wound and apply a new bandage—well, a new piece of scarf. The wound is healing, but the stress Zeke put on it yesterday reopened it.

      “We should stay here for a few days. Zeke’s wound still needs to heal.” No one argues with my suggestion. There’s water nearby, and the lack of harmful creatures makes it the perfect spot.

      Our last cereal bars make up breakfast. We need to find food or it won’t matter how good our location is. I set out with Mira to find something edible. The men objected to us walking around on our own, but we insisted. I put Nate in charge of Zeke, who is getting grumpier by the minute from lack of food and exercise.

      “He’s used to spending all day climbing, boxing, and running around,” Nate explained when I pointed it out. “He’s been sedentary for days. And when he’s had to move, the pain was too much. He’s not used to being held back by anything.”

      I’m glad to get away from this surly version of Zeke. I’m happy for some alone time with my best friend too. But Mira seems preoccupied.

      “What’s wrong, honey?”

      She shudders. “The beetles were too close for my taste. And while I’m worried about all this, I haven’t had a chance to talk to Tien.” She adds the last bit as an afterthought, as if it’s not important. I know that’s not the case.

      “How are things between the two of you?”

      “I don’t know. He keeps trying to be close to me, and I don’t know what to do. Every time he touches my hand, I twitch and remember the day my father died. I know it’s not fair and he has nothing to do with that, but I can’t shake it.”

      I stop and turn to face her. “Mira, believe me, I get it. After what happened at the Imperium when that asshole touched me”—I shudder—“I couldn’t stand getting touched by Susan. I knew she was an ally, but it was hard to bear. When you hugged me, that was okay. I trusted you. I knew you meant me no harm. And somehow that trust changed everything. After Nate got me out, I trusted him and didn’t mind him touching me.”

      Mira shifts on the ground, clearly uncomfortable. “You’re right. I trust him. I know he’d never hurt me. I think if we can take it one slow step at a time, maybe I could…” Her voice drifts off.

      When it’s clear Mira has exhausted her words, I pull her into a tight hug and whisper, “You’ll be fine.” I feel Mira smile against my cheek. “So,” I say, pulling away, “how about we find food?”

      Mira grins. “We better, or someone will kill Zeke.”

      We stroll around until we walk past some bushes. Mira points toward the berries hanging from their branches. “You think those are poisonous?”

      I have no idea, so we decide to pack some and bring them back to camp. Ultimately we find a few different berries, fruits, and mushrooms in the area, and we fill our empty bags with as much as we can fit. When we return to camp, we place our haul in front of Zeke, who is playing cards with Tien in the shade.

      “Nate said you know your way around nature?” I say to him.

      Zeke is excited at the opportunity to be useful. “I am. Botany was my favorite subject in school, and I kept reading anything related I could find. Let’s see.” He opens the bag with the small, black berries. He holds it up to the sky between two fingers. “These are no good. If you eat these, you’ll be puking your guts out. No help to anyone.”

      I take the bag from him and dump the berries into a nearby bush.

      “These are good. We’ll need to cook them, then they should be tasty,” Zeke says after sniffing the mushrooms.

      “What about these?” Mira asks and points at a tree fruit we found.

      Zeke smiles and bites into it without hesitation. Juice splashes from its flesh. With his mouth half full, he answers, “Peaches. You’re telling me you never had a peach?” When we shake our heads, he laughs. “Peaches are delicious. Have one.” He leans back against the rock and takes another bite. “I guess living in the Inner Circle had some advantages after all.”

      I take one of the peaches. The peel is soft and covered in a thin fur. I sniff it. A sweet scent fills my nostrils and my mouth waters. I take a small bite, and the juice spreads through my mouth. I take another bite and cringe when my teeth hit something hard. I see Zeke throw away a large pit and continue more carefully.

      “These are amazing.” Mira sighs, halfway through her own fruit. Zeke tosses one each to Tien, Nate, and Dale. Nate devours his, but Tien and Dale are more hesitant.

      “What about those?” Tien asks, pointing at some larger berries in another bag.

      “Gooseberries,” Zeke answers. “I’ve never tried them, but they’re supposed to be delicious.” He moves on to inspect another kind of mushroom. “See the gills under the caps here? Most likely inedible. I don’t know what they are, but I wouldn’t risk it.”

      I suggest Mira take Tien back to where we found the edible berries and mushrooms. I throw her a meaningful look, and she catches on. They set out, walking shoulder to shoulder, their hands not quite touching between them.

      We pass the time talking about the differences we had growing up and playing cards. I’m glad Tien had an old deck in his backpack. It keeps us busy.

      But what started as a friendly game of cards, ends up being a concentrated affair. The competition between Dale and Nate is tangible. Zeke and I exchange glances while Dale and Nate spur each other into bigger bets. We aren’t playing for anything of value, but winning the biggest number of sticks seems of utmost importance to the two men. A large pile of twigs sits between them, and Dale goes all in, adding the last of his to the pot.

      Nate stares at Dale’s face with enough intensity that he might be counting the freckles. “Me too,” he says and pushes his pile into the middle.

      Before we can find out who has the winning hand, Tien comes running into camp, and Zeke takes the cards, ignoring Dale’s and Nate’s protests.

      “It’s probably better we don’t find out who wins this game,” Zeke whispers as he leans past me to push the cards into his pack. I can’t help but chuckle in my agreement.

      Mira and Tien are happier than they have been in a long time. Mira has a sheepish look on her face, and Tien wears a broad grin. I can’t wait to talk to Mira about what happened. Their expressions have nothing to do with the food they’re carrying.

      They set down their packs and add more peaches, gooseberries, and mushrooms to our stash. Tien’s face almost splits in two when he pulls something else from his pack. “Please tell me these are what I think they are,” he says, holding something brown and lumpy in front of Zeke’s face.

      “Where the fuck did you find potatoes out here?”

      “They are growing underneath one of the high cliffs. I recognized the leaves from a book—or rather, I hoped I did. We packed a lot in the hopes of a more filling dinner than berries and mushrooms.”

      “I think I can make that work,” Dale smiles. He did most of the cooking at home, and I’m happy to see him finally participating until I see him glance at Nate and realize it’s another part in whatever competition they have going on.

      “I wish we had some meat to add,” Nate grumbles.

      “Can’t miss what you never had,” I chant. At the shocked looks on Nate’s and Zeke’s faces, I add, “Meat is too expensive to buy on the limited supply of food coins we got.”

      “Food coins?” Zeke asks.

      “Don’t tell me you didn’t have those either?” Tien is incredulous. “Food coins. Everyone in the Outer and Middle Circles gets some every month to exchange for supplies—food, drinks, spices. And if something breaks around the kitchen, you can get replacement pots, pans, and utensils with food coins as well.”

      “Sounds exhausting,” Nate says.

      “If you budgeted right and saved a few each month for emergencies, it worked out okay,” I say. I’m uncomfortable being pitied. “How did you pay for groceries?”

      “We didn’t. In the Inner Circle and the Complex, we simply got what we wanted from the market. No one charged us anything.”

      “Sounds like a dream,” Tien says, deep in thought. “Wish we could grill some of those desert birds we saw.”

      We talk about food until we are too hungry to wait for the real thing any longer. We get a new fire going, though it proves a lot harder with the wood here. The branches in the desert had been parched, even when cut directly from the trees. The grass is also less useful than the dry brushwood in the desert. Here we need to rely on the branches we find on the ground.

      “I’m still amazed you brought pots and pans,” Tien laughs.

      “You’re one to talk,” Dale counters. “You were wearing a beanie in the desert, man.”

      We all laugh. It was true. Tien hasn’t taken off his ever-present beanie, even when we were in the desert. He has always been selective about his clothing, and his beanies seem to be the most important part of any outfit, along with the thin leather bag he packed all his essentials in.

      Though we make fun of Dale, his pots and pans are probably the most useful things we have with us. “You should never go on a trip without at least one pot,” Dale lectures with a knowing smile. He rummages around in his pack, then finally admits defeat and asks Zeke for his knife.

      “You should never go on a trip without at least one knife,” Zeke imitates Dale perfectly.

      Dale cuts the potatoes and throws them into the pot. After a while, he adds the mushrooms. Though it’s watery and lacking flavor, I think this is the best meal I’ve ever had. The potatoes fill my stomach for the first time since we left Anne’s house.

      “This is delicious,” Zeke compliments, with too much enthusiasm.

      “You think you can do better?” Dale challenges.

      Nate cuts over Zeke’s answer, “Not a chance. Zeke would probably burn down the forest and leave us starving. He can’t cook to save his life.”

      Zeke pouts. “It’s not that bad. I can cook. Just nothing fancy.”

      “Yeah?” Nate grins. “Remember when you tried to make rice and forgot to add the fucking water? Nearly burned down my kitchen.”

      Zeke points at Nate. “Wait until my arm is healed, and I’ll show you.”

      Nate pretends to shy away and mocks Zeke, “Uh-oh.”

      We burst out laughing. It’s interesting what effect food has on a group. A few days ago, it seemed impossible to destroy Zeke’s or Tien’s positive dispositions, but even they got grumpier as the days passed. Zeke was especially bad because he was used to full meals at home, and his injury probably didn’t help. With filled stomachs, we are cheerful. Almost silly.

      Tien and Mira sit next to each other and laugh at each other’s jokes—well, mostly Mira laughs at Tien’s jokes. His hand covers hers on the ground between them.

      I smile at seeing Mira take my advice, but my stomach sinks. Seeing them makes the gaping hole inside of me ache, and I long for someone to hold hands with. I wish Willow was here. Whenever I felt lonely at home, her unconditional love helped ease some of the pain. I pick up her stuffed elephant and hold it tight.

      I find Nate. I pull my gaze away. This is ridiculous. I barely know him. And we are in the middle of a large experimental area that no one knows how to escape. This is no time for romantic feelings. Still, just looking at him makes my stomach flutter, and all I want to do is walk over and curl up next to him.

      For the rest of the night, whenever I find myself staring at Nate, I look away. I gaze at the star-filled sky glittering above us. I trace the ragged cliffs looming over our camp. I count the trees and hills surrounding us. And I look back at the City. I can’t actually see it. It’s far away and hidden behind the dunes. But I look back at it anyway and long for my daughter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I walk through a field with Willow at my side. She’s jumping with joy at the beauty around us. Laughing, she runs off into the distance and vanishes in the tall grass. I hear her laughter echo through the air, and her head bobs up every few steps.

      Nate steps out from behind a large tree with majestic branches and picks her up. He throws her into the air and catches her. He turns in ever-faster circles until she giggles. When he sets her back down, she runs off into the grass again.

      Nate is by my side, his hand soft in mine. He kisses my cheek, and his breath brushes my neck.

      I look around for Willow. The echo of her laughter has faded away.

      I let go of Nate’s hand, and my skin grows cold. Goosebumps erupt on my legs and arms. Clouds cover the sun, and thunder rolls through the air. I run through the field and frantically search for my daughter. Her laughter sounds far away, and I run toward it only to hear her behind me. I turn around, but the sound has changed direction again.

      Thunder vibrates through my chest.

      I wake up and clutch my heart. Cold sweat clings to my skin. In the distance, the desert storm travels its perfect line around the City. For a moment, I imagine I can hear Willow laughing in the distance. Then the dream fades away.
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      “If I have to sit for one more second, I’ll go nuts,” Zeke complains. He grabs fistfuls of his hair. He looks close to insane. He probably is.

      Zeke’s good mood didn’t last long. His wound healed fast—not fast enough if you ask him. Not fast enough if you ask any of us. He’s been a pain in the ass. Restless. Impatient. On our third day in the forest, Chase pronounces him fit enough for small walks. I’m not sure if he actually is or if she’s just annoyed by his constant bickering. Either way, Zeke convinces Dale to let him come on a food run.

      “You have my permission to push him back into the desert if he gets too annoying,” Chase calls to Dale as they walk off.
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      My empty bowl sits next to me on the ground. It’s not as good as Liz’s cooking, but it’s close. In a fully stocked kitchen, Dale might outcook my sister.

      “I don’t think I have many more days of potatoes and mushrooms in me,” Tien confesses. He sets down his bowl. “Don’t get me wrong, Dale. This was delicious. But some variety would be nice.”

      “What do you miss the most?” Chase asks the group.

      An image of Liz’s lasagna swims before my eyes. “Lasagna,” I answer in a dreamy voice.

      Chase looks at me in confusion. I keep forgetting how differently they grew up. I explain, in great detail, what a lasagna is. It makes me feel condescending. It’s like explaining what a pencil is. It feels like something everyone should know.

      “Sounds delicious. Cheese was a rare thing for us,” Dale says, his eyes glazed. “Without meat and cheese, it would be tough to make. Though I bet you could make a delicious vegan version if you tried.”

      Guilt burns my stomach. “I bet there are things you guys made or did that we have no clue how to do,” I say to make them feel better.

      “I know how to sew,” Chase answers sheepishly.

      “There.” I smile. “I can’t do anything with a needle. Well, poke myself. But anything useful? Not to save my life. Liz repaired my clothes. She didn’t need to. Could’ve sent them to the tailor, but she always insisted.”

      I miss my sister. I didn’t expect to miss her this much. She’s always been around. Always took care of me. Even after I moved out into my own place.

      Chase must have noticed my expression. “Sorry you had to leave.”

      I look up at her. “I didn’t have to leave. I wanted to.”

      It’s true. I could’ve stayed with Liz. I could have married Susan and played house. It would have been an easy life. I could’ve pretended. Which is exactly what I couldn’t do anymore. I’m done pretending.

      “I hope you’ll get a chance to talk to her when we get to the labs.”

      “Me too,” I say.

      A booming laugh from the other side of the fire draws my attention. Zeke and Tien are trying to outdo each other with jokes. Mira and Dale are bent over with laughter. Each of them trying to trump the other. Now with them both trying to make us laugh, our cheeks will be sore soon.

      “Guys!” I shout over. “You’re both funny. No need to prove yourselves.”

      Zeke goes on the defensive. “We’re not trying to win or anything. We’re having fun.”

      Tien nods along. “Just a bit of fun.”

      The rest of the night is filled with laughter and stories. I learn a lot about how Chase and her friends grew up. Zeke and I had it so easy. Living inside the Complex made me ignorant to anything outside the Inner Wall.

      I wish I had known these guys before all this started. It’s a fun group. The fact we are enjoying ourselves in this fucked-up situation is proof. There aren’t many people who could make this bearable. Certainly none of the spoiled brats I grew up with.
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      “Are you sure you’re up for it?” I ask for the hundredth time in the few days since we left our camp and started for the mountain. Zeke doesn’t answer anymore. I don’t blame him.

      “How the fuck will we get up?” Zeke’s hand shields his eyes. His neck cranes back as far as it will go.

      “I have no idea. We’ll have to figure it out when we get there.”

      Zeke and I could find a way to climb the wall. Despite being unsecured that high, the idea sounds tempting. But even if we dared it, not everyone in the group would make it. I think of Dale’s chubby form. He definitely couldn’t get up. I catch myself before I think anything mean.

      “Let’s hope there’s a way up. I don’t fancy going back to the desert to find another way.” Tien readjusts his beanie. “I’ve had enough of those beetles for a lifetime.”

      The sight ahead reminds me of the Outer Wall. It had seemed so high. Insurmountable. These mountains dwarf the memory.

      “It’s ironic,” I say to Zeke. “We get out of the City, away from all those walls, and now we stand in front of another.”

      “Another fucking circle,” he observes.

      “You think we can climb it?”

      “Maybe. But what about the others?”

      Tien calls out, “We’re right behind you. We can hear you. But, heck, you’re right. I don’t think I want to try climbing that monster.”

      “I don’t want to be up so high, let alone try to get there,” Mira says.

      I remember the moment on the roof during our escape. It took all her courage to jump. I can’t imagine asking her to climb something this high.

      “We’ll figure something out,” I assure her. I don’t have a clue how to keep that promise. The idea of climbing the cliffs terrifies me. And I have no trouble with heights—probably not even enough respect for them—plus, I’m an experienced climber. It is that fucking high.

      “Any other ideas on how we’ll get around this problem?” I ask Zeke in a whisper.

      “Not the slightest,” Zeke whispers back. “We’ll have to improvise.”

      For hours, the mountain grows in front of us. The closer we get, the less possible it seems to climb. When we reach its base, we set down our packs.

      “The sun is already setting. We should set up camp and tackle this tomorrow,” Zeke suggests. His eyes are fixed on the looming wall that reaches into the sky above. “Think we should try to teach these guys some basics so we are ready tomorrow?”

      Mira protests and stresses there is no way she’ll be able to climb the wall.

      “I don’t think I can either.” Dale blushes. “I’m not exactly in shape.”

      I hate to admit it, but he has a point. He’s not fat, but he has a few extra pounds. No muscles to make up for it either. He couldn’t get up a challenging wall like this one. That leaves Tien and Chase. Tien has proved his perseverance a few times already. Chase is stronger than she looks. Those two at least have a chance.

      “Dale, Mira, since you don’t want to climb, can you double back and find me something to make rope? Vines, milkweed, anything with a lot of fiber. As much as you can carry.” Dale and Mira agree. They seem eager to get away from the wall.

      I turn to Chase and Tien. “Zeke and I want to teach you some techniques. See if you should attempt the climb. What do you think?”

      Tien walks over to the wall without hesitation. Chase looks up it one more time, then joins him. Zeke instructs them how to set their feet, how to balance, and the different dynamic and static movements.

      I use the time to inspect the cliff. It’s not perfectly vertical. It’s at a slight angle leaning away from the base. Even the smallest tilt in our favor is a good thing. Less exhausting for the arms.

      “There are plateaus,” I say, and the others turn. “Look, up there. Not many, but it’s something.”

      “A chance to rest,” Zeke adds. “If we manage to make ropes, we might be able to attach them.”

      Tien looks unsure. “If we can make one.”

      I’ve never tried making a rope before. A life-and-death situation seems like a great time to try.

      Soon after, Chase and Tien traverse along the wall a few feet off the ground. A safe but similar technique to climbing up.

      “Keep your body close to the wall,” Zeke calls out.

      “Tip of the foot,” I add. “Not the side.”

      We continue yelling out instructions until Zeke decides they’re done. “That’ll have to do. If you climb any longer, you’ll be too exhausted to move tomorrow.”

      We set up camp for the night, starting a fire right by the base of the mountain.

      Mira and Dale return with plenty of vines. Chase helps me twist and intertwine them. “Guess being a seamstress has some advantages after all,” she says as she instructs Mira how to do it.

      I keep losing track of which thread comes next. While I’m the one who knew how to do this in theory, I can’t seem to execute it. “I’m useless at this,” I say and sigh in frustration.

      Chase and Mira have no trouble getting it right. Chase puts down her rope and walks to me. She leans over my shoulder. “This one’s next.” She points at a strand. I pull it over, but I’ve already lost the next one. “This one.” Chase chuckles, pointing again. After a few more attempts, she takes the rope from my hands. “Go. Do something useful.”

      “I told you I suck at this.”

      “You sure do.” She smiles before returning to her own rope. I watch her for a moment then walk over to the fire. With a stick, I poke around in it. I’m sure it doesn’t need attention, but it makes me feel productive.

      Chase’s hands move in smooth patterns. Waving. A dance. She bites her lower lip as she works. Her concentration fascinates me.

      Zeke bumps my shoulder. “Something interesting over there?”

      “Just fascinated by the ropes,” I lie.

      “Yeah, of course. Can’t have anything to do with the girl you saved, can it?” When I don’t answer, Zeke adds, “Suit yourself. But I think she likes you too.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Any idea where we’ll attach the ropes tomorrow?” he interrupts.

      My eyes shift to the mountain. “Hopefully there’s something sturdy enough on the plateaus.”

      Zeke looks up at the dark wall. The rock seems to melt into the night sky. I can’t make out anything above our campfire’s glow. But I imagine I can see the plateaus.

      My gaze keeps returning to Chase. Something about her makes it impossible for me to look away. Dale walks over to her. She smiles up at him. I can’t hear what he says, but she nods and points in my direction. I quickly shift my gaze back to the mountain.

      “Fire started enough for me to make dinner?” Dale asks as he joins me.

      I clear my throat before answering. “Think so. Looks good to me. Need help?” I know I’m about as useless at cooking as I am at making ropes. But I want to be useful.

      “Boil some water?” Dale asks.

      Finally a task I can manage. Dale and I walk over to the stream we’ve been following since the desert. I refill our bottles while Dale washes the potatoes. The air smells fresh down here. Cold water sprays over my hands. My palms will long for water this cold after the climb tomorrow. That wall will be worse than climbing in the gym. So much worse.

      With our tasks complete, we make our way back. I pour the liquid into the pot and set it down on the fire. I keep an eye on the water while Dale cuts the potatoes.

      “I really hope we find some other food soon,” Dale mutters.

      Next to him, Zeke grunts in agreement. He lies flat on his back and stares up at the stars.

      “How’s your shoulder?” Dale asks him. “Think you’ll be able to climb tomorrow?”

      I stifle a groan. I forgot about Zeke’s injury. He’s been fine the last few days. But being able to walk and collect food doesn’t mean he’s fit to climb.

      Zeke lifts his head and slides his good arm underneath. “I’m okay. It’s almost fully healed. We’ll have to go slow with Chase and Tien anyway.”

      He means it. I’m not sure it’ll be okay, but hearing him confident eases my worry.

      It’s very late by the time Chase and Mira finish the ropes. We eat quietly and lie down soon after. All of us dread the next day. No one voices their concern.

      Something wakes me that night, long before the storm. I sit up and look around. Pairs of red lights glimmer in the night. I blink, and they’re gone. I shake my head and lie back down. There’s nothing there, I tell myself.
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      I open my eyes and the giant wall looms above me. Far above, its peak blends into the gray sky. What we plan to attempt today seems crazier on this side of the night.

      Most of the group are awake and packing their bags, which they’ll leave with Mira and Dale. The plan is to pull them to each plateau—assuming we find a way to attach the ropes. Mira and Tien are cuddled into their blankets. Their hands almost touch, and I wonder if they fell asleep holding them.

      “Good morning,” Nate calls over from the fire. Tien yawns, and Mira looks around confused until she’s awake enough to grasp where she is.

      Dale holds out a peach that I accept with a small smile. I force myself to finish it despite my nerves, fully aware I’ll need all the strength I can get. My muscles feel weak from practicing last night as it is. No need to add hunger into the mix.

      Before long, we stand at the foot of the wall. Zeke helps us tie our makeshift ropes around our waists and legs to create a harness. He walks over to Tien and guides the rope around each of his legs before finishing around his hips.

      “A little tighter around the hips so it won’t slip,” Zeke says and pulls the knot for me.

      He and Nate fashion harnesses for Mira and Dale as well but attach the end of their ropes to their own to take them up. Nate and Zeke check each other’s work to be safe. There’s no room for mistakes.

      “These won’t be any good unless we get to the first plateau,” Zeke stresses. “So don’t get comfortable because you have a rope dangling between your legs.”

      He reviews some of the basics from last night, and I soak up what I can. I might not be afraid of heights, but this climb sure is intimidating. Tien’s gaze is fixed on Zeke, probably as nervous as I am.

      “Wait,” Dale says when we are ready to climb. “Take these.” He runs over with water bottles. “Tie these to yourselves so you can drink something at the plateaus. You shouldn’t climb without water.”

      I give a tight smile at his motherly care. He’s always made sure I ate and drank enough, and this is another example of his provider instinct—his mollycoddling. I know he means well, and in this case he’s probably right, but I can’t help but be a little annoyed. Nonetheless, I accept the bottle and tie it to the back of my waist loop so it won’t get in the way.

      Zeke attaches his water bottle while I check his bandage one last time. “Try not to strain it,” I say, though I know he will do whatever it takes, no matter the pain.

      “I’ll try,” he reassures me. I eye his bandage with a skeptical look.

      “You sure you’re okay to climb?” Nate asks with worry in his voice. “You can stay down here with Mira and Dale, and we’ll pull you up later.”

      “Still don’t like that idea.” Mira shudders.

      Zeke smiles at her, then turns back to Nate. “No, I’ll be okay. Plus, I’d rather not be here when Mira needs to be pulled up.” His joke earns him a dirty look and a hit to his unwounded shoulder from Mira.

      “Ready?” Nate asks, one hand on the wall.

      I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, so I nod. I don’t like the idea of climbing, let alone without a rope.

      Zeke climbs ahead, Tien following his every move. Zeke yells instructions down at us as he goes. Tien is pale and sweating but doesn’t complain. He keeps his eyes on the stone and climbs, one move at a time. I don’t feel like following, but Nate puts a hand on the small of my back and guides me to the wall. He points out the perfect places for my first two hand grips. I grab tight. Just touching the rock makes my skin smart. My fingers will be raw by the time we get to the first plateau.

      “Now your foot here,” Nate instructs and points to a gap. I look past my leg and find the assigned hold. It’s not perfect, but I manage to pull myself up. “Get your hips to the wall. You’ll tire yourself out within minutes.” At Nate’s reminder, I force my body to the mountainside. I remember his tip from yesterday’s lesson: less strain on the arms, more weight on the feet.

      Grip by grip, step by step, I make my way up. Nate climbs next to me, and every time I get stuck, he points out the best approach to continue.

      It feels like hours until we reach the first plateau, though it’s only fifty feet from the ground. I scramble over its edge, and Tien and Zeke reach under my arms to help me up. With my back against the mountain, I look out over the trees and desert. A shadow is visible on the horizon, and I wonder if it’s the City. I’m not sure it is, but seeing it makes me want to climb back down and run toward it—toward Willow. I force myself to look at Dale and Mira. The plateau looked much closer from below. The ground seems miles away.

      With no visible effort, Nate pulls himself up. His gaze falls on Tien. “You okay?”

      Tien swallows. “Yeah, I looked down. I’ll be fine.”

      We sit and rest before tackling the next part of the climb. Nate tests a small tree trunk on the plateau. “This should hold.”

      Zeke and Nate tie our ropes to the trunk, and we begin again. Nate climbs first. He makes it look like a dance. With smooth movements, he glides up to the next plateau and vanishes from sight. “Can you throw the rope? There’s a good rock here.”

      Zeke detaches Tien’s rope and, after a few attempts, manages to hit the wall next to the plateau. Nate’s arm appears and catches it. “All set!” he shouts after a minute.

      Zeke grabs the rope and pulls it a few times. “This will be fine,” he assures Tien. “You’re up.”

      Tien’s face gleams with sweat. He mimics Zeke’s motion to test the rope a few times, then makes his way up the wall. Zeke and I watch his every move. Nate’s head hangs over the ledge above, ready to help if he gets stuck.

      “Right above your head”—Nate points—“there’s a small stone. Moss.” Tien grabs it and advances up the wall.

      When he reaches the plateau, his fingers slip. Nate lunges for him, missing Tien by inches. Mira shrieks. In slow motion, Tien zooms past me. Tien’s water bottle hits the ground inches from Mira’s feet. But Tien dangles from the rope, his feet against the wall, not far below Zeke and me. I look up at Nate, whose arm still hangs helplessly in the air.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask Tien.

      He trembles, his gaze fixed on the stone. “I’m… I’m okay. I think.”

      Zeke leans over and holds out his good arm to help Tien back to the plateau. “Take two. You got this.”

      Tien doesn’t take Zeke’s hand. Instead he gets his hands back on the wall and begins his ascent. He doesn’t join us on the platform but keeps going, a stern look on his face. Soon he reaches the third plateau. I smile at his determination. Nate follows him up.

      “Nate, there’s little slack left in Mira’s rope. We should get her up before you run out.” Zeke eyes her rope with concern.

      “Let’s get you and Chase up here so we can pull together,” Nate answers.

      Zeke throws our ropes up. It takes him a few attempts for his own, but he gets mine on the first try.

      I go first, and Zeke and Nate both yell instructions at me. “Can you at least agree?” I interrupt when they send me different directions for the third time. Nate shuts up, and I follow Zeke’s tips the rest of the way.

      With Tien’s help, I pull myself over the ledge and sink against the wall. It’s not as deep as the last one, but it’s wide enough for us to fit, with room to spare.

      “We have to convince Mira at some point, so we might as well do it now,” Zeke says as he joins us.

      Tien nods and lies flat on his stomach. His head hangs over the side as he calls down to Mira and Dale.

      Dale says something we can’t hear, then shouts, “We’re ready!”

      Mira, stiff as a statue, clutches the rope in front of her. “I can’t do this,” she cries.

      “Yes, you can,” Tien yells.

      Dale puts an arm around Mira and squeezes her. He tells her something that doesn’t carry up to us. When he releases her, he gives Zeke a thumbs-up behind her back, and Zeke and Nate start pulling. Mira shrieks when her feet leave the ground. I grab the end of the rope behind them and help pull. Tien remains flat on his stomach and calls down encouragements to Mira, who seems too shocked to hear any of them.

      When she reaches the ledge, Tien grabs her hand. Zeke and Nate help him get her onto the platform. Mira is shaking from head to toe as she sits against the mountainside. Nate disconnects their harnesses and secures Mira’s rope to the anchor. Tien crouches down next to her. He pulls her close, and she cries into his shoulder.

      “I—I—h—hate h—h—heights,” she stammers.

      He pats her shoulder and whispers, “I know. It’s okay.”

      Nate unties and throws down his end of the rope, which means he’s now unsupported on the plateau. Despite this fact, he moves too confidently for my taste.

      Dale attaches the first two bags, and we pull them up, then repeat the process until all our bags sit on the narrow platform.

      “Ready?” Zeke yells at Dale, who double-checks every knot, as if he knows what to check for.

      “I think I’ll climb. Help me a little?” Dale grabs the first holds, and we pull. Despite his help, he is a lot heavier than Mira, and we soon pant from exhaustion. Eventually Tien lets go of Mira to add his support. With our combined strength, we pull Dale up the wall. All of us slump against the mountain as soon as Dale thumps onto the rock.

      Dale smiles apologetically and busies himself with his pack. He hands out some fruit and returns Tien’s water bottle to him. “I think you lost this,” he says with a wink.

      “You almost killed me with that thing,” Mira adds, eyeing it warily.

      This time I devour the fruit, ravenous from the exercise. I know I should ration my water, in case there’s none at the top, but I’m too thirsty. Mira can’t calm down enough to eat or drink, and we give up when it becomes clear that won’t change.

      “Think you can climb the next part?” Tien asks Dale. “I think I’ll have to stay with Mira, or she won’t get up there at all.”

      Dale is hesitant to agree. I know he can do it, but his weight will make it harder for him.

      I pat him on the shoulder. “You got this, Dale.”

      He smiles weakly and nods.

      Nate is first to reach the last plateau. Zeke follows him. He favors his left side, but the strain is visible on his face. Each time he’s forced to use his injured arm, his features contort and he fights a groan. “Fucking shoulder,” he swears.

      Nate and Zeke attach Dale’s and my ropes to an anchor above. I tie Mira’s rope to Dale, who looks eager to get going. I’m sure he wants to start before he loses his nerve. He wasn’t part of the instructions yesterday, and I can tell. I try to give him a few pointers and tell him where I would go. As he gets farther away from me, Zeke and Nate take over from above. Mira starts sobbing as soon as Dale reaches the platform.

      “We’re ready,” Nate calls from above after they’ve secured her rope.

      She shakes in Tien’s arms, and he gently pushes her up. “You’ve got this.”

      It takes us a few minutes to calm Mira down enough to get her upright and holding the rope. I follow her up. When I reach the last plateau, she’s cowering on the ground.

      I suggest getting her to the top as fast as possible. Nate and Dale climb the last part, Mira’s rope attached to Nate’s harness. Then Mira rockets toward them, the rope clutched toward her body.

      “Let’s get Tien up here,” I say after Mira disappears over the top of the cliff.

      Tien tosses Zeke his rope to secure. Then we watch as Tien climbs up. “I need to make sure Mira is okay,” he says as he speeds past us.

      Zeke leaves after him and joins the others. It feels weird to be left on the platform. The idea of standing alone on a ledge, hovering high above the ground, isn’t exactly comforting. I allow myself another glance toward the City. With a pounding heart, I turn and search for my next grip. My arms throb, and my hands feel raw. Each touch of the rock seems to take more skin away. The wind whizzes past me and blows hair into my face.

      “Nearly there,” Dale encourages from the top.

      I get sloppy from exhaustion. I lose my step a few times but manage to catch myself with my hands. The rock digs into my sore palms. When I look up, I find Dale, Nate, and Zeke peering down at me. I try to smile at them but nearly lose my footing with the momentary lack in concentration. I return my focus to the rock ahead. A sudden touch on my arm makes me let go of the wall, but the strong arms of Nate and Zeke catch me before the rope does.

      I fall into the grass face-first and lie there until I gather my senses. I push myself upright and look around. Tien kneels next to Mira while she calms down. He has an arm around her and keeps up a constant string of encouragements in a soothing voice.

      Dale, Nate, and Zeke sit with their feet dangling off the cliff, their gazes on the landscape below. I grab Nate’s shoulder to steady myself, and he helps me down next to him.

      The desert spreads out as far as the eye can see. The Circles are clear from up here. The yellow of the desert abruptly becomes the green of the mountain grass. I imagine the glittering of a few beetles at the line. When I blink, they are gone.

      I look into the distance where the City stands as a gray dot. This time I’m sure I can see it. The sight is soothing, as if seeing the City brings me closer to Willow. I stare at the dark gray in the distance, and a tear runs down my cheek.

      “I’ll be back for you,” I whisper to myself. I’m sure Nate heard, because he looks at me but doesn’t say anything.
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      “It’s getting dark fast.” Zeke’s voice pulls me from the view of the City. “We need to find a place to stay the night.”

      I force myself up and follow them. Green meadows. Yellow flowers. Small bushes and boulders dot the grass. I’m sure we’ll find a sheltered spot.

      A wail echoes through the air.

      “Wha—what was th—that?” Mira stutters.

      Chase spots it first. She smiles and points at something in the distance. I follow her gaze. A white-furred head with dark eyes and small, deep black horns peers over a boulder.

      “I think it’s a goat,” Zeke offers.

      The animal jumps closer in a zigzag line. It’s a goat all right. A kid. But it glows white. Literally. The fur illuminates the surrounding space. The horns contrast with its bright body. A light shines at the end of each horn. Small red dots, like the eyes of the beetles. This is no normal goat.

      “Be careful,” I warn, but Chase is already petting it. The kid leans into her touch. A smile plays on Chase’s face. I can’t help but smile with her.

      “Looks delicious.” Zeke laughs. I’m not sure he’s joking. The goat tenses at his words.

      I bend down and look into its eyes. “No worries, we won’t hurt you.” A silly thing to do. But the goat relaxes. It must be the tone of my voice. I reach out and pet the goat. My hand stands out against the glowing white. The fur is soft under my touch.

      Suddenly its light dulls, no longer illuminating the twilight. My head snaps up in alarm. There’s movement at the far end of the clearing.

      “Something’s over there,” I whisper. I point toward the boulders. Everyone follows my gaze, including the goat’s.

      “I can’t see anything,” Tien says.

      “I’m sure something was there.” I squint my eyes. No doubt. There’s movement. Audible gasps tell me the others have spotted it too.

      Then, four goats mount the boulders. They tower on top, staring in our direction. They couldn’t be more different from the kid. Three times the size, pitch-black from hooves to horns. But they glow too. Their blackness radiates. Their ears are the same dark color, like a second pair of horns, bent down.

      The horns are the most intimidating. While the kid’s are only an inch long, the adults sport massive horns. Like antennae, they stand two to three feet wide. The tips glow red too. It seems even more unnatural against their dark coloring.

      No one moves. The kid trots toward the group, still a dull white. One of the adults nudges it with its nose and licks its face. This seems to calm down the kid, as it starts glowing again. The brightness of its coat competes with the radiance of the adults.

      Driven by an inaudible signal, they charge toward us. But they halt a few feet from us. Two on the grass, the others on boulders. The kid hides behind the adults. We stand frozen to the spot.

      With a snick, sharp pointed knives shoot out of the ends of their horns. Fucking scientists.

      “Run!” I yell. The swooshing of clothes and padded footsteps tell me the others are following. I can hear the goats in pursuit.

      Chase and Tien follow right behind me. Zeke is pulling Mira along with one arm. Dale pants heavily, exhaustion evident on his face. I fall back and grab his pack without stopping. Dale nods his thanks, too breathless to speak.

      My legs seize up. The ever-present clacking of hooves keeps me going. I put a hand on Dale’s back to give him a boost. We stumble downhill. Gravel rolls under our feet. We grab on to each other for support.

      A searing pain runs through my thigh. Hot blood runs down my calf. I grit my teeth and ignore the pain. I kick the goat between the horns. It stumbles. I don’t wait to see if it gets up.

      “Faster, Dale, faster!”

      We run through twilight, tripping over stones. The glow of the kid is our only light. It makes our surroundings unnerving. It dances over stones and grass, the occasional tree.

      I have no idea where we are or where we are going. We can’t continue like this for much longer. Dale looks close to collapsing. My injured leg is numb. Ultimately it’s not Dale or I who falls. Mira’s ankle catches on a root, pulling her to the ground. Zeke grabs one of her arms, I the other.

      Not fast enough. The goats surround us, daggers pointing inwards. Zeke and I push Mira between us, back to back, circling.

      I don’t dare voice my plan. I can’t shake the feeling the goats understand us. “Copy me,” I instruct Zeke.

      I jump and kick between their horns. It worked before. Best thing I can think of. Zeke follows suit, aiming for the largest goat. It works, and they collapse.

      But while they scramble back to their feet, the other two charge. I can’t get my foot up in time. Instinct kicks in, and I grab the horns underneath the daggers.

      “Fuck, it’s strong,” I groan.

      It’s half my size. But with each turn of its head, I am nearly thrown off. I hold on with all my strength. Using the horns to support me, I pull my leg up and kick. The goat falls. Zeke manages to get another good kick in as well. His goat sways, stunned.

      “Run!” I bellow again. The light of the kid grows fainter. I look around and see it jump between the adults, nudging them with its nose. I almost feel sorry.

      Soon after, the clacking returns. The goats had recovered, their pursuit resumed. We catch up with Dale, right behind Chase and Tien. They probably slowed down for him. Dale clutches a stitch in his side. When I’m sure he’ll collapse, we see light ahead. Artificial light. Windows.

      We aim for the building. A gray cube in the shadows. It leans into the hill on one side. Like it’s growing out of the rock. Silhouettes move inside.

      A small shed stands on the hill above. “Let’s hide in the shack. We can figure things out tomorrow,” Tien suggests.

      We change course and slow down to avoid being spotted by those in the building. We slip inside, collapse on the floor. I pull the door closed. Pitch-black. I shudder. Why does it always have to be dark?

      We can hear the goats in the distance. They bleat their despair at losing their prey.

      “That was way too fucking close.” Zeke pants. “Nate, you hurt?”

      “Just a scratch. Fuck, I sound like a cliché. It’s actually just a scratch. Bled a lot, but the wound has closed. It’ll be fine.”

      “I should take a look,” Chase says from my left. “Anyone got a flashlight?”

      “You think we packed flashlights and stumbled around in total darkness under the damn church for fun?” Tien laughs nervously.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Chase snaps back. “Sorry, didn’t mean to—”

      “Don’t worry, we’re all a little tense,” Tien interrupts.

      “What were those things?” Mira asks. “When you petted the baby, I thought everything was fine, and then… this is a nightmare.”

      “Sure is. How damaged are the people working at the labs to come up with these monstrosities?” Tien asks.

      “That’s the thing I don’t get,” I answer. “I never liked the lab rats. But they don’t seem fucked-up enough to do this—to make animals into such dangerous and weird weapons.”

      Zeke lets out a harsh breath. “I’m not so sure. I think they are definitely capable. You saw what they created to torture Chase. You saw the conditions of the animals at the labs they tested those tecjections on. They are experimenting on those poor creatures. If they are capable of that, they are sick enough to come up with blade-horned goats.”

      He has a point. But something doesn’t sit right. “What about Susan?”

      A loud bleat makes us fall silent. We hear hooves outside the shack. After a few long moments, the noise recedes.

      “What about Susan?” Zeke whispers.

      I answer in an equally low tone, “She’s the daughter of the head scientist person, Mr. Goodman, the dude who runs the show at the labs. He came into the Assembly—remember?—all excited. The next day, I’m engaged to his daughter. I think the support of the scientists is wavering. Something happened, and my dad needed some sway. Not sure. Might be completely wrong. I just have a bad feeling.” I rub my eyes. I wish I knew what was going on.

      The air grows colder by the minute. I can feel Chase shiver next to me. I feel for my pack and fumble for my bedding. I find the blankets and pull them close around me. There’s not enough room for us to spread out. This will be one uncomfortable night.

      “We should try to get some sleep,” I announce. There’s murmured agreement.

      “If we don’t freeze to death,” Mira whispers. “Should we try to get into the labs?”

      “And risk running across those damn beasts again? No, thank you.” Tien’s voice betrays his fear.

      All of us are nervous. The shack is more uncomfortable than expected. The cold doesn’t help. The bickering continues until we start to fall asleep.

      Chase leans onto my shoulder. I’m sure she’s already asleep. I don’t push her away. Instead, I put an arm around her to keep her warm.

      I dream of goats chasing me. I wake and hear their bleating outside. I shiver from the cold and shudder from fear.

      I must have dozed off. Next time I wake, thin lines of light cut through the air. My breath mists in front of me. Our shelter looks like a makeshift solution. Wood planks nailed against each other. Uneven gaps. Tools on hooks. Stacks of boxes. Thick dust on every surface.

      Tien and Mira lie against each other. Zeke is slumped against a crate. Dale is spread out on the floor between them. He snores quietly. At least some of us got some sleep.

      My heart jumps. Chase isn’t in the room. I push myself up and peer out of a gap in the wood. No goats in sight. No Chase either. Slowly, I open the door and slip outside.

      A field of flowers sits around the building. Soft pink, glowing orange, white, purple, yellow. They stand out against the gray canvas of the lab. A few insects are the only sign of life. A butterfly lands on a flower nearby.

      And a thick layer of snow covers the ground. I’ve never seen snow. But from what I read, flowers don’t usually grow in it. Do those scientists really have nothing better to do with their time and money?

      I hear movement from the shack. I sneak inside. Tien stirs, his eyes twitching heavily. His foot kicks out and hits Zeke in the shin.

      Zeke jumps, swearing loudly. “You fucking kicked me, mate.”

      “Sorry,” Tien mutters, woken by the noise. “I was asleep.”

      Movement erupts in the shack. Mira and Dale ask what’s going on. Tien and Zeke are still arguing.

      “Shut up, everyone,” I whisper. “We shouldn’t announce our arrival.”

      It takes a moment for them to calm down. When it’s finally quiet, I listen for noises outside. Nothing. Dead silence.

      “Where’s Chase?” Dale asks.

      “She was gone when I woke up. It’s why I went outside.”

      “We should go look for her,” Dale insists. I agree but don’t answer him.

      “Should we check out the building?” Zeke asks with a yawn. “You think it’s one of the labs your sister’s mom mentioned?”

      I shrug. “Don’t know. Could be. Let’s find Chase and check it out.”

      The smell of hundreds of flowers hits us when we step outside. The thick layer of snow I saw a few minutes ago has melted. The air has warmed faster than expected as well. Nothing about this feels right.

      Chase steps out from behind the building. When she sees us crouching in the grass, she speeds up.

      “Where have you been?” Dale asks reproachfully.

      “All of you were asleep. I checked out the building,” Chase explains.

      Dale fumes. “We were worried.”

      “Sorry, won’t happen again.” Dale is not convinced. She puts a hand on his arm. “Really, I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d wake up before I got back. It won’t happen again. I swear.”

      Dale shrugs but doesn’t smile. Part of me is angry at her too. Wandering alone was careless. What if the goats had still been out?

      To play over the tense moment, Mira picks up one of the flowers. She sticks it behind her ear. She brushes hair out of her face, annoyed. “I need a haircut.”

      “The men need a shave more.” Chase chuckles. I can’t help but agree. Reminded of my own beard, my face begins to itch. I haven’t seen mine, but Zeke’s usually short beard is pure chaos. Dale and Tien have grown uneven fur. But we can’t get distracted.

      “Did you see anyone inside?” I ask Chase.

      “None of them were awake when I checked, but we shouldn’t rely on it. These are definitely labs. We came to the right place.”

      “That’s something,” Tien says.

      Shortly after, we crouch against the building. Chase is by my side. We left our packs in the shack. We’ll get them later. I rise and carefully peer through the window. Scientific appliances, filing cabinets, cages. I don’t see any humans.

      “Stay here,” I whisper. Chase nods. She leans back against the wall.

      I peer into the window again, then tiptoe past it. I edge closer to the next window. Three men in a bunk bed. I quickly retreat. Another look reveals a young guy—nineteen, maybe—the other two look ancient.

      I gesture to the others to follow me. We hide back behind the shack, out of sight from the building. “Three men inside. None of them look like they can fight.”

      Chase stares at me. “Fight?”

      “What do you suggest?” Zeke answers her. “Walk in and wish them a good morning?”

      Chase hides her annoyance well. “No,” she finally says. “I just don’t like the idea of hurting anyone.”

      “Think about the scientists who have our daughter,” Dale grunts.

      “These three have nothing to do with that.” She rounds on Dale. “It’s not their fault.” She takes a deep breath. “Still, they probably would have agreed to it. After all, there are caged animals inside. I’ll bet they are creating more foul creatures like those beetles and goats. I just don’t like hurting people for no reason.” She looks at Zeke out of the corner of her eyes.

      “And you think I do?” Zeke demands. His sudden rage makes her take a step back. There’s hurt in his eyes.

      Before I can defend my friend, Chase answers, “No. I don’t know. What am I supposed to think? You attacked the guards at Mira’s place without hesitation.”

      “They would have killed us if he hadn’t,” I explain.

      “Sorry for saving your life,” Zeke growls, nostrils flaring. Chase stares back at him. They look ready to tear each other apart.

      I put one hand on each of their shoulders. “Guys, enough,” I cut in. “If they hear us, there’s no point in this discussion. Calm the fuck down.” They continue to glare at each other. “Can I let go?” I ask in a calm voice.

      Chase nods. Mira, Dale, and Tien hover in the background. All of them uncomfortable.

      “I was never the problem,” Zeke mutters. I continue to look at him. Zeke is usually the one to keep my hotheadedness in check. This isn’t like him. Finally, he nods too.

      I let go of their shoulders. My hands hover in the air, ready to grab them again. When nothing happens, I take a step back. “What the fuck was that?” I ask. “Don’t we have enough to worry about without attacking each other?”

      “I’m sorry,” Chase says, more to Zeke than to me. Zeke gives a curt nod and steps away.

      With the air cleared, the others approach.

      “Now what do we do?” Tien asks.

      “As much as I hate it”—Zeke throws Chase a meaningful glance—“I think we need to fight them. They won’t hand over the keys and leave.”

      “We should do it now,” I say, before more arguments can break out. “They were asleep last I checked. Surprise will increase our chances.”

      Zeke takes charge. He has the most experience. Not that either of us received more than the initial PCR training. My father always made sure of that. He has us flank both sides of the front door. With a quick nod, he shoves it open.
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      The hallway is empty. Seven shiny, white doors. Gray metal walls. The scientists sleep in the second room on the left. At least, it was the second window when I crept around outside. Should be right. We check the other doors first. Zeke tiptoes to the first door on the left. His knife glints in his hand. Just in case.

      A signal from Zeke, and I open it. He slips inside. Seconds later, he reappears. A shake of the head. We repeat the same process with the next door, and the next and the next, until only one room is left.

      Dale and Tien position themselves on either side of Zeke and me. They look ready, if reluctant, to fight. Chase is holding her breath. Mira’s face shows nothing but skepticism. Like Chase, she doesn’t agree with our plan.

      I quietly open the door. We file in. Four of us, three of them. And all of them asleep. Zeke signals for us to wait. He pulls the young guy off his cot. The guy yells in surprise, waking the other two. With surprise on our side, it’s a fast affair.

      Before he can struggle, Zeke has the knife at his throat. I know he wouldn’t use it. The scientists don’t. Without a fight, the other two hold up their hands. This was too easy.

      “Any duct tape in the storage room?” Zeke shouts into the hallway. We hear Chase and Mira run off to search.

      “What… what do you want?” one of the elderly scientists asks. He’s very heavy with a large, gray mustache.

      “We’ll need to take over your lab for a few days, I’m afraid,” Zeke smiles at him. He doesn’t get a response. Not from the guy with the mustache. Not from the tiny, silver-haired man opposite him. Not from the lanky young guy. Though the latter might be due to the knife at his throat.

      Chase hands Zeke zip ties and duct tape. I’d prefer the handcuffs we had for the peacers at Mira’s place. But it’ll have to do. We bind their hands.

      The young guy threatens us, “You’ll regret this.”

      “What now?” Chase asks. She eyes Young, Tiny, and Mustache warily. “There’s a nearly empty room across the hall. Can we lock them in there?”

      “At least until we figure things out,” I agree. I follow her, pulling Tiny into the room. Zeke follows with Young, and Tien brings up the rear with Mustache. We push them to the ground. They still look shocked from the unfriendly wake-up call.

      Zeke scans the room for weapons, sharp objects, anything the scientists could use against us, to get free, or to communicate with the City. He hands a small knife and a walking stick to Tien.

      We shut the door, and I’m glad to get them out of my sight. I relax when the lock clicks.

      “Should we search the rest of the building?” Zeke asks, breaking the awkward silence. “We’ll have to deal with them at some point.”

      There’s a large storage room with endless rows of food. The next room holds the lab. We decide to search that later.

      The dorm holds eight bunk beds. Four top, four bottom. We squabble for a second about who gets which bed before we retrieve our bags from the shack. The beds look inviting. Sleeping in the shed has made me more tired than I’ve felt in my whole life. My eyelids won’t stop drooping.

      “What’s in the other rooms?” Mira asks with a yawn.

      Zeke points toward the end of the hall. “Kitchen.” He indicates another door. “Bathroom. And the last one is a living room.”

      We check outside for a vehicle, but we only find tools for gardening and cleaning, nothing of any use to us.

      “I’m fucking tired.” I yawn and sit on my bunk.

      “Let’s get some rest, then,” Chase suggests and lies on a bunk herself.

      I plug the comms into an outlet to charge. Can’t wait to talk to Liz. Before I can do anything else, exhaustion pulls me onto the mattress. Lying down on an actual bed feels like heaven after weeks on the ground. I don’t care that it’s midmorning. I need sleep. Mira and Tien whisper in the corner. I don’t catch one sentence before I drift off to sleep.
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      I wake to the mouthwatering smell of food. I can’t tell if it’s dusk or dawn outside. Either way, I must have slept for hours. Wouldn’t surprise me if I slept through a day and night.

      The cut on my calf stings when I get up. Luckily it’s not deep and doesn’t look infected. Pulling a sweater over my head, I follow the clanging of pots to the kitchen.

      Dale stands behind the stove, pan in one hand, spatula in the other. “Hungry?”

      Soon after, the rest of the group wakes up. Shuffling footsteps echo through the hall. Chase and Mira wish us a cheerful good morning. Zeke merely lifts a hand in greeting. Tien’s smile is interrupted by a yawn.

      “Breakfast?” Zeke grunts.

      “Did we really sleep the whole day and through the night?” Chase wonders.

      “Looks like it,” I answer. “Fuck, we should check on the scientists.” Zeke and I jump up, suddenly awake.

      “I completely forgot about those fuckers,” he adds as we rush through the hall.

      Zeke opens the door. The window is wide open. No scientist in sight.

      “Fuck,” I swear.

      Zeke runs to the window. “I don’t see anything. They probably ran for the City.”

      “I’d like to see them fare against those beetles,” I mutter. I can’t help but think they’ll be dead before long. They didn’t even have supplies.

      When we tell the rest of the group, Chase and Zeke immediately begin arguing again.

      “We should leave immediately. They could have contacted someone,” Zeke says.

      Chase shakes her head. “Where to? We don’t have a plan. We are exhausted, worn, dirty, and tired. We need rest, a shower, and a plan. There’s no point in leaving yet.”

      They go on for minutes. In the end, I cut the argument short. Food first, arguments after.

      “Can’t believe this is made with powdered eggs.” Dale holds the spoon in front of his eyes.

      The yellow goo certainly looks disgusting. Doesn’t change the taste, though. It’s delicious and filling, especially after so many potatoes and mushrooms.

      Dale is a good cook, and our first good meal in over a week calms the tempers. Everyone asks for second helpings. In the end, Dale has to make more.

      After breakfast, I grab a towel and head for the shower. The water washes the travel off my body. The sand. The sweat. It feels like it takes some stress and pain with it.

      There’s only one shower, so it takes a while for all of us to take our turn. Dale is the last to finish. He returns to the kitchen with a freshly trimmed beard.

      “I could still do with a haircut.” Mira pats the scarf wrapped around her head. “But this will do. I feel like a completely new person.”

      None of us dared touch our hair with scissors. Soon, I’ll have to pull a Zeke and go for a man bun.
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      We set out to explore. None of us mention the scientists. We avoid the room they were held in.

      The living room holds a large variety of books on dusty shelves. Many of them are science books about animals, filled with facts and sketches. A shelf with novels seems untouched. A children’s book is stuffed on a lower shelf. A squirrel and an elephant are on the cover. I push it behind the novels. Chase shouldn’t see this. It would remind her of Willow.

      We find lockers in the dorms. Chase stands in front of an open one.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      She holds up a photograph. A child in a woman’s arms. She shows me a card with angels wishing him, “Merry Christmas, Daddy.” Fuck, is it Christmas already?

      “This is the mustached one’s locker. I hate to know he has a family. I mean, of course he does, but I didn’t want to know. I guess I’m not making any sense…”

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “Of course you are. I get it. None of us like this.”

      She scoffs.

      I reprimand her, “No, not even Zeke. He hates this as much as the rest of us. He’s just better at toughing it out when he has to. He’s a softy at heart. Trust me.”

      Chase slips the photo and card back into the locker. “I can’t help but think it would be our fault if they don’t survive the desert.”

      “Assuming that’s where they went.”

      She looks confused. “Where else would they go?”

      I shrug. “Maybe there’s another lab nearby, closer than the City.”

      She nods and changes the subject. “Let’s see if the others found anything.”

      Dale and Mira have taken inventory of the supplies. Canned and packaged food, running water, and a vegetable patch. We could survive here for months.

      We repack our bags and set them by the door. We don’t know if there really is another lab nearby. But the scientists could come back. They could bring others.

      I double-check that we locked the doors—something the scientists should have thought to do. I guess being alone in the mountains made them careless.

      The others search the lab. It’s easily the most interesting room. I’m relieved to find the cages empty when I join them. Though there’s a skeleton—rodent, maybe?—in one of them. Its tag reads, Test Subject 84. Substance C—poisoned. I shudder at the sight.

      Chase is the first to find something worth looking at. She holds a folder full of notes. The wall behind her is covered in filing cabinets.

      “This seems to be a report from the Desert Circle,” she says. “Has to be a lab in that region too. Looks like a journal.”

      She pauses and rifles through the pages. After clearing her throat, she reads, “November twenty-second. We lost another test subject today. Subject twenty-seven died of heart failure after we increased the current.” She flips a page. “December tenth. Success. The Metal-Shell Desert Beetle is ready for release. The first specimens will be released into the Desert Zone next week. December seventeenth. Release was successful. As anticipated, they prey upon the Red Desert Chirper and the mammals of the zone. We—”

      “Mammals?” Tien interrupts. “After experiencing the beetles, I don’t want to know what kind of mammals there are in that blasted desert. Sorry, go on.”

      Chase searches for her place on the page. “We are monitoring them with drones. They seem to prefer places with plenty of hiding spots, like the Thompson trees, boulders, and scrap metal. We observed an attack yesterday. A swarm overcame a Red Desert Chirper within minutes. They sucked its blood until only a husk was left. Very violent.” Chase swallows nervously and stops reading.

      “I bet that’s what we encountered,” I say, absently touching the place where one bit my shoulder. I can’t feel the mark it left anymore.

      “I wish we had records on what we’ll find when we leave, not what we already know,” Zeke says with a thoughtful expression.

      We search the filing cabinets but without success. The paper records are outdated. The most recent ones are probably logged on the computers. And we can’t hack the password.

      Thinking of Liz, I check the charge on the comms. The charge is high enough. Finally.

      I bring the cube into the lab and call her with the video chat. I’m about to give up when she finally answers.

      “Hello, big brother.” She looks tired. The rest of the group huddles behind me. She waves a hand at them instead of greeting everyone individually.

      “How are you?” I ask. It’s good to hear her voice. Since she was born, we’ve never been apart for more than a few days. Even after I moved out, she still came over a lot. To cook or to hang out. I’m used to having her around. It feels strange to be far from her.

      “I’m fine. Never mind that. You made it to the mountains?” The relief in her voice makes me feel guilty. She’s probably been worried sick.

      “Yes, we found the labs you mentioned. There were three scientists—”

      Liz gasps. “‘Were’? Did you kill them?”

      It hurts that she thinks I could. “No, they’re fine. Well, we hope they are. We locked them in a room, but they escaped. Probably on their way back to the City.”

      She hesitates. “Everyone else okay?”

      I’m not sure. All of us have suffered one way or another. We are tired, exhausted. But we are in one piece. “We’re okay. Don’t worry about us.”

      “How’s Willow?” Chase’s voice is barely more than a whisper.

      “She’s doing great. Susan is treating her like a daughter. They are getting along well. So far no one has started or mentioned any experiments. They drew blood once, but that was it. She was really brave. Last time I spoke to Susan, she was doing more than okay.”

      Something is off. The way she looked after mentioning Susan. I have a feeling there’s something she’s not telling us.

      “I’ve got something for you,” she says before I can investigate. “I managed to get my hands on a copy of the map you found in the labs. I thought it might come in handy. I’ll send it over when we’re done. You might be able to print it at your lab so you won’t need to worry about the comms battery.” I nod along with her reasoning. “So, what’s your plan?”

      I look around at the others. “We haven’t talked about it. But there’s a Rebel Camp at the beach. Or at least there was on the map. When you send us the copy, we’ll know where to go.”

      Liz scratches her nose. “You think they’ll be able to help you with Willow? She’ll want to be reunited with her mother—um—parents.” She stares at the bed.

      “I certainly hope so,” Chase answers. She obviously didn’t notice anything weird. But I know my sister. She’s hiding something. “It’s our best chance anyway.”

      Liz smiles. “I’ll be rooting for you. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      “Liz?” Chase asks. “How’s Josephine? Did she get into trouble for helping us in the desert?” I’m glad she asks. I didn’t think to check. I haven’t even thought about her since we talked.

      “She’s fine, Chase. No one found out.” She turns her head to me. “Nate, she’s hurting. She tries to hide it, but being with our father makes her unhappy.” There’s urgency in her voice. “Please, do something to stop this fucked-up matching system before I get matched. I can’t stand the idea of being forced to live with someone. What if he’s violent like dad? Or—I don’t know—please stop this.”

      I’m unsure of what to say. I hate the system too.

      It’s Chase who answers. “I have no clue how to get Willow out or how to show the citizens the government is not what it seems to be, but I’ll find a way.”

      Chase’s reassurance gives me hope. I add, “We will. I promise.” And I mean it.
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      We spend the day searching the rest of the labs. In the end, we give up on finding anything useful and settle down in the living room.

      “Anyone fancy a drink?” Zeke holds up a bottle of amber liquid. I won’t pretend I know what it is. Alcohol is another one of those luxuries people in the outer two Circles can’t afford. Some try, of course, and they waste away, unable to afford their drinking habits and actual nutrition. They don’t last long.

      “Hell yes,” Nate agrees and helps Zeke with the glasses. They insist all of us have a drink together.

      “We deserve it,” Zeke explains as he hands out glasses.

      “To Willow,” Nate says, and we all echo, “To Willow.”

      It makes me sad to drink to my daughter, who is far away, but my friends being here fills me with hope. Zeke and Nate might have been with us for only a few weeks, but crossing a desert and climbing a mountain together speeds up the process of getting close. I consider them my friends as much as the rest of the group. We are in this together.

      “So, what now?” Tien asks after another sip from his glass.

      Zeke and Nate have already finished theirs, and Zeke is refilling them. “I think we should try to find the Rebels—”

      “If they exist,” Dale mutters.

      Nate glances at him. “We saw the notes at the labs. They exist. Or at least the government thinks so.”

      “And what good would they do? If we haven’t heard about them in the City yet, how likely is it they can actually help us?” Dale retorts.

      “The City keeps a lot of things secret. Maybe they managed to hide their efforts. Or maybe they’ve been quiet lately—”

      Zeke interrupts, “It doesn’t matter. We don’t have anywhere else to go. We can’t stay in the Circles where one thing after another tries to kill us. Especially without supplies. We can’t stay here either. At some point someone will expect to hear from the scientists. I think finding the Rebels really is our best bet at getting Willow back and exposing those lying scumbags that run the City. If they’ve managed to stay alive without the City killing them, they must know something.”

      “Definitely that too,” Nate nods with an empty look on his face. He made Liz a promise. He looks intent to keep it. I reach for his hand and squeeze it a little. He returns the squeeze, but when I smile at him, the smile I get in return is empty.

      A loud roar outside makes all of us jump. Mira, who was half asleep in a chair, almost falls off.

      Tien is first to reach the window. “Fuck.”

      I mirror Tien and lean my head against the wall to peer through the curtains on the other side. The shadows outside are alive. I’m sure something is out there but am unable to make anything out.

      “Kill the lights,” Tien hisses.

      Zeke obliges, as he’s the closest to the door. Nate steps up behind me and pulls the curtains a little farther from the window. Without the room reflected in the glass, details become distinguishable outside.

      The first thing I see is another goat, red lights glowing on the end of its horns. More dots are scattered through the night like red stars.

      “What the fuck?” Zeke gasps.

      An enormous shape takes form in the moonlight. The creature resembles a mountain lion, but with three heads baring long, slanted teeth that glow red in the dark. I take an involuntary step backward and press against Nate standing behind me. I’m surprised how much safer I feel just by touching him.

      “Fuck,” Zeke swears again as the lion devours one of the goats. Seconds later the horns lie on the ground, red lights flickering out. The lion licks them before scanning the night for more prey.

      With a loud roar, it pounces at the shack. The wood splinters, and the scientists run out of the shack, yelling and screaming.

      “We should help—” Mira cries, but her voice becomes muffled when Tien puts a hand over her mouth.

      “Shush,” he whispers. “We don’t want it to hear us.”

      “We can’t help them,” Dale agrees. “Did you see all the red lights? We don’t know how many there are or what else is out there.”

      Transfixed, I stare at the scene outside. The scientists cower against a grouping of boulders. The monster sniffs the air and gives another thunderous roar. We watch with bated breath as the monster dashes for the scientists. In a feeble attempt to get away, they scatter and run toward the building. The lion is faster. Everything seems to slow down and speed up at once.

      The creature leaps to the nearest scientist, the young one, and sinks the teeth of its middle head into his neck. His scream fills the night before the life seeps out of him along with the gushing of blood.

      With its large paws, the monster presses the other two scientists to the ground, sniffing each of them with a head. The right head licks the face of the one with the mustache while the middle head throws the limp body of the young scientist to the ground.

      In what feels like slow motion, the middle head turns and tears the mustached scientist’s arm off and swallows it whole before the right head devours the rest of the body. The left head finishes feeding on the young one.

      The surviving scientist gives a screech that dies when the lion presses its weight onto him, forcing the air out of his lungs. The lion towers over the tiny scientist, all three heads focused on its prey.

      “I can’t watch this,” Mira mutters with tears in her eyes. Tien pulls her into a tight hug, shielding her face. He doesn’t take his own eyes off the animal.

      The monster raises all three heads, and a deafening roar thunders through the night. Within seconds, two more lions are silhouetted against the moon.

      While the first lion is easily the largest, the new arrivals are no less frightening. They might be cubs, half the size of the first. Slowly, they crawl closer and join the feast.

      The first creature lets go of the small scientist, who stumbles to his feet. Before he can take more than a few steps, the cubs tackle him to the ground and tear him apart. They feed on the body, leaving nothing behind. Blood, black in the dim light, pools on the ground, the moon reflecting in the puddles.

      The lions sniff the air in search of more prey. When one of them passes by the window, we don’t dare to breathe. The time it takes for the lions to turn and slink into the darkness stretches into eternity. When they finally do, I take a deep breath to fight the panic squeezing my chest.

      The techmuts walks off into the darkness, their bodies outlined by the dim light of the moon until they vanish from sight. I search for more creatures, but the lions seem to have chased away all other life. Not a single red light shines in the darkness.

      The curtains close before my eyes. Tien pulls them tight, before repeating the same with the other windows.

      “I’ll get the other rooms,” Dale whispers and steps out into the hallway.

      I lean against Nate to keep myself from collapsing. I can still see those gleaming red teeth tearing into the flesh of the young scientist. This is our fault. My heart hammers in my chest, hard enough that I am sure it is audible through the room.

      “It’s okay,” Nate whispers in my ear, holding me tight. I turn around and lean my head against his chest. The sound of his heartbeat slows my own, and I get my breathing under control.

      I hear Dale return and close the door behind him. He brings reality with him. I open my eyes, give Nate one last look before I turn away and collapse into an armchair.

      Zeke turns on the low light of the liquor cabinet. It’s dark enough that it won’t register through the curtains but bright enough for us to see each other. He refills our glasses and empties his in one gulp. I relish the burning of the liquor.

      “We should have helped them,” Mira sobs.

      “There was nothing we could have done.” Tien squeezes her hand. “They would have made us their next meal. And I don’t fancy getting shredded to pieces.”

      “Me neither,” Nate agrees with a stony face.

      “It’s their own fault,” Dale adds. He leans against the wall next to the liquor cabinet. The light from below makes his face look eerie. “They created those fucking things.”

      I think it’s the first time I’ve heard Dale use the word fuck. He usually watches his mouth because he spends the majority of his time around kids—his students during the day and Willow at home. Being around Nate and Zeke, who use the word in half of their sentences, may have made an impression. Or maybe he gave up on watching his word choices knowing he’ll likely never return to his old classroom? I sigh and push away the thought to not get overwhelmed.

      “I think we were damn lucky we didn’t meet those things when we got here. Pretty sure we wouldn’t have been able to outrun them,” I say to convince myself along with the others.

      “I’m going to bed,” Dale announces suddenly. There’s a resigned finality in his voice. He looks as shaken as I feel. We wish him a good night, which earns us a snort in return. “Good night,” he mutters and walks out of the room. A few minutes later, Mira and Tien follow.

      “What do you think?” Zeke asks, and I look at him in confusion.

      “About what?” Nate replies.

      “Everything. A few weeks ago we were in the City. Everything was—or seemed—fine. The worst things in our lives were my stupid wife and your controlling father. Now we’re running from desert storms, freaky beetles, horned goats, and now this? Lions. Lions with three fucking heads and glowing teeth. What’s next?”

      I watch him, unable to come up with an answer. He looks resigned, ready to give up. It doesn’t seem like Zeke, who is usually the one leading people to action.

      “Don’t give up, man,” Nate says. “This sucks. I get it. Really. Fucking. Sucks. But that only makes me want to get back at them more. They created these creatures. They made them dangerous. Killing machines. It doesn’t even matter why.”

      Nate takes a deep breath before continuing, “My father lies to the whole City. He hides what the PCR really does. The hidden cameras. People vanishing. Not supplying the Outer Circle with enough resources. Impregnating citizens like Chase, then taking them prisoner. We can’t let him get away with all of it. We have to expose them. We have to get back Willow. We can’t give up.”

      The pep talk is intended for Zeke, but it fills me with renewed hope and determination. Nate is right. This is about more than getting my daughter back. This is about every single person living in the City.

      “I’m not giving up. I just need a moment,” Zeke assures Nate. He grabs his glass and swirls it, looking pensively at the liquor. “I promise. I’ll be back at full force tomorrow.”

      Nate nods and gets up. “Time to get some sleep.” I follow him to the door.

      Zeke stays in his seat. “I think I’ll stay for one more drink. I need some time to myself, if you don’t mind.”

      “Take as much time as you need.”
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      The liquor makes me fall asleep fast but doesn’t erase what happened from my mind. All night I watch the scientists get torn apart by the lions, over and over.

      Nate grunts in the bed above me, and I open my eyes. Light pours in through a gap in the curtains and is too bright. My head throbs, and my mouth feels parched. Nate groans and clambers out of the bunk above mine. I’m not the only one who shouldn’t have tried to burn away the images of the dying men with booze.

      Nate sits next to me on the bed and stretches. I get used to the light enough to sit up and see that Mira fell asleep in Tien’s arms. Zeke’s arm hangs off the cot above them, and his snoring fills the room. Dale is nowhere to be found.

      Nate grabs my hand and pulls me into the hallway. “Are you doing okay?” he whispers. I shrug and lean my head against his chest. He puts his arms around me and says, “There was nothing we could have done.”

      “That’s what I told myself all night, but I can’t stop seeing it… the blood. The way the lion dug its teeth into his neck.” I have to take a deep breath. “How it tore the other one apart. The three heads.”

      Nate pulls me tighter and kisses my forehead. “It’ll be okay.”

      We stand quietly until we hear the scratch of a chair in the kitchen. Dale sits at the table with a glass of juice in one hand, a book in the other. He looks around at us. “Juice is in the fridge. Would you like some breakfast?”

      The thought of food alone makes me feel queasy, and I press my mouth shut and shake my head.

      Nate answers him. “I think food might not be the best idea right now.” He turns to me. “First hangover?” He sets a glass of juice down in front of me. “This will help.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have emptied that bottle last night.” Dale laughs. “I’m happy I went to bed before I could drink any more.” He jerks his head at me. “You look horrible—both of you.”

      Nat gives a mock bow. “Thanks, man. So kind of you.”

      Dale sets the book down on the table. “We should have looked through these books earlier. I thought they were for entertainment, but there are some written by the scientists who run the experiments. This one is about the Mountain Circle—the one we are in—and the creatures that live here and what they can do.”

      He opens the book and points at a page with sketches of the three-headed mountain lions. “Looks like the lions are the worst of it—not that that’s a whole lot of comfort. Plus, the book is a few years old, so they might have added more horrors. But still, it means we are prepared for some of it.”

      “I wish we could hear more about the Circles we haven’t been in yet.” Nate stares blankly at the wall, as if imagining the kind of horrors the other Circles might hold.

      Dale grabs a few pieces of paper from his pocket and spreads them out on the table. “I found these in one of the books.”

      A beautiful butterfly with blue and purple wings is drawn next to the word Failed stamped in red. Dale taps it with his finger. “The notes say they couldn’t get the mechanical parts to work. Now they are normal butterflies with increased life span and tolerance for temperature fluctuations and natural disasters.”

      “It’s beautiful.” I can’t stop myself from voicing my admiration. The drawing fascinates me, and I remember seeing them flutter over the flowers the morning we took the lab.

      “It is,” Dale admits. “But what’s more interesting is this.” He shuffles a few pages around until he reveals a drawing of a blue frog with a yellow stripe down its back. “This frog seems to be in the Forest Circle, and as far as I can tell from the map your sister gave us”—he points at the printed map on the table—“that’s the next Circle we’ll reach. This lab seems to be at the edge, so we should be able to get out of the mountains soon.

      “I don’t think the map’s to scale. The Desert Circle was wider, but they are the same width on the map. That means we have no clue as to how long it’ll take to get through the other Circles. Nothing we can do about that, though.”

      He holds up the butterfly drawing. “Anyway, these were also designed for the Forest Circle, but I’m fairly certain I saw some in the gardens when we arrived.”

      “Definitely,” I agree. “I saw them too.”

      Nate frowns. “The beetles couldn’t cross into the Mountain Circle. Why do you think the butterflies can?”

      “I don’t know,” Dale answers. “Maybe they can because they’re not techmuts. The official term is TEACH, by the way. ‘Technologically Enhanced Artificial Creature Hybrids.’ I like your name better.”

      I laugh. “‘TEACH’? The City and its stupid acronyms.”

      “Anyway, I think it’s the tech part that makes it impossible for them to cross territories.”

      It makes sense to me, but Nate’s forehead is wrinkled in thought. “It’s possible.”

      We sit at the kitchen table for a long time and go through books and notes until the others wake up. When they join us, we tell them what we found.

      “In addition to the information about the techmuts we already saw—the beetles, the goats, those damn mountain lions—we also found out some about what’s to come,” Dale explains over juice.

      No one is in the mood for breakfast. Zeke seems to be coping surprisingly well since he had more to drink and stayed up later than any of us.

      “There are tech-frogs in the Forest Circle, which is apparently what we need to cross next, as well as giant spiders,” Dale goes on, shuffling the drawings around to show the others what he’s talking about. “There’s no information about the tech-spiders, just pictures. Still, I don’t want to meet those guys.

      “We couldn’t find a single note about the Tropical Circle. Guessing it’s a jungle, though.” Dale finishes, “We’ll find out when we get there.”

      Zeke empties his glass of juice and slams it on the table. “I can’t fucking wait.”
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      “Let’s give ourselves a week to recover,” I suggest when we sit in the living room that afternoon. All of us took a nap after lunch to get over the liquor-induced headaches. My head has finally stopped pounding, and while I feel weak, I’m over the worst of my hangover. But Zeke’s shoulder hasn’t fully healed—especially after that climb—and all of us sport bruises and aching muscles.

      “We should go through the food supplies and add the most useful things to our bags,” Dale adds.

      “And fucking flashlights,” Tien grumbles. He’s massaging his temples. “I don’t want to be caught in the dark with monsters roaming around.”

      “I saw some in the storage room.” Zeke gets up and returns with a handful of flashlights and a bag of batteries. He sets them down on the coffee table. “These should help. Not enough for all of us, but it’s something.”

      None of us can find any motivation, so we spend the afternoon relaxing and curing our various degrees of hangover.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, we divide into groups and tackle the inventory.

      Dale and Tien are unpacking our bags and separating them into stacks of laundry, trash, and things we’ll take with us. Nate and Zeke are trying to reach Liz to get her help with the lab computers. While they wait, they search through the file cabinet to find out more about what we will be up against. Mira and I are sorting through the pantry. We are halfway through and have cans, bags, and boxes stacked on the countertops.

      Mira holds up a can of soup. I nod, grab it from her, and add it to the pile of things to take.

      “I’m sure Willow is fine,” Mira says out of nowhere. “Sorry. I remembered warming up soup for her when she was sick and you had to work. I didn’t mean to…” She trails off, a guilty expression on her face.

      “It kills me,” I admit. “I hope I’m doing the right thing. Leaving her there, you know?” I set a bag of chips onto the wrong stack and watch Mira as she corrects my mistake.

      I’ve worried about this since we left Mira’s apartment. The more I think about it, the weaker my reasoning at the time feels. Did I abandon my daughter?

      “We didn’t have a choice.” Mira looks as if she regrets touching the subject.

      “I know. I mean… I know. But sometimes I wonder if we should have tried to rescue her instead. It feels weird to head farther away instead of going back to get her.”

      “It’s the only way, hon,” Mira says with a soft smile. “We need the Rebels’ help. You’re a good mother.”

      For a while, we stand in silence, sorting food on the counter.

      “I’m sorry I brought it up.” Mira takes both of my hands in hers. “I miss her too. I can’t help but wonder if we could have escaped the Hospital together if I hadn’t left you to search for Dale and Tien.”

      Taken aback, I squeeze her hands. “This isn’t your fault. This is none of our faults. We’ll get her back. It will all work out in the end. It has to.” I’m not sure where the confidence comes from, but I believe what I say. I have to.

      I hug Mira, and she wipes away a tear from her cheek. “Okay, let’s get this done.”

      We divide the food to take into six stacks, making sure everyone has enough to last a week with rationing. We then head for the laundry room to unload the machine.

      When I grab the first piece from the basket, a waft of laundry soap hits me. I can’t help myself and press the warm shirt against my face. I breathe in the smell of normality. Nothing has seemed normal since we left for the Hospital all those weeks ago.

      “You okay in there?” Nate’s voice comes from the door, and I hastily drop the shirt. It’s one of his. A bark of laughter tells me Zeke has joined us.

      I throw the shirt at the two men. “Smell that. It smells like we’re not running for our lives.”

      Zeke grimaces but pushes his nose into the shirt and works hard to suppress a smile.

      “Good, right?” I ask, and Zeke allows himself a smile.

      “I’ll have that back, thanks.” Nate grabs the shirt from him and punches Zeke’s arm.

      “If you have nothing better to do, we could use some help folding and packing these.” Mira waves a hand over the two baskets of laundry.

      After joking about women and housework—then admitting he did the laundry at home—Zeke sits cross-legged on the table. With our combined efforts, the clothes are folded in minutes. I carefully add my stack to the bottom of my pack, then laugh when I see Nate stuff his clothes unceremoniously into his.

      “What? Those frogs won’t care if there’s a wrinkle on my shirt.”

      We add the flashlights, batteries, and food and set the bags by the door. The only thing missing is my daughter’s stuffed elephant, which lies in my bed. I’ll add it when we leave. I can’t imagine sleeping without it. I’ve shared a bed with my daughter for five years. It’s too empty without her. The elephant gives me a little bit of comfort.
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      A loud alarm wakes us the next morning. Red sirens flash in the dim room. I cover my ears and look around in confusion. All of us are yelling over the noise, but no one can hear a word. Nate grabs my arm. I snatch the elephant from my pillow and let him pull me into the hallway.

      Within a minute, we are outside, each with a random pack. We’ll sort it out later. The silence is overwhelming. A constant ringing in my ears makes it hard to concentrate.

      I see Nate’s lips move but can’t make out his words. All I can do is follow him as he sprints down the mountain path. I glimpse blood on the rocks and avert my eyes. I can’t think about that now.

      Tien pulls Mira along next to me. My breath quickens, and my legs are aching. I stumble over a branch, but someone catches me from behind before I fall.

      Nate stops ahead of me, and I run into him. The ringing in my ears has subsided. I take stock of everyone and am relieved all of us were able to keep up.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Zeke asks.

      Nate points to a black dot behind his ears. “I was listening to music when I fell asleep. Liz set off the alarm. She’s been playing a message on repeat: ‘Get out now! They are coming. Derec plus men.’” He peels the pin off and stuffs it back into the charging case.

      “What does it matter if they know we were there?” Mira asks. “We made it out in time.”

      Tien sighs. “It means they know we left the City.”

      “What’s the big deal?” Zeke asks, echoing Mira’s confusion.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” Nate’s voice is angry. “They’ll probably go after Liz and Isabel and—”

      “Who cares about Isabel?” Zeke interrupts. Somehow this angers Nate further. Red rises in his face. He looks close to exploding, a dangerous flicker in his eyes.

      Dale steps between them. “Calm down, you two. We need to get out of here.”

      “I don’t want anything to happen to Liz.” Nate went from anger to resignation within seconds. “We should have never involved her in this.”

      Zeke steps toward Nate and puts his hands on Nate’s shoulders. Nate brushes them off, but Zeke puts them back, determined to calm his friend down. “Listen, mate. We didn’t get her involved. She was in it from the start. There’s nothing we can do for her now.” Zeke’s voice gets calmer with every word. “Your sister, she’s a tough one. She’ll be fine. We can’t help her right now. Let’s save our own asses, and then we’ll make sure to save them all—Liz, Willow, the whole damn City.”

      Nate steels himself and nods curtly. “Okay.” He looks down at the ground, ashamed of his outburst. After a moment, he draws himself up, a glint in his eyes. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Mira steps forward. “Where are we going from here?”

      “We should be close to the path down the mountainside.” Nate gestures behind him. “I guess we’re lucky they didn’t surprise us during the night.”

      The image of the scientists getting torn to pieces invades my vision. I blink it away.

      Without another word, Nate starts down the path at a brisk pace. No one seems up for more running. My burning legs are thankful.

      Eager to speak with Nate, however, I speed up. He needs to know he’s not the only one who cares about Liz. He needs to hear we will make sure she’s safe. I open my mouth to say something encouraging but can’t find the right words.

      “I don’t want to talk right now,” Nate says.

      “Okay.” I fall into step next to him.

      We walk in silence for a long time. I glance at him every few minutes but find his face as stony as when we set out.

      We reach the path down the mountain without encountering any techmuts, which strikes me as odd. There were so many red dots in the darkness the last few nights.

      “Where are all the animals?” I ask, my voice low.

      “I don’t know. I keep expecting them to jump out,” Zeke admits. “It’s creepy.”

      “They might be nocturnal,” Tien says. “But it would be weird for all the animals to be nocturnal.”

      Zeke adds, “And most of what we encountered isn’t nocturnal in nature.”

      We emerge into a clearing. A steep path slopes down the side of the mountain in tight switchbacks. It’s barely wide enough for one person, and boulders protrude from the dirt, making some sections more rock than path. Tien holds out an arm to support Mira, who sways at the view of the harsh drop into the valley.

      “I don’t like this,” Tien admits but takes a step forward, Mira’s hand in his. Slowly, they vanish over the edge. I steel myself and follow. Tien keeps up a constant stream of encouragements for Mira, who walks close behind him, clutching his hand.

      Gravel and dirt cascade down the mountainside as we progress. The sun sinks toward the forest below. We have to find shelter before night falls. But that would require us getting to the bottom of this deathtrap first.

      The last light glitters on the river to our right. It seems to be the same one we followed in the Desert Circle. The spring must be in a mountain behind us.

      “Where will we go when we reach the bottom?” I ask Nate. The question has been eating at me for the past hour. “I don’t see any place to hide.”

      “Can you see where the Mountain Circle ends?”

      With squinted eyes, I search the ground below for a change in pattern, and a clear line becomes obvious. “Yes, I can see it.” How did I miss it before?

      The flatland between the mountains and the Forest Circle is shallower than it was on the desert side. Cliffs protrude into the valley where they are cut off by a sharp edge. “You see those cliffs? They are right on the line.” Nate stares at them and follows the line on the ground with his eyes.

      Zeke follows his gaze. “That gives us shelter. We can camp down there, between the walls of the cliff and the mountainside. It’ll protect us on two sides. We’ll be able to see animals coming. If they do, we can cross the border into the Forest Circle. It gives us an easy escape route.”

      Nate looks pensive. “It’s our best bet.”

      When we reach the foot of the path, the forest is bathed in deep purple and red. I’m relieved to walk on even ground. The mood of the group rises as we set up camp. With a fire crackling and food in our bellies, things don’t look so sinister anymore.

      And yet, I search for the source of every sound and expect red lights to stare back at me—or worse, the ominous glow of slanted teeth.
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      The air is chilly around us. I pull my jacket tighter. Chase shivers slightly beside me. We volunteered to take first watch. I owe her a conversation after shutting her down earlier.

      “Are you cold?” I whisper, though I’m sure of the answer.

      She pulls a blanket around herself and edges closer. I put my arm around her. She cuddles against my side. After the sun set over the trees, the air chilled fast. Too fast.

      For years, I dreamed about seeing a real forest. Never thought I would actually set foot in one.

      Chase stops shivering. The blankets we found at the labs are much more efficient at keeping us warm. Tien and Mira are cuddled under a lab blanket with the last of Anne’s flowery crochet blankets on top. He couldn’t bring himself to leave it.

      “How are you?” Chase whispers.

      “I think I’m okay.” The idea that Liz might be in danger eats at me. “Are you doing okay?” I ask to divert the attention to her.

      “All of us are here, and we are together. I guess that’s all we can ask for at the moment.”

      Despite the hint of sadness in her voice, I’m impressed with how well she’s coping. We know her daughter is in danger. And I’m moping about Liz, who might be in danger. I’m an asshole.

      “Did you see the forest on the way down?” I ask her.

      “It’s beautiful. Until we got to the mountains, I hadn’t ever seen a tree.”

      I look down at my arm. The fire casts shadows over the tattooed roots on my wrist. “I have.”

      “You have? Where?”

      My hand draws circles on hers. “My mom used to take me to the rooftop garden on the Imperium. My parents got married there. It wasn’t a forest, more like a handful of trees and flowers of all kinds. It was beautiful.”

      Chase takes a long time to answer. “What happened to your mom?”

      My throat tightens. It’s been years since I talked about my mother. “She died when I was eight. She had an autoimmune disorder. In the end, she developed an allergic reaction to the medication. The Disease”—my voice catches—“took her in the end.”

      “I’m sorry, Nate.”

      I avert my gaze. Chase doesn’t have to see my tears. “She loved that rooftop garden. After her death, dad had the trees cut down. Guess he couldn’t stand to see the place they got married. There’s still a garden—bushes, flowers. It’s not the same. Like my father. He changed after she died.”

      It was the only sign of sadness my father had shown. He didn’t openly grieve. He shed no tears. Instead he got angry at everyone. Including himself. He let it out on others.

      “Is that why you have the tattoo on your arm?”

      “It’s more than that. It’s about hope too. I thought the whole world was broken. Dirty, dead. I wanted a place with trees again.”

      Chase leans over and plants a kiss on my cheek. Soft and warm.

      I don’t know what makes me ask her, “When all of this is over, will you come with me to see the rest of the world?”

      Until a few weeks ago, I hadn’t considered leaving the City. Now all I want is to see everywhere else.

      “I would like that,” she answers. She turns and looks straight at me. After her answer, I don’t care if she sees my tears. She wipes them away.

      When her lips touch mine, I forget where we are. I forget the dangers around us. I forget we should be keeping watch. It’s her and me. Blissful oblivion.

      We break apart, and she smiles at me. Then she’s cuddled back at my side. I can’t keep the grin off my face. We don’t talk. We just sit and look up at the stars until it is time for Dale and Zeke to take the next watch.

      During their shift, they sit with their backs against the cliff. Eager, whispered conversation. I didn’t expect them to get along so well. Since they went for a food run together before the climb, they’ve spent a lot of time together. Dale loves cooking. Zeke knows plants. It’s an interesting dynamic.

      My eyelids are heavy. Sleep pulls me closer. The blanket is soft. Warm.

      Six people in the sitting room. Chatter. The photo of a young woman lights up the wall. Golden hair and skin. Smoke-gray eyes. My own face appears next to hers.

      “They are our best chance at solving the crisis.” My father’s words ring through the room. He doesn’t know I’m watching.

      Silence. All heads turned toward the screen.

      I edge closer. My foot hits the door. A creak. My father scans the room. I close the door. I rush down the hallway, back toward my room. Footsteps behind me.

      “Nate!”
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      The sun creeps up over the cliff behind us. The treetops ahead shine pale gold. The light makes the forest friendly. Inviting. Hard to imagine any horrors inside something this beautiful.

      The air around us gradually warms. We walk at a comfortable pace. We can’t stress our bodies too much. We don’t know when we’ll be forced to run again.

      I keep expecting something to happen. The fact that we haven’t encountered any animals since we left the labs makes me nervous.

      Blotches of sunlight dance over the path ahead. My mother would have loved this. I can almost see her walking beside me. I smile. Chase smiles back. I want to kiss those lips again.

      “Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Dale’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

      “Yes, this is west,” I answer.

      “I wish we knew how wide this Circle is,” Dale sounds nervous. I don’t blame him. I scan the trees. No movement. The beauty only distracts from the feeling we are being watched for so long.

      Dale falls back to talk with Zeke. How much can you talk about fucking plants?

      Movement in the bushes. I hold up an arm to stop the others.

      Something small shoots past my leg. A narrow miss. Chase yelps and jumps back. Zeke catches her. I search the bush for the source of the attack. The leaves stir. I creep closer.

      Armed with a large branch, Zeke steps next to me. He parts the bush with the tip. A small creature jumps toward him. Zeke stabs at it. Misses.

      I leap forward and step onto the creature. Squelch. I landed on a frog.

      “That works too,” Zeke laughs.

      Slime sticks to my shoe. I lift it higher. Resistance. A plop. Then a thunk.

      A black metal box is covered in frog guts. My impact must have opened the cover. I push the gooey flesh aside and inspect the technology added to the animal. The box is about the size of my palm. It holds what looks like a miniature crossbow. About twenty darts are lined up inside it.

      “What the fuck?” Zeke leans in closer.

      “Guys?” Tien sounds worried. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s one of those frog-techmuts we read about. I crushed it. You can see the dart-shooting apparatus.” I hold the box up. All of them look at it in fascination.

      Chase is the first to come to her senses. “There’s got to be more of them.”

      I pocket the machine. My fingers are covered in smashed frog. I wipe them off as best I can on my pants.

      We pick up speed to get away from the frogs. The number of frog encounters increases. Every leaf seems to move. Darts fly past us. We are able to avoid them.

      After a while we see less and less of the techmuts. We must be reaching the end of their territory. I don’t know what’s next. At least with the tech-frogs we know what to look out for. And they’re small.

      We eat on the road, not daring to stop. Eventually the only movement we see is from the butterflies. There are more of them here than there were in the mountains. The fact they are a failed project, abandoned, makes them more beautiful.

      Tien stops abruptly. “What was that?”

      I halt and follow his gaze. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Something moved in those trees.”

      Everyone comes to a stop and searches the forest. Then I see it. “You’re right, Tien. Way larger than those damn frogs.” It vanishes as quickly as it appeared.

      The creature crawls down the tree. Its enormous hairy body silhouettes against the light. Eight legs glitter in the sun—might be metal. Many eyes gleam with the red light we’ve learned to associate with danger.

      But it’s not nighttime. Why is it out?

      “It’s the spider. Fuck. Didn’t want to meet these,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Clicking sounds fill the air as countless spiders appear in the woods around us.

      We run. More clicking, rustling of legs. Webs large enough to catch a human dot the forest. The techmuts follow us on both sides of the path.

      We freeze when an especially large specimen looms ahead. It jumps toward us. We duck.

      I expect metallic legs to crush me. Pincers to snap at me. Nothing happens.

      Stopped by an invisible force at the side of the path, the spider rears on two legs. It angrily waves the other six at us before it sinks back into the shadows.

      It can’t get onto the path.

      “Hilarious.” Zeke bursts out laughing. It’s the last thing I feel like doing. “We are running from something that can’t touch us.”

      “I don’t know why you think it’s funny,” Chase snaps at him. “For all we know, something worse is right around the corner. Let’s count our blessings and get out of here.”

      Zeke steps closer to the tree line. His feet stop just shy of the shadows. The spider pounces against the invisible barrier. Zeke doesn’t even flinch. He kneels to observe the spider, which keeps attacking the barrier.

      And he’s usually the one to stop me from doing something stupid. I pull Zeke back. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      The path doesn’t seem to be what stops the spiders. Occasionally we see them on it. But they are always shaded by the trees.

      “It’s the light,” Chase observes.

      “Then let’s find shelter before it gets dark,” Tien presses.

      We walk for hours. Finally we arrive at a wide clearing. The river glitters in the sun. The cliffs have created a waterfall. Tall grass surrounds a pool at its base. Flowers. Butterflies. Bees.

      I hesitate. No red lights on the bees.

      Zeke whoops and drops his pack next to the water. His shirt gets abandoned next. “Who wants a swim?”

      Impatient to join, I throw off my clothes. A loud splash tells me Zeke’s jumped in. In my boxers, I follow. The water is refreshing. Not as cold as I expected. Spirals of warm water float by. Bubbles come from the side of the pool. It’s like a natural hot tub. “Guys, check this out. It’s warm.”

      Minutes later all of us are in the pool. As no one packed swimwear, our underwear is enough. Mira keeps her shirt on. We laugh. Joke. Splash each other with water.

      “I bet there’s a giant sea monster somewhere in this water,” Zeke mocks.

      I laugh. “Don’t jinx it, mate.”

      We swim until we shiver. We change into dry clothes and leave our wet underwear on the bank. The mood is cheerful but on guard. It’s hard to be afraid with this much beauty around.

      Tien finds a cave behind the waterfall. A perfect hideaway to set up camp. When the sun sinks, we start a fire. My stomach reminds me we’ve skipped another meal, having replaced it with running.

      Mira checks on the clothes outside, brings them back clean and dry. We repack the bags—a habit now.
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      Chase and I take first watch again. We sit covered in blankets at the cave entrance. The bright moon reflects in the pool.

      “I wish we could go back into the warm water,” I whisper. “I’m freezing.”

      Chase smiles mischievously. “We can see the cave from there. Think it would be safe?”

      The others are fast asleep, no red lights in sight. I nod. As quietly as we can, we sneak down to the shore. We drop our blankets.

      Another mischievous smile from Chase. “Our clothes wouldn’t dry until morning. Turn around. No peeking.”

      I chuckle, unable to stop myself. I turn, look into the dark forest. Scan it for red lights, the glint of a leg. Still nothing, but maybe we shouldn’t be outside.

      “Psst,” Chase whispers behind me, and I push the thought aside. She’s fully submerged in the water. “Come in.”

      My shirt and pants join hers on the grass. With flushed cheeks I gesture for her to turn around. Giggling, she obliges. The cold air makes my skin prickle. I slip into the warm water, and Chase slowly turns around.

      The waterfall thunders beside us. We don’t say a word, hovering in the warm water. The moon bathes us in silver. The night sky is covered in stars. I have never seen so many stars before. It was always too bright in the City.

      I grab Chase’s hand, pull her to me. My feet touch the ground, but she swims in front of me. Her beauty takes my breath away. I pull her closer, press my lips to hers. I can feel her body against mine, both of us naked. She tenses and pulls away. A glint in her eyes.

      “Did I—”

      She shushes me. Her finger presses against my lips. She pulls me toward the shadows, points at the sky. I turn and see what she saw. A light in the sky, circling blades. A helicopter. Fuck. The waterfall had masked the sound of the machine.

      We head for shore. No time to be embarrassed. She looks like a goddess against the dark forest. Now is not the time. We’re in danger.

      We scramble for our underwear, slip into shoes. Chase wraps a blanket around her. I throw our clothes into the other and bundle it up.

      We run for the cave entrance. We’re cut off as the searchlight appears on the ground in front of us.

      “Run!” Chase screams.

      I don’t think twice. With the bundle in my arms, I whirl around and follow Chase into the dark. She screams again. I’m sure she wants the others to hear. I’m also sure moving away from the camp is what we need to do.

      We follow the path into the forest, the helicopter whirring above us. The night air flies past and chills my wet body. The trees grow dense. We keep running. Despite the exertion, we get colder with each passing minute.

      Chase stops, holds up a hand. “Wait.” I come to a stop beside her. “I think they don’t know where we are.”

      The helicopter circles aimlessly above. We stay below the canopy. A few times the searchlight hits the ground close to us. Each time it moves away. They can’t see us. It moves farther and farther away.

      I relax. “That was close. Too close.”

      Chase shivers. I hold out the bundle in my arms. She puts on her clothes. I quickly slip into my own. I’m still cold, but the clothes provide at least some cover.

      We head back the way we came. We need to get back to the others. The night grows darker as clouds cover the moon.

      “I hate the dark,” I admit.

      Chase squeezes my hand. “I know. I’m here.” With her, the night seems to brighten a little.

      The moon breaks through the clouds, illuminating the path. Metallic legs glimmer ahead. A spider raises two front legs.

      Chase’s hand slips from my grip. I speed up to grab it. Again we run through the forest. Spiders make us change course a few times. We slip and stumble over branches and rocks. We try our best to aim for the river.

      Darkness moves around us. Clicking. Hissing.

      “I can’t run anymore,” Chase says between heavy breaths.

      I throw her over my shoulder. “Hold on.”

      With her added weight, I can’t help but slow. My breath is heavy.

      “Stop, Nate,” Chase pleads. I shake my head. I need to get us back. “Stop,” she repeats, stronger. “Look.”

      She’s good at spotting what others can’t see. So I stop and lower her to the ground. She points at the largest tree around, larger than I thought possible. Roots curve in and out of the earth, creating a small cave.

      She falls onto her knees and crawls in. I want to yell out a warning, stop her. I imagine techmuts tearing her to pieces.

      “Come on, it’s empty,” she calls from inside.

      I grab branches from the ground, spread them over the entrance behind us. We should be safe here.

      Chase spreads her blanket on the floor. I wrap mine around both of us, pull her close. Exhausted, my eyelids heavy, I slow my breathing.
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      It’s dark when I open my eyes, and Nate’s smiling at me.

      “You’re still awake?” I ask.

      “Woke up a few minutes ago. Not the most comfortable sleeping position.” He groans and stretches. He’s right. Roots dig into my back. We must have dozed off while sitting against the back of our burrow.

      “Sorry, you should’ve woken me up.”

      He shook his head. “You needed the rest.”

      My body feels achy, and I move my limbs for some relief. “The ground looks soft enough. We can share the blanket,” I suggest.

      He lies on his back and lets me lay my head on his chest, his arm around my shoulders.

      “Nervous?” I ask.

      “Why?”

      “Your heart is beating very fast,” I whisper.

      He clears his throat. “It’s not every day I get to lie in the middle of a forest with a beautiful woman.”

      I’ve never been good with compliments, so I pretend he’s joking and punch him in the side.

      “What?” he says in a soft voice. “It’s true.” With my face hot from embarrassment, I snuggle closer into his side. He continues, “I like you, you know?”

      I can’t find the right words. After a minute of silence, Nate asks, “Still awake?”

      I nod against his chest. “I… I’m not good with compliments.”

      “Me neither. Sorry, didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I don’t know how to react. I’m not good at any of this.”

      He kisses my forehead. “No one is. How could we? Growing up, we knew it didn’t matter.”

      We are back talking about the City, an easier subject. “I guess you’re right. Since we knew they decided for us in the end…” My voice trails off.

      His stubble scratches against my forehead as he nods. “Can I ask you something? Before you were matched with Dale, did you ever—” He breaks off, but I know what he wants to ask.

      “I had a few short relationships. Or whatever you might call them. None of them mattered, and they were years ago. I haven’t been with anyone since Dale. I had to pretend to be happy.”

      “Must be hard,” he says, then quickly adds, “Pretending, I mean.”

      I laugh. “Both.”

      He cocks his head. “Hm?”

      “Pretending was hard. Not being with anyone was just as hard, maybe harder.” I’m not sure why I said it. I’ve never even admitted it to Mira.

      “It is,” he agrees.

      “What about you and Susan?” I ask before I can stop myself.

      He tenses. “What do you mean? Susan and I were matched a couple of days before I… met you. Our parents had planned a formal wedding next year, so we didn’t have to pretend or anything. Not yet.”

      The anger in his voice makes me regret the question. “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “Don’t be. I’m not angry with you.”

      I pull the blanket around me and sit against the opposite wall. I can barely see him in the dark.

      He continues, “This whole system is fucked up. And a lot of it is my father’s fault. He lets it happen.”

      “I know,” I answer, unsure what else to say.

      “I think people should be allowed to love whomever they want, to kiss whomever they want, to fuck—sorry—whomever they want.”

      I chuckle. His choice of words clears the tense air between us.

      Emboldened by the laughter, I ask, “Before you were matched, did you ever—to use your choice of words—fuck whomever you wanted?” The word is uncharacteristic for me, it makes me blush.

      Nate raises an eyebrow. “Sounds wrong when you say it.” We both laugh. “But yeah, I did. Mostly one-night stands. The past few years though… most women even remotely my age were matched. Couldn’t do it anymore. I haven’t been with anyone in a long time.”

      “Was it hard?”

      He shrugs. He looks angry again but in a different way. “If you and I had met under different circumstances—”

      I lean over and kiss him. I don’t want to hear how we never would have been allowed to act on our feelings.

      I kiss him like I’ve never kissed anyone. The night around us seems to vanish. All our problems, the dangers, melt away.

      When we finally break apart, he looks at me. Softly, he says, “I love you.”

      Oh. I didn’t expect that. The surprise must have shown on my face.

      “I’m sorry,” he apologizes, looking hurt. “Ignore me.”

      “No, shut up.”

      I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. “Shut up” must be the worst response to “I love you” anyone has ever come up with.

      I take a deep breath before I say, “I… I love you too.”

      Those three words are the hardest thing I’ve ever said, but they’re true. Nate grins before he plants another kiss on my lips. I kiss him back and try to put all the things I can’t say into it.

      He seems to understand.

      Fiery warmth spreads through me as he pulls me on top of him, his strong arms around my waist. An earthy smell fills my nose, quickly replaced by the smell of his skin.

      I don’t care that we are in the middle of a forest, stuck in a damn tree. All I want is to be with someone I decide to be with.

      I press myself into him. His hand slips under my shirt, warms the small of my back. Suddenly there is too much fabric between us. I want to be closer to him, as close as I was in the lake. That moment feels like forever ago.

      He seems to think along the same lines. His hand slips farther under my shirt, pushing it up. But he hesitates, so I pull the shirt over my head.

      There’s a hungry look in his eyes when they catch on my bare breasts. Then his eyes find mine. A spark in them makes me smile and lean in to kiss him again.

      He sits up, pulling me with him until I sit on his lap, my legs around his middle. I wrap my arms around him, pull up his shirt. He leans back a little to allow me to slip it off. It falls on the ground somewhere. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is getting it out of the way.

      His skin is warm against mine, but when his fingers glide down my side and brush the side of my breast, following the willow branches, I feel my skin prickle. For a moment, the face of the peacer back in my cell invades my vision. Those yellow eyebrows. I tense, try to push it away.

      Nate pauses to look at me. His hand drops. “Are you okay?” he asks with worry in his voice.

      I nod, take his hand, and return it to my side, his thumb against my breast. He continues his tracing of my tattoo. He bites my lip gently before kissing my cheek, my neck. His breathing grows fast, hot against my skin. I arch my back in pleasure when he kisses my breasts. I have never been touched like this.

      I bury my hands in his hair and pull him closer to me, guiding my nipple to his mouth. He moans, lets himself sink back to the ground, and fumbles with the button of my jeans. Gently I push his hands away and open it for him. I roll onto my back, slip them off.

      Trailing kisses down his chest and stomach, I deftly open his jeans and slide them off his legs. His eyes widen as I glide my fingers up, just past his bulge, which twitches lightly. He looks at me longingly, hungrily. When I slip off his boxers, I can’t help but look at him the same way.

      I kiss his neck and nibble on his ear, my hand stroking his length. His body tenses with pleasure. I smile into his hair.

      He rolls me over and my back hits a rock on the ground. I grit my teeth, and he starts to apologize. With a finger on his lips, I move to the side, onto flat ground. He slips his hand into my panties, pressing his fingers at my entrance, before moving them down my legs, kissing along the inside of my thigh. Longing pulses between my legs, and I will him to rid me of the last piece of fabric.

      He sucks, nibbles, and kisses his way back up. Gently. Slowly. Until he hovers over me, his cock against my hip, his lips close to mine. I can’t wait any longer. I kiss him, my tongue dancing across his lip.

      “We’re safe, right?” he asks, and I grunt in response. “No more surprise babies?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, begging him to finally unite us. He smiles at my annoyance, spreads my ankles with his foot.

      He rubs himself against my entrance. I tilt my hips to get the friction I crave. Slowly, his cock moves into me, his bulge filling me with pleasure.

      When we unite, my senses explode. I’ve been with men before. This is different.
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      When he collapses on the ground next to me, earth clings to our sweat-covered bodies. As the night grows colder and invades the moment, Nate grabs the blanket. I roll to my side, and he holds me from behind. He pulls the blanket over us and shields us from the cold.

      “Good night,” he whispers into my ear.

      I enjoy his warmth against my body and the smell of his sweat mixed with the forest until I fall asleep.
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      First light crawls through the branches. Chase is warm by my side. She slipped away a little during the night, turned to lie on her belly. But she’s close enough to radiate warmth onto my bare chest.

      Memories of the previous night flood my mind. First the pleasant ones, then why we are here. The danger, the spiders.

      I lean over her, press a soft kiss onto her head. Chase stirs when I move. She gives a low grunt. I know she’s not good with mornings. She pulls the blanket tighter.

      “Wake up, sleepy head.” A kiss to her cheek. “We need to get back, find the others.” A kiss to her lips.

      “Morning,” she mutters through a yawn as she stretches.

      The air chills my back when she sits up, taking the blanket with her. Shivering, I reach for my shirt. Both of us are shy now, the rush of the night having worn off. I pretend to search for something to give her some privacy.

      “It’s later than I hoped,” I say, shielding my eyes against the sun. “The tree must have kept it dark enough for us to sleep in.” Hard to believe we slept that well on the ground.

      “Let’s hope the others didn’t leave without us.” Her face reflects my worry. My stomach clenches. I try for a reassuring smile. “I’m sure we’ll find them.”

      The forest looks different during the day. Friendlier. I search the trees for the glint of metallic legs. The techmuts were out during the day yesterday.

      “I have to admit, I like this Circle a lot better during the day,” she says.

      “Might be the lack of things trying to kill us.”

      Her laughter rings through the trees, seems to echo through them. Her face falls at the sound. Both of us expect spiders to rope down. We pause and search the trees for movement.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I whisper, and squeeze her hand.

      I sigh with relief when we step onto the road. The sunlight warms us. The path is closer than I would have guessed. It feels like we ran forever last night.

      “There are still the tech-frogs,” she murmurs. Though she looks less anxious herself.

      We walk toward the river, hand in hand. I never want to let go of her. She stabilizes me. Grounds me. It’s as if her hand tethers me to sanity.

      Every bend in the path that doesn’t reveal the clearing makes me tense. It can’t be much farther. Finally the glitter of sunlight ripples on the river. Chase pulls free, starts running. My insides are cold. Something doesn’t feel right.

      I run after her. I want to yell but don’t dare. I catch up to her, grab her arm. She looks at me in confusion.

      “Sorry. I don’t know. It’s so… quiet.” My voice is a whisper again.

      She nods. We quietly approach the waterfall. Her anxiety increases the closer we get.

      When we reach the water, we lean against the damp rock and creep toward the entrance. The cave is empty. Anticipation and excitement drain from her face, replaced by blank disappointment.

      She slides down the wall. I kneel next to her. Movement from the corner of my eye makes me turn. Our footsteps must have attracted something, some enemy. I tense, ready for a fight.

      Instead, I see our friends slip out from behind boulders. Tien’s face splits into a smile.

      “Chase?” I say. She doesn’t react. Her face is buried into her hands. Her body shakes with silent sobs. “Chase,” I repeat.

      She looks up. Tears streak through the dirt on her cheeks. Her eyes are already turning red. The relief on my face confuses her. She looks angry, as if I’m mocking her.

      I jerk my head toward our friends. Her face lights up. She jumps to her feet, runs toward Mira, Tien, Dale, and pulls them into a hug. I stand back, let them have their moment.

      I find Zeke’s eyes. He stands awkwardly on the other side of the hug. I walk over to my best mate, clap him on the arm, then pull him into an embrace.

      “Where have you been?” He nudges his head toward the others. “Those three were unbearable. They wanted to run after you. I had to threaten to knock all of them out to stop them from being idiots.”

      Guilt makes me look at the ground. I was too distracted to worry about them last night. I shift from foot to foot.

      Zeke knows I’m hiding something. “What happened?”

      Remembering what Chase and I did last night, I can’t keep the grin off my face. It seems to say more than I wanted to admit.

      Zeke mirrors my grin, slaps me on the shoulder. “Bro. You didn’t?” He laughs. “We were worried sick, and you were out there having fun? Did you kiss? Fuck? I need details.”

      “No, it wasn’t like that! We—no.” I’m too flustered to speak.

      Zeke breaks into laughter. It attracts the attention of the rest of the group.

      “Later,” I mutter. I hope Zeke will obey. The others don’t need to know. Definitely not Dale. I wasn’t even ready to tell Zeke. Guilt rises again. I push it down.

      Tien breaks away. He walks over, a skip in his step. He shakes my lower arm, Roman-style. When he pulls me into a hug, he nearly sweeps me off my feet. There’s strength in the little man.

      “So glad to see you, dude.” He slaps my back. “Zeke was grumpy all night without you here. We were so worried.”

      I smile, unsure of what to say. Mira hugs me, gives me a little kiss on the cheek, before she returns to Chase. The two girls stand arm in arm.

      Dale and I look at each other. Things have always been awkward between us. My guilt adds to it. Like I betrayed him.

      He takes a step toward me. Without thinking I pull him into a short but tight hug. “Glad you’re okay,” I say before letting him go.

      Dale is confused at the warm welcome. “You too, man. You too.”

      Chase and I quickly explain what happened the previous night—leaving out the sordid details, of course.

      “What should we do now?” I sink back against the wall and its comforting cold.

      The horror of the previous night hangs in the air. The helicopter. The techmuts.

      When no one answers, I let my head fall back. The ceiling is damp. Water drips occasionally.

      My thoughts race in the silence. The pool. The spiders. Holding Chase in the water. Running again. Her breath on my neck when she touched my cock for the first time. Guilt. The empty cave. Zeke’s grinning face. Chase’s bare breasts in my hands. Guilt. The warmth of Chase’s skin.

      There’s no real order. Fragments, moments. I bite my lip to stop the memories. Mostly as a distraction, I suggest breakfast.

      “We should head out right after,” Zeke points out. I’m surprised he doesn’t argue for leaving right away. He’s a soldier at heart—despite what my father allowed in his career. Always looking to push on. Get shit done.

      “Did you get any sleep last night?” Zeke asks pointedly after we eat.

      “Shut it,” I snap back. “I’ll tell you later. Now make yourself useful. Make sure we didn’t forget anything by the pool.”

      Zeke grins as he walks outside, his form dark against the bright light in the entrance. My thoughts are still circling. Chase. The night together. Guilt. Chase.

      I shake my head, force a smile, and join the others.
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      I turn for a last look at the pool glittering in the bright sunlight. Rainbows hover around the waterfall and butterflies float between the flowers. It’s hard to pull my gaze from the beauty. But it’s harder to forget the nightmare that disrupted it last night.

      We walk in silence through the forest, undisturbed by tech-spiders, mutant frogs, or any other unfriendly creatures.

      Dale walks ahead of me, his red hair untidy and pulled into a small bun at the top of his head. It looks wrong on him. He’s lost weight since we left home, gained some strength. Still, he can’t pull off the topknot. Not like Zeke, whose hair is pulled back into a messy bun that would make many women jealous. Not like Nate, whose hair is only inches longer than Dale’s and pulled into a similar knot. It’s too out of character on Dale. Dale’s a good guy. He’s my best friend, my husband. He’s always been dependable and consistent, even when it comes to his hair.

      My gaze is drawn to Nate, deep in thought, walking next to Zeke. He’s found himself a sizeable branch to use as a walking stick.

      He looks unhappy. Is he thinking about last night? Does he regret it happened? Does he regret the declaration of love? Maybe it was only said in the heat of the moment. Worry, doubt, and guilt haunt me as I force myself to look away.

      I have to talk to Dale. I should tell him what happened. We’ve never been a romantic couple, but I owe it to him. Keeping it a secret would be like cheating.

      Mira nudges my arm. “Where are you, love?”

      I jump as if Mira caught me doing something wrong. “I’m okay. Just thinking.” I slow down a little to gain some distance between us and the men. “Nate and I…” I find myself unable to finish the sentence.

      “Did you finally figure out how much you like him?” Mira asks encouragingly.

      “I—yes, I guess. It’s more than that. It’s…” I trail away again. My cheeks flush. I didn’t realize it until last night, and she’d already managed to pick up on it.

      Mira raises an eyebrow. “What happened? Did you guys talk?”

      “We did. We talked and we—” I sigh. “I don’t know how it happened. We were running. First from the helicopter, then from the spiders. We had to hide in a tree-burrow thing. Then we talked about the City, about how unfair the system is. We kissed again—”

      “Again?” Mira grins.

      “The first time was when we were keeping watch at the side of the mountains. The second time in the pool last night, right before we had to run.” I can feel my cheeks getting redder by the word. “Anyway, one thing led to another and—and, I don’t know how it happened exactly.”

      “You had sex?” Mira asks, louder than I would have liked. I check the men walking ahead and shush Mira. Luckily no one reacts. Mira quietly continues, “You guys slept together? How was it?”

      I nod slowly. In a whisper, I tell Mira everything about the previous night—how he said he loved me, my stupid reaction of telling him to shut up (Mira couldn’t help but laugh.), and how I think I love him too. I also tell her about sleeping together, though not with too many details.

      “I feel guilty. I’m worried how Dale will take it. Also, I think Nate regrets it.”

      “That’s stupid,” Mira declares. “Dale loves you, but he only wants you to be happy. He’s not in love with you.” Another grin splits her face. “As to Nate—he hasn’t been able to keep his damn eyes off you all morning.”

      As if on cue, Nate looks back at us. When he catches my gaze, he turns away and bites his lip. I watch him, lost in thought.

      “Do you regret it?” Mira asks, and I realize how well she knows me.

      “No, I don’t. I mean, I wish I’d had a chance to talk to Dale before things got this far. I don’t want him to feel cheated or like I’m keeping secrets. He’s important in my life. And Willow loves him, thinks he’s her father. She—” My voice cracks at the mention of my daughter.

      For a moment, I had let myself forget. Would she like Nate? Would Nate like her? Would she be okay with having both Nate and Dale in her life? Dale will forever be her father, but with everything that’s happened, pretending won’t be enough anymore.

      I remember agreeing to Nate’s plan to join him when all of this is over, to leave the City. It would mean splitting up Willow and Dale, or leaving Willow with him. Neither feels like an option.

      “I’m sure she’s okay.” Mira pulls me from my thoughts. “We’ll save her, Chase.”

      I don’t answer. Mira gives me a few minutes and walks next to me in silence.

      “Was it difficult?” she asks after a while. It takes me a moment to put together what she’s asking. This isn’t about Nate and me anymore. I look into her green eyes. Her face shows worry, shame, expectation, and hope all at once.

      I try for a reassuring smile. “Only for a moment. When he touched me the same way the peacer touched me, I saw that monster’s face. Nate noticed something was wrong and stopped. It made all the difference. I think, because he immediately backed off when I tensed, I felt in control. I could trust him, if that makes sense.”

      Mira nods but doesn’t reply. I want to say more but can’t find the right words, so I take her hand and hold it tightly. Mira’s warmth comforts me, and I hope mine does the same for her.

      “What was that?” Tien says ahead. I drop Mira’s hand and search the trees. I don’t see anything. The rest of the group is equally confused.

      “What was what?” Zeke asks.

      Tien’s scared. He had been the first to see movement when the tech-spiders appeared, so I scan the shadows for their hairy bodies and metallic legs.

      “I saw something.” He doesn’t sound certain anymore, probably half-convinced he imagined the movement.

      “Maybe another spider?” I suggest.

      Instinctively, we step closer together, form a circle with our backs toward each other. It’s an automatic defense, and it makes me feel safer to know the others are by my side.

      “Should we keep going?” Nate asks when no one sees anything else.

      We agree, and Zeke adds, “Keep your eyes open. No more getting lost in thought. Stay alert. If Tien saw something, we need to be prepared. If we’re lucky, it was just the wind—”

      “Dude,” Tien interrupts, “I saw something. It wasn’t the fucking wind.”

      “I know, man. I trust you. I didn’t mean it that way. I’m simply hoping.”

      The softness in Zeke’s voice takes me by surprise. He’s not just worried about what we’re facing but Tien’s feelings as well. Nate’s been telling me he’s a good guy. But I was too focused on Zeke’s soldier persona, his hard shell. From this reaction, I can see depth I hadn’t given him credit for.

      “Zeke is right,” I say. “We need to be prepared. It might be nothing, but it would be stupid not to keep our eyes open.”

      The mood has shifted. We were chatting or lost in thought before, but now we are watching the forest and each other, alert and ready.

      I see the glint of red eyes in a tree. Tien was right. “Spiders,” I declare, my voice cold with dread.

      The others freeze. Without another word, we huddle again.

      “They can’t get to us. The road is fully lit,” Zeke reminds us.

      “Let’s not rely on it,” Nate counters.

      I remember a spider on the trail, silhouetted against the moonlight. It was night, which probably changed things, but I don’t like the idea of taking any chances.

      We run. No one gave a command, but all of us start at the same time. The pots and pans rattle in Dale’s bag with each step.

      The spiders close in on the path. They still seem wary of it. Maybe the scientists wanted to keep the walkways open to be able to inspect things? It might be sunlight; it might be a technological barrier. We can’t be sure.

      Mira stumbles over a rock in the road and drags me down with her. I grunt in pain as my hands hit the rough ground. My insides turn to ice when I see Mira facedown, her top half lying in the shade.

      “Mira!” I yell in panic.

      Mira rolls over—the wrong way. A techmut advances, excitedly clicking its pincers.

      Tien runs to pick her up. He steps off the path to get his arms underneath her. One of the spiders gets close to Mira’s head, and he kicks it to make it retreat. Zeke throws a large rock and breaks one of its metallic legs. The spider scurries away, dragging the injured leg with it.

      Before it’s out of sight, other spiders replace it. Nate, Zeke, and Dale run to help Tien. Mira pushes herself up and holds her head. Tien helps her up. He pushes her toward the road where she stumbles into my arms.

      Before he can follow, a spider separates him from us. Nate hits it with his walking stick, causing a whirring sound to come from the creature. He must have hit something electronic.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Mira, who is gritting her teeth.

      “Yes. Fell onto a rock. I’ll be fine.”

      Zeke and Nate are dragging Tien. Something’s wrong. Dale throws more rocks at the spiders until all of us are safe on the sunlit road. The spiders rear at the invisible barrier. They can’t get to us—yet.

      Tien is bent over with a knee pulled into his chest. He groans in pain. Mira kneels and pulls his pant leg up. Two red dots pulse on his calf, the surrounding flesh already swelling.

      “What happened?” I ask Nate. He’s paler than I’ve ever seen him.

      “It’s my fault,” he says. “I was trying to fight them off. One of them grabbed my walking stick. Tien tried to get it out. But I let go. I thought it would stop if I gave up the stick. The spider turned on Tien. If I hadn’t let go, maybe it would’ve kept fighting me.”

      I grab his shoulders. “You don’t know that. You were trying to help.”

      We cringe when Tien yelps in pain. The area around the bite is turning green. Nate is biting his lip again.

      “We need to stop the venom from spreading,” Zeke says. He looks at Mira. “Give me your scarf.”

      Mira obeys without objection. Her hair falls into her face, but she ignores it. Zeke bandages Tien’s leg as tightly as possible.

      “If this doesn’t help, we’ll need to tourniquet, but I’d rather avoid that. They say it does more harm than good if done wrong.” He offers Tien his hand. “Can you stand?”

      I’m glad Zeke and Nate had access to good education, television, and books. Their knowledge has saved us more than a few times now.

      Tien grabs Nate’s arm to pull himself up. He winces, testing his weight on his injured leg. With gritted teeth, he nods. “You’ll need to help me.”

      Nate and Mira support Tien. It slows us down considerably. Mira checks on him every few steps. I see the love behind the worry and hope Tien will be okay. I don’t think Mira would be able to cope with another loss. Especially after she finally opened up to him.

      Everything seems unreal. It feels like years ago when we talked about her intimacy issues and they went for that walk. How long has it been since we’ve left the City? I can’t tell for sure if it has been weeks or months with everything that’s happened.
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      Tien collapses onto the ground. He screams in pain, then is silent. Mira’s face is blank as she scrambles up from where she had fallen with him. She touches his forehead with the back of her hand and checks the wound on his leg.

      His calf is swollen, green, and pulsing with every heartbeat. Tears stream down Mira’s face and drop onto the wound. She shakes him and yells at him to wake up. Tien doesn’t stir, and her yelling dies into pleas, then silent begging.

      “We’ll have to carry him,” Zeke says and hands Nate his bag. He throws Tien over his shoulder as if he’s no heavier than his backpack.

      I take Mira’s hand and pull her down the path. I curse myself for letting us run. If we hadn’t panicked, nothing would have happened. Now that we are slowed down, we’ll be easy prey when the sun sets.

      Tien’s leg dangles in front of me, a constant reminder of the threat surrounding us. None of the spiders step onto the path, but they are a constant presence at its sides. They rear onto their back legs and crawl against the invisible barrier, slowly following us out of reach.

      Watching them, I can’t help but remember a song Dale used to sing to Willow at night:

      Itsy bitsy spider

      Climbed up the waterspout;

      Tears roll down my cheeks. Mira and I walk hand in hand, both crying quietly. The afternoon breeze dries our tears before they fall off our faces. A salty crust forms on my cheeks.

      Down came the rain

      And washed the spider out;

      I wonder where Willow is. Is she still at the Imperium? Are they treating her okay?

      Out came the sun

      And dried up all the rain;

      And the itsy bitsy spider

      Climbed up the spout again.

      Will I ever see her again? I sniff, and Nate looks at me. I shake my head and give him a reassuring smile. After another worried glance, he offers to take over for Zeke.

      “Not yet,” Zeke says.

      “Are you okay, honey?” Mira asks me.

      “Thinking about Willow.” I dry my tears on my sleeve and force thoughts of my daughter away. “There’s more important things at the moment.”

      Mira pats my shoulder before taking my hand. She doesn’t talk because she knows there’s nothing she can say to make it better. Her presence calms me.

      When the sun starts to sink, I remember the spider on the path the night before.

      “It’s getting dark. The spiders—”

      Nate turns. “Fuck, yeah, I forgot. They can get onto the path when it’s dark. We saw them yesterday. Let’s go.”

      My legs seize up as we run. Zeke manages to keep up despite having Tien on his shoulders. The sunlight grows orange and threatens to fade completely.

      “Nate,” Zeke pants. “You need to take over.”

      We pause long enough to allow Zeke to lower Tien to his knees and for Nate to pull him onto his shoulders. The strain on Nate is obvious.

      “You are a beast,” he says. Zeke smiles at the compliment. “How did you carry him for hours like this?”

      Our shadows stretch in front of us. My heart pumps from panic and running. “Guys, we need to find shelter.”

      Tien slows Nate down more than he did Zeke, but we don’t give up. We can’t. We keep running.

      When the trees ahead change, hope rises inside me. “Wait, something is different ahead.” I pause and squint to make out details. The path changes to a darker brownish-gray. “It think it’s the next Circle.”

      The prospect of safety from the spiders spurs us on. There’s a distinct line that runs across the road and into the trees. Not one leaf crosses over. The undergrowth is thicker ahead, and the path seems muddy and wet.

      “It’s a jungle,” Nate pants.

      I can’t help wondering what new horrors we’ll find across the line, but for now I only care about getting away from the horrors at hand.

      The last rays of sunlight are vanishing behind the trees, and excitement ripples through the spiders. Their pincers click faster and faster.

      Zeke yells, “They’re coming!”

      He lifts Tien’s legs to relieve some of the weight from Nate’s body. The techmuts tentatively step onto the path, and it takes all my effort not to freeze.

      We are steps from the border when three spiders crawl out in front of us. Zeke goes into autopilot and starts yelling out orders at us. No one objects.

      “Nate, run. Get Tien to safety.” With a last glance at me, Nate sprints toward the border. Zeke bellows and pokes the spiders with a large branch to give Nate a chance to slip past and into the Tropical Circle. “Guys, go. I’ll hold them off.”

      I bend down and grab some rocks without slowing down. I throw them at the spiders as we approach. I whoop when one hits a spider right in the head. The creature whirs, slows, then shuts down completely.

      Before I can cheer, it restarts and charges at me, but Zeke blocks it. With practiced movements, he swipes the legs out from underneath the hairy body and whacks the body with the end of the stick. He keeps himself between us and the spiders.

      Dale and Mira run toward Nate and Tien. I hesitate. I can’t leave Zeke. I grab another branch from the side of the road and run to his side. He glances at me, nods curtly, then resumes his attack. I don’t have Zeke’s strength, but I can help keep them at bay.

      We walk backward slowly, hoping we won’t trip. Nate lays Tien down in the Tropical Circle and sprints back to join our efforts. Zeke lands a strong hit onto a spider’s back, and something inside cracks loudly. The spider collapses, all eight legs splayed out to the sides. It doesn’t move. But more spiders approach from the front and sides.

      “We have to get out of here,” Zeke says.

      Nate kicks at a spider while Zeke strikes a perfect blow to the back of another. United, we turn and run. With inches to spare, we reach the Tropical Circle and collapse. The spiders, longing for their prey, crash into the invisible barrier separating the zones, pincers clicking and legs crawling up the wall.

      We are safe. For now.
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      In a clearing not far from the border, we set up camp. We stay close to the trees for shelter but far enough to see anything approaching. The unknown scares me, and I can’t relax.

      Soon after nightfall, we hear helicopters in the distance. Their lights shine onto the treetops but can’t break through the canopy. Our fire should be invisible to them through the thick cover of leaves.

      “I’m just waiting for the next damn thing to try and kill us.” Nate’s voice is tense. “Or for one of those assholes up there to spot us.”

      Mira’s eyes are puffy. “We have to rest. We can’t keep this up any longer.”

      She inspected Tien’s wound as soon as Zeke set him down. His whole lower leg is tinted green, swollen, and pulsing angrily.

      “Keep his leg level with his body,” Zeke instructs.

      “Shouldn’t we elevate it?” Dale asks.

      Zeke snaps back, annoyed at the suggestion. “Higher would spread the poison, lower would increase the swelling.” He pauses. “Sorry, Dale. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I’m—”

      “Worried. I know,” Dale finishes for him. “We all are.” An understanding smile mixes with the hurt on Dale’s face.

      “Would you boil some water so I can clean the bandage?” Zeke asks, kinder. Dale gets to work immediately.

      Mira hovers next to Zeke. Her worry is overwhelming. She pats Tien’s wound with a hot cloth Zeke hands her. She covers the wound with it while the scarf dries over the fire. She keeps as much pressure on the wound as possible. I try to distract her with conversation, but she barely listens. She calms down a little after Zeke reapplies the bandage but won’t leave Tien’s side.

      Dale prepares something to eat while Nate and Zeke lean against a tree. They talk and laugh, but when they catch Mira’s gaze, their smiles are erased by guilt. Mira doesn’t react, and they continue their conversation but make sure not to laugh too loudly.

      “Mira?” I ask carefully.

      Mira grunts to indicate she heard me.

      “Are you doing okay?”

      “There’s nothing I can do for him. He needs real medicine, and we don’t have any. We don’t know what the spider injected him with. It could be anything. With those scientists messing with the creatures, it isn’t limited to spider venom.”

      “You’re right.” I pat her knee.

      Mira looks up at me with swollen eyes. “I don’t want to lose him. We—nevermind, it doesn’t matter now.”

      “What is it?” I urge her gently. “Did something happen between the two of you?”

      Mira remains silent for a long time. When she finally speaks, her voice is distant. “Remember when we went out to get some fruit together? It feels like ages ago.”

      “Yeah, what happened?” I’m unable to keep the eagerness out of my voice. I could do with some good news. “Did you kiss?”

      To my delight, Mira nods.

      “Tell me all about it.” No way am I letting her off the hook with a simple nod. I tell myself she needs the distraction, but curiosity is my main drive.

      “You won’t leave me in peace until I tell you, will you?”

      I grin.

      “Fine.” Mira smiles wistfully. “We were talking about nothing important, just conversation to keep us busy while trying to find something edible. We talked about the City and shopping at the markets in spring. It was comfortable. It felt normal. The sunshine seemed to lift all the worries from us. I felt weightless.” Her thumb brushes back and forth over her wrist.

      “Sounds beautiful,” I say quietly. I can’t remember a time I didn’t feel worried. I was happy with Nate last night, but it was passionate and hungry, not light and effortless.

      “We sat against a large tree in a clearing with a small stream to get some rest. Tien was right next to me. He made sure not to touch me, but he was right there. We watched the sun play on the river and didn’t need to talk. It was beautiful. I don’t know why, but somehow, since he made sure not to touch me, I felt safe—like you said with Nate. I reached out and grabbed his hand.”

      Tien lies between us, the flickering firelight catching in his beads of sweat. He’s fighting, and it makes me feel helpless to sit here and watch him suffer.

      “We sat like that forever. He told me he loved me. I was caught by surprise. I mean, I think I’ve known for a long time, but I didn’t realize how much I wanted to hear it. I couldn’t answer. I just looked at him, and he waited for me to speak. When he said it again, I finally found my voice and was able to answer.”

      She strokes some hair out of his sweaty face. “Chase, I love him. I kissed him. I let him kiss me back. You know how big of a deal that is, how hard those things are for me. I can’t lose him. Not now. Not when I finally—” Her voice cracks and fresh tears well up in her eyes.

      “I can’t stand it either. There is nothing we can do at the moment. We don’t know what’s in this Circle. I promise, as soon as the sun rises, we’ll get him somewhere safe. I’ll do everything I can to help him.”

      We sit together, preoccupied by our own thoughts. I scoot up next to Mira, let my head fall onto her shoulder, and close my eyes. I fight the horrible thoughts and wonder what the next day will bring.

      “We should get some rest,” I say finally. Mira nods.

      I get up and walk over to the fire where Nate has put out some blankets for me. They are close to his but not close enough to touch. Is it because of Dale? Or does he not want me close? I don’t have time to figure out what it means. For what feels like the hundredth time today, I shake my head to clear it.

      I lie down and pull my blanket tight. Nate and Zeke still sit under the tree, their voices too low to make out any words. I catch Nate watching me. When he sees me look up, he smiles at me, a warm smile that makes my stomach lift. I smile back, and suddenly I’m not tired anymore.

      As if on cue, Zeke slaps Nate’s shoulder and walks over to his own spot by the fire. Nate follows and lies down on his blankets, facing me. He props himself up on an elbow and whispers, “Are you okay?”

      I shrug. I honestly don’t know.

      He glances at a sleeping Dale, then scoots a little closer. “I’m not sure how to act around you anymore,” he admits, taking me by surprise.

      “Me neither,” I manage.

      His expression is unreadable. He starts biting his lip.

      I smile. “If you keep that up, you’ll end up with a bloody lip.”

      He freezes, like I caught him doing something wrong. “Sorry, I don’t know I’m doing it.”

      “I think it’s cute you have such an easy tell when you’re nervous,” I say, then hastily lower my gaze.

      I called him cute. Damn, where’s my courage when I need it? He makes me nervous too.

      When I look back up, he’s still leaning on his elbow, studying me intently. “You and Dale, do you think you would be okay? If you and I were to… you know?”

      “You’re doing it again,” I divert when he starts chewing his lip.

      He stops but doesn’t respond.

      I take a moment and put my thoughts into words a normal human being can understand. “Honestly, I don’t know. We’ve never been a couple. We were friends pretending to be in love for our safety. It shouldn’t matter. But things have been weird lately.”

      Nate repositions his elbow on the ground without breaking eye contact. “Do you think he’s jealous?”

      “He’s been weird since he met you, but I think he’s mostly worried about Willow. She’s his daughter, at least kind of. If he is jealous, it’s not because we were a couple or anything. It’s because he has to share his best friend. At least I think so.”

      Nate gives in to his discomfort and reaches for his pack to use as a pillow. He props himself up against it and resumes his scrutiny of my face. He doesn’t look convinced.

      “Is he why you’re not sure how to act?” I ask, unable to hold in the question.

      “Some of it,” he admits. “It’s also—it’s stupid.” He pauses and gets lost in the fire.

      “What is it?”

      He tears his gaze from the flames, then continues slowly, as if choosing every word with care, “I’ve never liked anyone the way I like you. I know what to do with women I want to spend a night with. I don’t know how to act around a woman I really care for.” He hesitates. “I—I love you.”

      My heart jumps. He said it again. It wasn’t just in the heat of the moment last night.

      “I love you too,” I whisper, sure to make my second chance less awkward than the first.

      He smiles, relief in his eyes. “Do you think we should tell the others?”

      I’m not sure if he thinks we should or if he’s afraid I’ll want to.

      “Mira knows,” I say simply.

      “Zeke knows too. I didn’t tell him.” He’s defensive, still chewing on his lip. “He saw it in my face, I think. He knows me too well.”

      “It’s okay. That means Dale is the only one who doesn’t know—well, and Tien. But he’s unconscious, so that hardly counts.” I frown. “It feels wrong. Like I’m cheating on him. I don’t owe him an explanation, but I at least owe him honesty. He probably expects that once we get Willow back, we’ll be a family again.”

      “I know what you mean. I felt guilty all day.”

      We are silent for a while, but neither of us looks away. I follow the line of his jaw, which is even stronger in the firelight. My gaze meets his. Flames dance in his dark eyes.

      “Let me talk to him tomorrow,” I say finally. “I should tell him in private, give him a chance to react.”

      He nods. “In that case, I should probably get to sleep.” He’s unable to keep the disappointment from his voice. When he starts to roll over, I grab his arm.

      “Wait,” I whisper.

      I look around and make sure our friends are asleep. I double-check Dale, which sends a pang through my stomach. I hate that I’m keeping a secret. I have to remind myself it’s only temporary.

      I lean over and kiss Nate. It’s brief, but it makes butterflies push away the guilty feelings. After we pull apart, Nate smiles and pushes a few strands of hair out of my face.

      “Good night, Chase,” he says softly. He kisses my forehead, his lips warm against my skin.

      “Good night,” I whisper, and sink onto my blankets.

      We gaze into each other’s eyes until I fall asleep.
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      “Avoiding being asked for help?” I ask Zeke with a yawn. He’s been collecting firewood while Chase and Mira prepare breakfast.

      Zeke shrugs. “You know I’m no good with making food. I can tell you how to make it, but doing it myself…”

      Pots and pans rattle by the fire. Chase’s hair has fallen out of its bun overnight. It makes her look vulnerable. Beautiful.

      Tien is nearly the same as yesterday. He’s stopped sweating. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad sign, though. Or maybe Mira wiped away the sweat. I’m sure she checked on him first thing this morning. She stayed by his side and probably didn’t sleep very well.

      Dale is still fast asleep. Looking at him makes guilt creep up. I hope Chase talks to him soon. It’s impossible for me to act normal around her since the other night. She makes me nervous.

      After winding down with jokes and other nonsense, Zeke and I had a chance to talk about Chase last night. He kept nudging me for details. In the end, I admitted I was worried about Dale.

      Talking to her before bed last night had been Zeke’s idea. I’m not the best communicator. And I hate to admit he was right. I don’t think I could’ve slept without talking to her.

      “Can you get Zeke?” Mira asks me. “He’s only keeping busy, so he might as well eat. And can you wake up Dale?”

      I tense but nod. I wave at Zeke and gesture for him to join us. I shake Dale’s shoulder gently. He grunts, opens his eyes.

      “The girls made breakfast,” I say casually—I hope it’s casual at least. Dale grunts again. Yawns. Stretches.

      We are almost done with breakfast by the time Dale joins us. Definitely not a morning person.

      “What should we do about Tien?” Zeke asks. “Chase and I will check his wound before leaving—not that we can do much for him. And we’ll be slow carrying him. I wish we had a stretcher or something.”

      “I have an idea,” I say, and search through my pack. I find the climbing rope at the very bottom. “Zeke, help me.”

      We clear the ground. Kick away branches. Pick up leaves.

      “A zigzag pattern first, then all the way around. Tie it to each loop,” I explain.

      We set to work. It takes us a few attempts. Finally we manage it.

      “What the hell is this supposed to be?” Dale asks. I can’t blame him for questioning the result. It’s a mess. Untidy.

      “Stretcher. We can use it like this. If we find sticks long enough, we can add them through the loops. They would need to support Tien’s weight,” I explain. “The rope will hold him. It’s climbing rope. It can hold an elephant.” I don’t have the patience to explain more. “Let me show you.”

      We lay the stretcher next to Tien. I spread a blanket on top. Zeke takes his feet. I grab the upper body. Mira winces when Tien’s head lolls to one side. She doesn’t complain, though. She knows we need to move him. Together, Zeke and I carefully lift him onto the stretcher. Mira covers him with two more blankets.

      Everything shifts when we lift the corners. But it holds. Tien lies like he’s in a hammock.

      “See?” I will them to contradict the success. My gaze lingers on Dale.

      What’s the matter with me? The man hasn’t done anything. He doesn’t deserve to be treated that way.
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      We set out. Zeke and the girls take first shift carrying Tien.

      We move faster than we did last night. The stretcher evens the weight.

      When it’s Dale’s and my second turn, I lift up the front of the stretcher. I’m surprised to see Mira and Zeke beside me.

      Mira gives me a knowing smile. “Giving them”—she nudges her head at Dale and Chase—“some space to talk.”

      Chase whispers behind me. With only Tien separating us, I can almost make out their words. Almost. Nerves make me want to listen harder. I force myself not to.

      What if Dale doesn’t approve? Would Chase care? Of course she would. He’s her husband after all. Fake husband, I remind myself. Nonetheless, he’s her best friend and the man who raised her daughter. He’s important to her. His opinion matters. Will she want to be with me if he doesn’t approve?

      Mira nudges me. “What do you think we’ll find in this Circle?”

      So far the jungle has been lifeless. No birds. No ants. Not a single mosquito. In movies, jungles are loud and busy, full of animals.

      “As long as we’re done with techmut-spiders,” I mutter through gritted teeth. “If anyone else gets hurt, we’re out of people to carry the wounded.”

      Mira’s face grows cold. She was looking for a distraction, and I reminded her of Tien. I search for another topic, my mind blank.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever watched a film about a jungle,” Zeke says. That’s not true. He’s watched every nature documentary he could get his hands on. But I’m grateful for his lie.

      “Me neither,” she admits.

      I know this is true. There was no television in her home. Zeke and I grew up with televisions. Normal part of every Inner-Circle household—or rather, every bedroom and living room. Citizens in other Circles rarely owned them.

      “When I was young, my mom read me a book about a small boy who was raised by wolves in a jungle or something. I don’t quite remember. It’s been so long,” Mira continues, screwing up her face in concentration, “Afterward, I’d pretend to be the boy. I would howl and jump on and off the couch like I had four legs. Mom built me my own little wolf den while Dad was at work. She painted leaves on the walls around my bed. I don’t know where she got the paint. If I wasn’t feeling well, she would play the human trying to invade my little jungle kingdom, and I would fight her off with growls and tickles.” A frown appears on her face. “She laughed more back then.”

      “Sounds wonderful—” I start.

      Zeke holds up a hand. I fall silent immediately.

      Dale pushes Tien into us. Tien grunts but doesn’t speak. We all stare at Zeke. Zeke stares into the trees.

      “Did you see something?” Dale breaks the silence.

      Zeke nods. He doesn’t lift his gaze from a spot in the distance. “Something large. They’re hiding in the undergrowth.”

      “They?” Mira asks.

      “Definitely more than three or four. At least.” Zeke squints. “They move in formation. A group maybe. I don’t know what they are, but if those fucking tech-spiders are any indication, I don’t want to meet them.”

      I still don’t see anything. But I trust Zeke. He was always better at survival training.

      “What do we do?” Chase doesn’t sound scared. She sounds determined to overcome the next obstacle. She’s braver than she thinks.

      “Let’s continue and keep an eye on them,” Zeke suggests. “I don’t like the idea of walking toward an enemy. But there’s no other choice. We have to get to the beach. We have to save Tien.”

      “Okay, mate.” I steel myself. “Lead the way.”

      Our steps are more controlled. Tentative. Quiet. Zeke doesn’t look away from whatever lurks in the shadows. None of us talk as we creep along. We walk like this for hours. Zeke catches glimpses at intervals. A few times I imagine I see something too.

      The unknown danger presses on us. Slowly, the sun sinks before us. Our shadows lengthen. The thought of the night fills me with dread.

      Chase cries out a warning. It shoots through the silence like a whip. She points at something in the distance. This time, I see it too.

      Five large apes stand behind trees. An image of Lulu, the chimp at the Imperium’s lab, invades my mind. Susan said two of Lulu’s siblings were relocated. These look like her but with glowing red chests.

      The largest of the group—almost twice the size of Lulu—roars. He stands and thumps his black fists against his chest. The sound vibrates through me.

      We stumble into a trot. After a few steps, Dale and I find a rhythm. Panic drowns out the pain in my muscles.

      Unencumbered by Tien’s weight, the others widen the distance between us. Zeke looks back, calls for them to stop. Before they can react, rustling leaves draw their attention to the canopy. A large chimpanzee hangs from the branches above. It lands on the road. Separates Dale and me from the others.

      It roars. Spit drips from its jaw and long, pointy teeth. They remind me of the mountain lions’, curved like those of a saber-tooth tiger. Definitely wrong for apes.

      He thunders his fists against his chest again. It’s more terrifying up close. There’s answering roars. Shouting. Six techmuts surround us. They can sense Tien is easy prey. Weak.

      Zeke yells to get the beasts’ attention. To my surprise, it works. Zeke, Mira, and Chase start running. The troop follows them. One of the smaller ones reaches for Chase’s ankle. Misses. I can’t do anything but watch in horror. Our friends vanish into the distance, monsters in tow.

      “And what the fucking hell are we supposed to do now?” I grumble.

      Dale’s face mirrors my feelings. He doesn’t speak. I know he won’t make any decisions.

      I regain my resolve. “Let’s keep going. We need a place to hide. There’s nothing we can do for the others without abandoning Tien.”

      Dale’s nod is perfunctory. He doesn’t move.

      “Let’s go,” I command.

      Dale’s grip on the rope tightens. No one to swap with now. We follow the path.

      The light fades with every step. I expect more of the techmuts to appear. But we are alone.

      Night falls. Pitch-black with no moonlight. The canopy above is too thick. We stumble along the road. I feel lost, helpless. The darkness can’t hurt me, I think.

      “Nate,” Dale whispers. His fear is obvious.

      “Yeah?” I answer and hope I sound less scared. The darkness can’t hurt me. I repeat my mantra.

      “I can’t see shit, but I think there’s a hill coming up. Should we see if we can hide somewhere?”

      I grunt my approval. We walk toward the dark shape. The darkness can’t hurt me. It’s a small hill. Plant life covers its rock base. We walk around the side.

      Dale finds an opening hidden behind a large fern. “I can’t believe it.” His voice is louder than I would like.

      I shush him. The darkness can’t hurt me. Slowly, I walk inside. I wish Chase was here.

      “It’s empty,” I declare in a high whisper. We lower Tien to the ground. “Do you have a flashlight?”

      “No, you?”

      Fuck. Two out of six and neither of us has a light. The darkness can’t hurt me.

      “Zeke has the lighter too. I don’t even have matches. I don’t like the dark.” I didn’t mean to say the last part out loud. I cringe, take off my backpack.

      “I guess we’re spending the night together.” He seems as displeased as I am.

      “Fucking looks like it,” I respond.

      We rummage for our blankets. We set them down next to Tien. No light means no heat either. We have to stay close together. Luckily, the jungle is warmer than the forest. We should be fine through the night.

      “Why are you afraid of the dark?”

      “I’m not,” I lie unconvincingly.

      “If you say so.” He doesn’t press the point.

      I have to stop letting my mood out on him. I can’t snap at him because I’m pissed at the general situation.

      I sigh, then admit, “Okay, yes. I am. I hate the dark. It’s the fact I can’t know what’s around. The uncertainty. The unknown.”

      “Hmm” is all Dale says.

      It makes me angry. I opened up, and all I got is a noncommittal response?

      “I’m afraid of needles,” Dale says flatly.

      “Needles?” I ask, unable to hide my amusement.

      “We all have our fears. I hate needles. No real reason. It’s not like they hurt a lot, but every time I have to get a shot, my anxiety builds for days leading up to the appointment.”

      We both chuckle. It releases the tension between us. It also pushes my fear away. I might prefer different company, but at least I’m not alone.

      “Do you love her?” Dale asks, taking me by surprise.

      To buy myself time, I ask, “What do you mean?”

      Dale grunts, then rephrases, “Do you love my wife?”

      His choice of word hurts as much as his tone. A stab in the chest. His wife. It makes me uncomfortably aware Chase has a family. A daughter. A husband. I barely know her. And yet I want her in my life.

      Instead of challenging Dale’s words, I answer, “Yes, I love Chase.” Without thinking I add, “Do you?”

      I’m not sure what made me ask. It’s been eating at me for a while. How Dale acts with me. The way he looks at Chase. It’s more than protective-friend behavior.

      Dale doesn’t answer. I turn to look at him, but his face is swallowed in darkness. I can’t even see his silhouette.

      “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” I ask.

      “Is it that obvious?” Dale sounds resigned.

      “I don’t think so. It’s the way you act around me. At first I thought it was because I was a peacer. Or I grew up rich. Or because my father’s the mayor. Then I thought you were protective of Chase as a friend. But that’s not it, is it? You’re in love with her. And she has no idea.”

      He rustles next to me. I reach over. A sudden urge to comfort the man. Dale has put his head onto his arms. I put my hand on his back.

      “I didn’t mean to fall in love with her.” His voice is thick. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. At first it was habit and convenience. The comfort of what you are used to, the reliable. She was always there. And she’s lovely with Willow.”

      He sniffs and continues, “Over the years, feelings crept in. I knew she would never love me—not the way I loved her. I tried to bury the feelings, tried to find faults in her. We argued a lot. But I still loved her.” He sobs. “I’d do anything for her.”

      I pat him on the shoulder, squeeze his arm, then pull my hand away. I hug my knees. I turn my head to look at Dale even though I can’t see him.

      “She’ll never feel the same. It hurts, but I know that. I just want her to be happy.”

      It must be horrible to pretend until it’s real. And then realize the other person is still pretending.

      “Will you take good care of my girls?” Resolve strengthens Dale’s voice.

      Guilt and pity mix with hope. I consider the question. Finally, I answer, every word chosen carefully, “I promise. I’ll make sure they are happy. Safe. I’ll be there when they need me.” When he doesn’t respond, I add, “You’ll always be Willow’s father. I’ll be there for her, but she’s your daughter. Do you believe that, Dale?”

      “I won’t stand in your way,” Dale says, instead of answering the question. And with that, he spreads out his blanket and lies down. The conversation over.

      I sit for a long time. Try to sort it all out. When I can’t sit any longer, I lie down. With thoughts of Chase’s warm body against mine, I fall asleep.

      Darkness surrounds me. I’m just a child.

      Where am I? I can’t see. I can’t move.

      My mother’s cries ring through the darkness. She’s calling for me. There are tears in her voice. Tears in my eyes. I’m crying, but I can’t speak.

      I’m alone. I want my mommy. She can’t reach me.
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      “We need to get back to them!” I yell.

      Zeke’s holding me back. My legs dance uselessly in the air. His hand stifles the rest of my words.

      “You need to calm down,” he whispers. “If they hear us, we’re fucked.”

      I struggle against his restraint, tilt my head to wiggle out of his grasp.

      Mira steps in front of me. “Listen to me, Chase,” she whispers. “We need to stay safe. It’s dark. We wouldn’t be able to find them. We have to believe they found a place to hide too.”

      It takes them hours to calm me enough for Zeke to let go—or rather, it takes hours until I am too exhausted to continue. I set my blankets in a corner, lie down, and face the wall. I don’t want to talk to anyone right now.

      We don’t dare light a fire. Those beasts are still somewhere nearby. We barely escaped them when we ran into the abandoned building.
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      The next morning my first thought is of Nate. I jump up immediately, then remember my frantic behavior from the previous night with embarrassment.

      The building we are hiding in looks like it used to be another lab. The roof is caved in on one side of the room. Most of the windows are broken, the glass shattered. A giant crack on the floor draws up an image of a beast landing with a heavy thump and a roar.

      Sunlight breaks through the thick canopy in the distance and covers the ground in small specks of golden light. Mira and Zeke are fast asleep. We haven’t washed since the lake, and it’s showing. Mira’s hair is a chaotic mess. Without the scarf, it stands in all directions, almost comical. Zeke’s long hair is pulled back in oily strands. His bun loosened overnight, and the hairband barely hangs on.

      I attempt to wake my friends by gently shaking their shoulders. Zeke springs to attention and takes a moment to realize where we are while Mira stretches in all directions. The cat tattooed on her shoulder is really fitting. She barely reveals enough skin to show it, but the image makes perfect sense.

      “We should eat something before we head out,” Mira says. I’m about to disagree, but my stomach rumbles, making any protest futile. To compromise, we settle for a cold breakfast.

      A worried glance into my bag shows we are running low on everything. We have to find the Rebels soon or we’ll starve. I stuff my blanket on top of the meager supplies. Out of sight, out of mind, I try to convince myself.

      “Ready?” I ask as I shoulder my pack.

      Zeke pulls the door shut behind us. It falls out of its frame and crashes onto the grass with a loud thump. I laugh in spite of myself, and the other two join in.

      “I’m glad we didn’t see how bad this looked last night,” Zeke says, then adds, “Where should we start our search?”

      “I honestly have no idea. Do either of you remember where we lost them? Maybe we can find some tracks or something—not that I’d be able to read them,” I answer.

      Zeke frowns. “I might be able to. Basic PCR training. I was good at those fucking survival games. Always wondered what the training was for. I guess some of PCR gets additional training to come out here…” He trails off, lost in thought.

      We find the path and follow it back in the direction we came. The jungle looks quiet, peaceful. It makes me nervous.

      It takes hours to find where we had to leave the others. But there’s no doubt we found the right place. The techmuts’ heavy footprints are dug into the mud, mixed with our tracks.

      “Where do you think those ugly things are?” Mira’s voice trembles.

      “Far away, I hope. What worries me more is there seems to be nothing else here that wants to kill us. The apes can’t be the only experiments in this Circle.”

      Zeke’s response makes me shudder. “Something doesn’t sit right,” I agree. “Let’s keep going before we think too much about it.”

      “Good plan,” Mira says. “I want to get back to Tien. Make sure he didn’t get worse overnight.”

      We follow the shoe prints in the road until they diverge. The muddy ground makes it easy enough to follow the signs that I could have found them on my own. A small hill in the distance is completely covered with beautiful ferns. The sunlight glitters on their last drops of morning dew.

      I hear voices. Elated, I run toward the hill. Zeke stops me with his arm. “Wait. We don’t know it’s them.” He edges forward.

      There’s a crack down the side of the hill, mostly overgrown. If there hadn’t been noise inside, I’m sure we would have overlooked it.

      The voices abruptly fall silent when they hear Zeke. I don’t dare move an inch. Zeke picks up a thick branch, sets his pack onto the ground, and vanishes inside. A thud, loud grunt, then laughter.

      Zeke calls for Mira and me. We set our packs down next to Zeke’s and step through the living curtain. When my eyes adjust to the dark, Nate sits holding his head. He accepts Zeke’s outstretched arm and the help up.

      “You nearly knocked me out, mate,” Nate says.

      “Sorry, bro.” Zeke laughs. “Thought you were a fucking peacer hiding out to get us.”

      “Why would I be hiding in a cave if I had helicopters and all that shit?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know what those idiots are doing out here?”

      “You’re one of them,” Nate argues. “You’re a fucking peacer. They have the same training you do, idiot.”

      Nate takes a deep breath. He reaches out to his friend. “Sorry, my head is throbbing like mad. Come here, man. It’s damn good to see you.” When they pull apart, Zeke’s shirt is smeared with blood from Nate’s hand. Nate gives Zeke a look of mock accusation.

      “It made sense at the time.” Zeke shrugs.

      “How did you find this place in the dark?” I ask Nate to distract them from their bickering.

      “It was Dale. We wandered around half-blind until we stumbled into this thing. It was pitch-black.” His voice higher than usual, he adds, “Can we get out of here? I need some light.”

      Nate and Dale pack their blankets and shoulder their packs. Zeke and Nate each lift one side of Tien’s stretcher.

      “Let’s get him outside so we can check on him before we set out,” I say.

      The unmistakable sound of helicopter blades shredding through air makes us freeze.

      “Get our fucking packs from outside,” Zeke commands. “Make sure they don’t see you.”

      I run for the entrance, grab two of the bags. Mira sets the third one down next to mine.

      I make my way back to the cave entrance and carefully peek through a gap in the leaves. I make sure not to touch, or even breathe, on them. A helicopter circles the canopy in the distance. It whirs out of sight, only to be replaced by two others.

      “Did they see you?” Nate asks.

      “I don’t think so. There are at least three helicopters.”

      “Three?” Zeke asks in disbelief. “Fuck, I didn’t know the City had more than one.”

      “There’s a lot we didn’t know,” Nate grunts. “How they found us, for example.”

      Mira answers, “Do you think there were working security cameras somewhere at the rundown lab we—”

      “Lab?” Nate interrupts.

      “We found another lab, but it was destroyed,” Zeke explains. “Door fell right out of the frame when I closed it this morning. Hard to imagine anything left working there. But who knows? It would certainly explain how they found us.” He sighs. “Either way, they know we’ve made it this far. Only thing in our favor is the thick canopy in this Circle.”

      “Can we stay here and wait it out?” Dale suggests.

      “We shouldn’t. Tien needs urgent help. If we stay, I’m not sure he’ll make it to the Rebels—assuming they exist.”

      “Don’t say that.” Mira shoves him. “He’s going to make it. We need to get him to the Rebel Camp. So let’s move.”

      She swallows her tears, shoulders her pack, and picks up one side of Tien’s stretcher. She’s ready to drag him to the beach alone.

      “Let me,” Nate says gently and takes the stretcher from her hands. “I’ve got this. Zeke, help me.”

      Reluctantly Mira steps aside.

      “We need to make damn sure we stay underneath the trees,” Zeke instructs. “We should pass through the clearing in small groups. Chase, Mira, you go first. Check the sky, then run for cover. We’ll follow you.”

      I steel myself and search for the helicopters. I wait until I see all three of them facing away, then run at top speed, my pack banging against my shoulders. Mira is right behind me. On the other side of the clearing, we collapse against a large tree.

      Dale comes toward us. He stumbles a few feet from the shade but catches his step and makes it to safety.

      “Did I ever mention I hate running?” he pants. He’s clutching his side, knees pulled close to his body. I put a hand on his back in sympathy but don’t take my eyes off the cave entrance.

      “What’s taking them so long?” I ask. “Why aren’t they coming?”

      Dale shrugs. “I don’t know. They have Tien. They’ll need a bigger window.”

      A few long minutes later, the others finally emerge from the ferns. They carry three packs and Tien between them. They run with their knees bent, crouched over, as if to make themselves smaller. I hold my breath as they get closer. If one of the peacers looked down, it would be impossible to miss them. I exhale when Nate and Zeke reach the tree line.

      “Fuck, that was exhausting,” Zeke admits between ragged breaths. It’s not weakness but a fading of strength. Each time we have to run, it gets harder. We need to get some proper rest soon.

      A helicopter circles the hill we just vacated. It gets lower and lower until it almost touches the canopy leaves. If they didn’t see us, they at least suspect we were there.

      Nate states the obvious, “We need to get out of here.”

      All of us scramble to our feet and heave our packs onto our shoulders. I grab Tien’s as well. Zeke and Nate pick up Tien’s stretcher. We half walk, half run into the jungle.

      “We can’t use the path, but we should stay close to it.” No one argues Zeke’s decision.

      We walk next to the muddy path, beneath the cover of the tall trees. We avoid clearings in the leaves above. No one is up for more running, so we trot along as fast as we can, rotating who carries Tien.

      It will be a long march to the beach, and then we’ll have to find the Rebel Camp. I can’t imagine it’ll be easy to spot.
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      Movement nearby makes us pause. I hear someone giving quiet orders. The peacers are here.

      Zeke and Nate immediately take Tien from Mira, Dale, and me. Zeke nudges his head to the side. We follow them away from the road. The trees grow closer together the farther we walk, something Zeke seems to have counted on. Leaves and undergrowth cover the ground, making it impossible to leave tracks.

      A river—maybe the same one we’ve been seeing this whole journey—comes into view ahead. We climb down the steep riverbed and cross the water. We walk carefully to avoid detection through an open grassy area. Zeke and Nate set Tien down behind a large tree, and all of us crouch in the tall grass.

      “Can you take Tien for a while?” Zeke whispers to Dale, who nods.

      We follow the river downstream. “It’ll end up in the ocean at some point,” Zeke explains. “It doesn’t matter that we lost the road.”

      “Also means we have water to drink and somewhere to wash.” Nate smiles.

      “How are you smiling right now?” Dale asks in surprise. “This is a fucking disaster.”

      “It’s called hope, my friend.” Nate’s voice is calm and friendly, but something in his expression makes me wonder what happened between the two men last night.

      I never got to talk to Dale about my night with Nate, and the idea that Nate might have been the one to tell him causes dread to creep up inside me. I tried talking to Dale yesterday, but he kept changing the subject, forcing the conversation to casual topics. I need to talk to him as soon as possible. Even if Nate might have told him, he deserves to hear it from me.

      But I don’t get the chance. We catch glimpses of the helicopters circling the region every few minutes as a constant reminder of the danger we are in. No one dares to talk.
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      The sky is glowing pink above the jungle. A beam of artificial light shines onto the water, cutting through the twilight. Accompanying voices on the other side of the river force us to hide in the tall grass again.

      “Don’t move. They’ll see or hear us,” Zeke whispers.

      “Should we stay here until they leave?” I ask.

      “What we really need is a distraction. I almost wish those damn monkeys would make an appearance.”

      No one says another word.

      A group of peacers methodically hunts on the other side of the water. Their weapons catch the last light of the sun, boots rustle through the undergrowth.

      I see something that makes my heart sink. Dale’s pack leans against a nearby trunk. I search for him. A splash draws my attention. Dale is hunched on the other side of the riverbed. He must have slipped away while we were watching the peacers. He crawls up the bank and grabs a fallen branch.

      “What the fuck is he doing?” Zeke asks.

      “Giving us a distraction,” I answer.

      Dale runs into the jungle. He knocks the stick against the trees as he goes. I get up, but both Nate and Zeke pull me down. Nate holds me tight, and all I can do is watch.

      Six men in peacer uniforms surround Dale. He kicks and thrashes at them like a cornered animal. He throws rocks until one of them tackles him.

      I trap the scream inside my throat. Helpless, I watch as two peacers pull Dale to his feet. Dale struggles against his captors, throwing his body side to side. A guard with a mohawk strikes him on the side of his head. Dale falls to his knees, slumping against the peacer behind him. Mohawk shakes him until he regains consciousness. Dale straightens his back, though he stays on his knees.

      The man who steps in front of Dale makes hate rise inside me. Yellow hair, black skin, permanent sneer. Lompoc.

      “We should go,” Zeke whispers urgently. “We can’t help him.”

      None of us move.

      “If we don’t go, his sacrifice will be wasted,” Zeke continues, but Nate silences him with a glare.

      I am forced to watch as Lompoc interrogates Dale, unable to hear what they say. A loud scream rings through the air. I renew my struggles against Nate’s hold. Only one thing could make Dale scream like that. They must have injected him with the tecjections they used on me. Nate doesn’t let me go. Another peacer strikes Dale, whose screams are cut off. He falls to the side, no longer visible.

      “I’m sorry, Chase. I’m so sorry. We have to go,” Nate says.

      I shake my head vigorously, try to get away from him. Hot tears run down my cheeks and drip onto his arms. In the distance, Lompoc aims his gun toward what must be Dale.

      The shot draws all life out of me.

      They drag Dale toward a tree. Lompoc kneels in front of him. His maniacal laughter reaches us as he draws his knife across Dale’s throat. The peacers then run away from the river, leaving Dale’s body behind.

      Dale is dead. Nate’s hand stops my scream.

      “We need to go,” Zeke urges. His voice is thick.

      I don’t move. I can’t move. Nate forces me to look at him. There are tears in his eyes, shock on his face.

      He pulls me into a hug and kisses the top of my head. “I’m sorry,” he whispers into my hair.

      I bury my face in his chest and sob. Dale can’t be dead. He’s always been there for me. My husband, my best friend, the man who has been a father to my child. He can’t be gone. I need him.

      Nate pushes me away but keeps his hands on my shoulders to steady me. “We need to go now, Chase. Do you think you can? I’m here, but I’ll need you to walk. Okay?”

      I breathe deeply. I have to be strong.

      Nate helps me up; my legs sway. I accept my pack from him. When his hands leave me, I feel alone. I grab his wrist. He can’t abandon me too. He looks at my hand in surprise, and I let go with immense effort.

      Mira walks by my side. Her face shows shock and sorrow but no tears. She must have run out. She pushes me forward. Nate and Zeke carry Tien’s stretcher and follow us.

      No one speaks. There is nothing to say.
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      My chest feels hollow. I haven’t known Dale long. A couple weeks—can that really be it? We haven’t exactly been friends. Yet his sacrifice makes my heart ache.

      Guilt makes everything worse. Did I enable him? Without my promise last night, would he have done the same? Or would he have held on to hope?

      The air smells different. A soft breeze cools the hot, humid air. The river next to us widens. The trees give way to black sand. The beach.

      We were so close. Could we have made it without Dale’s sacrifice?

      Chase and Mira are the first to step into the new Circle. They walk the tree line. Out of view. When we join them, Chase kneels on the sand. Her fists thump the ground. Tears, crying. An unending scream.

      Zeke and I set down Tien. I run over and pull her into my arms. I shush her, try to calm her.

      “There’s no one here,” she wails. Too loud. “No one’s fucking here!”

      I pull her tighter. A kiss on the forehead. “I know. I know.”

      It takes a long time, but Chase finally lies in my lap, eyes closed. Tears flow silently down her cheeks. Without her sobs, a tense quiet settles. The only sounds I hear are the waves crashing onto the beach and the wind rustling nearby leaves. All I see is the woman in my arms.

      She opens her eyes. Her stormy-gray ones find my dark blue ones. There’s something raw about the way she looks. Honest. Beautiful. I kiss her forehead.

      A piercing shriek. Chase and I jump to our feet. We are surrounded and being attacked by a dozen figures in dark gray clothes. A short, stout woman holds Mira’s hands behind her back. A similarly statured man kicks Zeke’s legs out from under him. Knees him in the back. Zeke struggles against the hold with his face in the sand.

      A tall woman with black hair halfway down her back draws my gaze. She’s not fighting. A nod at two of her men, who then move for us. One of them grabs Chase. She yells, kicks out. She doesn’t stand a chance. A kick in the nuts is a small, unexpected victory. He drops her. The joy is short-lived as another man grabs her.

      I focus on my own opponent. The man tries grabbing my arms. I evade him at the last moment. My elbow connects with his chest. The man grunts, jumps back, then charges at me. We collide. I lean into him to keep my footing. I aim a blow to his bald head.

      “Enough,” the tall woman commands.

      Three more men rush forward. I struggle but stand no chance. I fall onto my face and swallow sand. I spit and cough.

      A boot presses between my shoulder blades. I roll toward the owner of the boot. I manage to throw him off. A kick to the right side of my head. My vision fades.

      Black. Nothing.

      When I regain consciousness, the boot is holding me down. Stars dance in front of my eyes. The world is sideways.

      “Are you going to stop struggling, asshole?” a deep growl asks.

      I don’t answer. The boot presses harder. Blood runs over my eyes from a gash on my head. I grunt my compliance.

      The man helps me to my knees. I hear the characteristic zip of a cable tie. Sharp pain where plastic digs into my wrists. They throw me next to Zeke. He’s sporting a bloody lip. Otherwise, he seems unharmed.

      The tall woman steps in front of me. Gray leather jacket. Tight pants. Her clothes perfectly curve to her body. There’s something catlike about her. Wild but elegant. She looks to be a few years older than me. Her face shows lines of someone who had to earn her place. A small smile tugs at the corner of her lips. Her yellow eyes sparkle. Playful superiority.

      “You are on our beach,” she says. There’s power behind the simple statement. We are not welcome here. “You need to leave. Now.”

      I shake my head. “We can’t.”

      “I didn’t give you a choice. You will leave.”

      “You don’t understand,” I explain desperately. “We can’t go back. There are peacers—soldiers—patrolling the bush. They are searching for us. If we—”

      She interrupts me with a hiss. “You brought soldiers here?”

      The men and women shuffle around us. Fear? I play it to our advantage. “We didn’t bring them here. They followed us. They want to round us up for questioning. Then probably kill us. We can’t go back.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “How do I know you aren’t one of them?” She cocks her head at my jacket—my PCR jacket.

      Fuck. I wouldn’t believe me either. Zeke and I look like we belong with those soldiers.

      Desperation leads me. “We’re not. We were forced to flee the City. They caught up with us. They—they killed one of us.” My voice falters. I swallow to regain composure. “If he hadn’t sacrificed himself, distracted them, all of us would be captured or dead. You have to believe me. We don’t mean you harm. You are our only chance. Please. We need your help.”

      I lower my gaze to the sand. Submission. Defeat.

      When I return my gaze to her face, her eyes are narrow slits. She holds up a hand. “Stop talking.” The power in her voice is overwhelming.

      “Caca. Honos,” she addresses the stout pair, “Get them to the cells. Make sure they don’t know where we are going.”

      They step forward. Fabric scratches against my face. The bright beach is replaced with darkness. Though light shimmers through imperfections in the sack. I hear seagulls caw nearby over the crashing of waves.

      I fight the urge to struggle. Trust, I tell myself. The lack of light doesn’t help my panic.

      They pull me to my feet. I can’t see where we’re going. I stumble. My captor keeps me upright, guides me along.

      We turn, leave the sand. We walk for a while, then stop abruptly. My hands are cut free. I hear grunts. The sack is pulled off my face. Bright light blinds me. I’m shoved forward. I’m falling.

      I land on my shoulder and roll onto my back. My shoulder throbs with pain. I blink. Zeke, Mira, and Chase are massaging their legs and arms as well. Luckily the ground is rather soft.

      I look up in time to see a cover pulled over the hole we were pushed into. Darkness. Again. Why does it always have to be fucking dark?

      “Everyone okay?” Chase whispers.

      I nod, then remember she can’t see me. “Fine,” I whisper back. “I’m fine.” A tremble in my voice betrays my nerves. I don’t mention the throbbing in my shoulder or the stabbing pain in my right temple where the boot hit.

      “Asshole kicked me in the stomach.” Zeke swears. “But I’m all right. I’ve taken worse beatings.”

      I feel Chase by my side. Her hand finds mine. “Mira?” she asks.

      “I’m okay. Did you see where they took Tien?” Her voice seems far away, preoccupied.

      “I’m sure they took him somewhere to treat him,” I say.

      Chase squeezes my hand. I hold on to her. She’s what’s keeping me together.

      After a while, I can feel Chase start to sob by my side. I pull her closer. She leans against me. Comforting her calms my nerves. My fear of the dark is small compared to her grief.

      “Now what?” Mira asks. “We need to get out of here and find Tien. They don’t want to help us.”

      “No” is all Zeke says. The finality in his voice confuses me.

      “No?” Mira answers, her voice cold. A sliver of anger. “You think they’ll help us after throwing us into a pit?”

      “We can’t keep running,” Zeke states simply. “Where the fuck would we go? We need them.”

      “They’ll kill us or send us back—either way, we’re dead.” Mira has a point.

      “Shut up and let me think,” Zeke snaps.

      Mira starts arguing, but he shushes her. We sit in silence. The quiet is interrupted only by Zeke’s occasional muttering.

      Chase’s sobs grow shallower. Her breathing slows. I bury my face in her hair. Her thumb draws endless circles on my wrist. I hold her tight, take in the sweet smell of her hair.

      A scraping sound above makes us look up. The cover is removed. Someone shines in a blinding light. Slowly, I make out features. The woman’s fiery hair is untamed. Lines around deep green eyes betray her to be someone who laughs a lot. Her stern look doesn’t change that impression. The man looks to be her brother. His long beard is the same shade of red.

      “Which of you is in charge?” he shouts.

      He looks at me expectantly since I spoke for the group earlier. I don’t feel in charge.

      Before I can answer, Zeke calls, “I am.”

      The two figures above ignore our surprise. They let down a ladder.

      “Just you,” the woman says to Zeke. Her voice is higher than I expected.

      Zeke looks at me. His eyes will me to sit tight, not do anything stupid. I give him a curt nod. I won’t destroy whatever plan he has.

      Zeke climbs the ladder and vanishes. “Put your hands behind your back,” the man instructs. The zip of a cable tie.

      Zeke let them bind him without a struggle. What is he thinking?

      The woman recovers the hole. Darkness swallows us. It’s worse after the short time of relief.

      “Where are they taking him?” Mira asks.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “He’ll be okay. He knows what he’s doing.”

      Mira snorts in disbelief. “How can he know what he’s doing? There’s a group of savages waiting for an excuse to kill us. And we’re sitting around, waiting for Zeke to talk our way out? Excuse me if I’m not convinced it’ll do us any good. He’s not exactly a man of words. Fists, more like.”

      I chuckle. I can’t help it. “You don’t know him. He’s good at talking if he chooses to. He hates politicians but can blend in with the best of them. It’s scary, really.”

      Her silent disbelief encourages me to continue, “We were at a gala once. It was at my father’s house. We were there as security. It was boring as fuck. I challenged Zeke to con one of the higher-ups to give him their business card. He took the bet.

      “His whole demeanor changed. Shoulders lifted, snobby look. He walked to the buffet, grabbed some small items. Casual-like, as if he belonged. Still in his peacer uniform and everything. He joined a group of politicians or scientists or something, already laughing along at their joke. They didn’t even consider he might be a dozen pay grades below them.”

      I shake my head, echoing the disbelief I felt that night. “He started a conversation with one of them. It grew more serious—only occasional jokes. No idea what was said. Ten minutes later he came back holding a business card with a smirk. He’d managed to convince the man he owned a consulting firm. They were going to talk investment in a few days.”

      I laugh. “Zeke didn’t call the guy. But I’ll never forget how easily he blended into that crowd.”

      Telling the story pushes the remainder of my doubts away. I don’t know his plan, but I trust him. If anyone can convince the Rebels we’re on their side, it’s Zeke.

      “I hope you’re right,” Mira says pensively. “I really do.” She’s still not convinced. Only Zeke will be able to take away the rest of her doubt.

      It’s impossible to judge the passing of time in the hole. Chase falls asleep against my chest. I quickly lose track of how long Zeke’s been gone. My confidence in my friend seems to fade with every passing breath.
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      I wake when the cover is pulled away again. A warm orange light flows in. It must be morning. Mira grunts and stretches. Chase scoots away a little to stretch as well. My whole body hurts from sleeping in a seated position.

      Zeke’s head pops over the side, a grin on his face. “Did you miss me?”

      “What the fuck is going on, Zeke?” I demand. He’s alive. And grinning—somehow the latter annoys me.

      In response, Zeke drops the ladder. He waves his arms in an exaggerated invitation to come up. Confused, we scramble to our feet. My leg has fallen asleep. I almost fall. I jump up and down to regain control, then climb out of the hole.

      Zeke is alone. How the hell are there no guards?

      We stand in the middle of a village square. People go about their business, carry baskets, stacking firewood. Small groups chat. A man herds goats.

      Behind them, I can see rows of identical dark gray houses. While they are a similar color to those in the Government Complex, they feel more natural. Rough. Uneven. Imperfect. With flat roofs, metal doors, two small windows in the front. Can’t be big enough for more than a single room. Compared to these, my one-bedroom is a mansion. Behind the houses, the ocean shimmers in the sunlight.

      “Interesting place, isn’t it?” Zeke smiles.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I repeat. “Why are you alone? How are you free? Where are the fighters? Start talking, mate.”

      Instead of answering me, Zeke gestures for us to follow. He guides us toward the beach. We walk past a woman selling fruit and vegetables. My stomach rumbles.

      “Soon, man,” Zeke assures me.

      Mira gets distracted by a jewelry store. Each piece features a stone—supposedly from the Outer Wall. I shake my head. Why would anyone risk getting so close to the City to get rocks?

      “This one’s really pretty,” Mira says. She points at a turtle. Chase doesn’t seem to care for the jewelry but agrees it’s nice.

      “Ladies,” Zeke asks, “care to keep going?”

      We move on, passing houses and little shops. Each building identical to the last. We finally arrive at the beach. The tall woman and her two red-haired companions sit on one of many benches. They talk animatedly with another man who sits next to the woman. I don’t remember seeing him yesterday.

      They quiet when they see us approach. With practiced movements, the redheads move to the sides. Like ancient warriors flanking their generals.
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      “Welcome to Camp Athens,” the woman says in a deep purr. She’s tall and beautiful with a strong, feminine body. Her black hair flows around her dark face, accentuating her amber eyes.

      The broad-shouldered man to her left steps forward with a smile. “Let me introduce Artemis, Queen of the Rebels.” His red beard bobs with every word. Without his aggressive fighting glare, it looks ridiculous.

      “‘Queen’?” Nate asks in disbelief.

      The grin on the man’s face widens. “Or leader or boss, whatever you want to call it. ‘Queen’ sounds the coolest. Not that there are any kings or queens nowadays,” he rambles, then adds, “You’re spoiling the fun.”

      Zeke gives a deep laugh. His lack of nerves makes me relax. He points at Nate. “You should see your face, mate.”

      Laughing at the two friends, the bearded man continues, “I am Honos. I’m in charge of military efforts. This is my sister, Caca.” He gestures at the woman who could be his twin. “She’s in charge of the Camp. And this young man is Eros.”

      I notice he doesn’t tell us what Eros’ role is. His soft face is out of place between the three warriors. He leans against the table behind him, at ease with the world. The wind plays with his shiny black hair, and he pushes it out of his tanned face. It’s obvious he is a man with time to care about his appearance. I draw my fingers through my own curls and try to tame them without success.

      Zeke points at each of us in turn. “Nate, my best friend and the son of the City’s mayor—much to his own dislike. Chase, she’s from the Outer Ring, and—as I told you—her daughter is being held captive at the Imperium. Mira, her best friend, whose mother stayed behind to give us a chance.”

      He glances apologetically at Mira. “I’m sorry, but she’s more than likely dead.” I can tell he doesn’t want to mention it but feels it is necessary to paint the picture of our experience to the Rebels.

      I step forward, holding out a hand to Honos. “Nice to meet you.”

      The pain of the last night hasn’t been forgotten, but Zeke’s manner tells me it’s in our best interest to be friendly. Nate hovers behind me. I can feel him tense, poised to fight. Honos hesitates, then shakes my hand.

      Artemis walks toward us. With a mere nod, she sends Honos back to his post by her side.

      “Welcome, friends,” she says with her arms wide. “You are guests in our camp. I apologize for how you were treated upon your arrival. It was—” She pauses, choosing her next words carefully. “A misunderstanding.”

      Nate snorts but passes it off as a cough. Artemis glances at him and seems to decide against pursuing the issue.

      She continues, “As guests in the Camp, you’ll be safe here. My men will protect you with the same force you experienced yesterday. Your friend—Tien, if I am informed correctly—is being treated at our hospital. The doctors tell me they are confident of a full recovery.” Mira gives a sigh of relief, which earns her a soft smile from the woman. “You will have food, water, and access to showers. I suggest you start with those.”

      “Sleeping in a pit doesn’t exactly help hygiene. Speaking of which, I really need to use a bathroom,” Nate says. It’s clear he doesn’t trust any of this, least of all Artemis.

      “We’ll talk later,” the queen of the Rebels declares, and sits on the bench.

      Eros leans toward her and whispers in her ear, his gaze on Zeke.

      Before I can make up my mind about Artemis or Eros, Honos and Caca walk us to the bathrooms. They point out landmarks along the way and introduce us to people. With each stop, I become more aware of how filthy I am.
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      Finally hot water runs down my face. I submerge my body under the shower and enjoy washing off the past weeks. They’ve provided shampoo and conditioner—both of which smell beautiful, like citrus and herbs.

      A set of fresh gray clothes, smelling of flowers, waits for me outside the stall. My own have been taken. I pick up the blouse lying on top of a simple shirt and wide-legged pants. To my surprise, the fabric is soft to the touch despite its rough appearance. It accentuates my body without restricting movement.

      The person I see in the mirror looks foreign to me. New muscles line my body, and I’ve lost the weight I’ve carried since Willow’s birth. I pull my wet hair back and tie it with a band. It’s grown long since we left the City. Even my smile seems different. I don’t know if it is my thinned outline, tanned skin that is now almost the same shade as my hair (Has it lightened in the sun?), or the experiences of the last weeks that has changed it most.

      Outside, Zeke and Nate laugh and talk. It seems Zeke has finally managed to get Nate to relax. Zeke sits on the edge of the bench, legs wide, elbows resting on his thighs. I’ve never seen him so at ease, so unlike the fighter he’s been since I met him. It makes me smile.

      My smile falters when I instinctively search for Dale and remember he’s not here. Pain clutches at my heart, and I fight to keep breathing. I do my best to push the feelings aside. I don’t have the time to deal with them right now.

      A while later, Mira steps out of the women’s bathhouse, her hair held with a scarf. A long gray dress dances around her ankles in the breeze.

      “They don’t like colors here, do they,” she says absentmindedly.

      “It’s all part of their defense system,” Zeke explains, to everyone’s surprise. “They did some tech-magic to hide their camp from the City. Everything being the same color makes the camouflage a lot easier. I won’t pretend I understood half of what they explained, but basically the cameras think it’s an empty beach. They also have jammers for miles in both directions to confuse helicopters so they can’t fly over. And you saw how they treat anyone who comes too close.”

      It makes me nervous to remember last night’s rigorous treatment. How are we supposed to trust these people?

      Nate seems to think along similar lines. “I don’t trust them,” he states simply. “Especially that Artemis woman. And what’s with their stupid names?”

      “Code. I heard Caca talk to Honos, and she called him Bruce. Bruce!” Zeke laughs. “Ridiculous. Honos fits better.”

      “So what happened last night?” Mira asks Zeke with an unreadable expression. Ever since Tien’s injury, she’s been distant. We need to talk soon, before she vanishes completely.

      “I told them the truth. No big deal.”

      Nate raises an eyebrow but doesn’t challenge his friend.

      I swallow my initial response with a strange guttural sound, and say the first thing that comes to mind to play over it, “These clothes are a little fancy for a warrior village on sand, aren’t they?”

      Nate and Zeke are sporting dark gray dress shirts and light gray pants. Nate has shaved, and his hair is pulled into a neat bun. Zeke has trimmed his beard. They look ready for a dinner in the inner Circles of the City.

      “No reason not to look good because you live in a rebel camp on the beach.” Zeke winks at me.

      Nate shoots me a confused look, a smile tugging at the corners of his lips.
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      We spend the day exploring the little town, meeting people, and finding our way around. The place buzzes with activity. Children run and play games. I feel a pang of longing when I see a small girl hide behind a makeshift tent in front of a house.

      Everything seems normal here. It’s easy to forget this is the Rebel Camp. My heart hurts thinking how much Dale would have loved the happy routine and effortless social life here.

      I’m not sure the pain will ever go away. When I’m with people, I want to be alone. But on the rare occasion I am on my own, my thoughts race and I long for the distraction others provide. If I think for too long, I convince myself Dale’s death is my own fault or get angry at him for abandoning me and Willow.
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      I finally have a chance to talk to Mira when we visit Tien at the hospital—which is a one-room building with a few beds. We sit on either side of the bed, and Mira holds his hand.

      Tien is still unconscious, but the wound has been properly dressed and the swelling has gone down. The main difference is his leg is no longer green and has regained a healthy color around the bandage.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been distant lately,” Mira whispers to me.

      “It’s understandable. We’ve been through a lot. I worry about you, that’s all.” I try to keep the accusation out of my voice, though it hurts how Mira has pulled away instead of letting me comfort her.

      “I really am sorry.”

      “I know. With everything that’s happened since we left the City. Even before… first, I was captured. Then Willow and your mom. Tien’s aunt, Zeke’s injury.” I gesture at the bed between us. “Tien’s leg. Then Dale. I can’t believe how much we’ve lost”—my voice cracks—“all because of me.”

      Mira’s eyes widen. “No, not because of you. Because of a broken society that doesn’t give a shit about you or me or any of us. None of this is your fault. You didn’t take or hurt or kill anyone. You can’t think like that.”

      “Of course it’s because of me.” I’m almost yelling, and the other people in the room stop talking and watch us. “I had to play rebel and poke the hornet’s nest. Dale—” I take a deep breath, remember I’m in a hospital, and smile at our onlookers apologetically before continuing in a lower voice, “Dale is dead because of me. It’s all because of me.”

      “We followed you into the Hospital because it was the right thing to do. We had to help you protect Willow. Nate and Zeke chose to get you out of the Imperium. And then peacers hunted us out of the City. It wasn’t your fault. It was simply what had to be done.”

      She takes my hand. “Dale knew that too. He wanted to give you a chance to finish what you started. He wanted to give Willow a chance. Don’t you understand? He sacrificed himself for you, not because of you. He wouldn’t want you to blame yourself for his death. He would want you to fight. To save your daughter.”

      I fumble with the buttons on my blouse for a long time before answering, “You know what the worst part is? I’m angry with him. Angry that he would abandon Willow and me. Then I feel guilty for even thinking it.”

      “Oh honey, of course you’re upset. You didn’t get to say goodbye before he—” She doesn’t finish the sentence. “He didn’t give you the chance to stop him because he knew you would. It’s completely understandable you would be mad. I was angry at Tien for stepping into the shade. How stupid was that? I promise it will get better. The pain of losing him will never go away, but you will learn to live with it.”

      She walks around the bed and pulls me into a tight hug. She doesn’t let go until tears roll down my cheeks and the sobs come. I don’t know how long I cry into her arms, but it’s until I have no more tears to shed.

      When we leave the hospital, Mira’s hand in mine, I’m done crying. It’s time to fight.
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      That night we are invited to the village square for a proper welcome. Caca explained they never miss a chance for a good party.

      “And drinking,” Honos added.

      I wonder if they are overcompensating for how they treated us when we stepped onto the beach.

      Dancers twirl to music a small band is playing. Children run between them, arms in the air. I imagine Willow dancing with them and smile. One day, I tell myself.

      Artemis and Eros sit on two very comfortable-looking chairs at a table nearby and watch the festivities. Artemis drinks a deep red wine while picking grapes off a wooden board in front of her while Eros watches the dance floor.

      Zeke dances with Mira, who seems to have overcome her reservations against him. They look ridiculous next to the professional dancers, but neither seems to care. I’m not in the mood for celebrating, so Nate and I sit at our table and watch our friends. My hand rests on his leg. It’s a small comfort to be close to him.

      When Artemis stands and waves a hand, the music stops and the dancers retreat between the tables. Mira and Zeke join us at our table.

      “Having fun?” Nate asks.

      Zeke laughs and nods. “Feels good not to worry for a moment.”

      Honos walks onto a small stage next to Artemis’ table. A tap of his fork on a glass makes the conversation die down. Everyone gives him their full attention.

      “Evening, evening. I know some of you have already met our newest arrivals, but I’d like to properly introduce them to the group.” He waves us toward him. “Would you come up here for a moment, guys?”

      Very conscious of all the eyes following us, we join him on the stage.

      “Unfortunately, their group is missing two members. One of them gave their life to save them—may he rest in peace—the other is being treated at our hospital. The Forest Circle spiders attacked him, and he was injected with their venom.” Discomfort runs through the crowd. It’s clear Tien isn’t the first to have experienced the spiders. “It took them days to reach us. He was in bad shape, but our medical team says he will make a full recovery.”

      The people cheer for Tien’s recovery. It makes me feel more welcome than anything else they could have done, to care about the health of a complete stranger.

      “Let me introduce Zeke Smith,” Honos continues and indicates Zeke, who stands closest to him. “Mira Whitlock, Nate Ashcroft—”

      Surprised whispers interrupt him. He explains, “Yes, Ashcroft. This young man is the son of the City’s mayor.” Ignoring the chatter, he gestures at me and continues. “And last but not least, Chase Monroe.”

      “Hunter,” I correct with confidence. “My name is Chase Hunter.”
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      The needle dances over my skin with the gentleness of a cat’s claws scratched over a bad sunburn. Mira’s hand flies over my calf and slowly, the butterfly takes shape. She based the design on the butterflies in the Mountain Circle, the failed experiment that defied the efforts of the City’s scientists to become killing machines. The jagged lines of glass shards surround the butterfly—a reminder of what it cost to get there, to see those butterflies.

      “It’s beautiful,” I declare when she lifts her hand for the last time. “Thank you, honey.”

      She sets the tattoo gun on the tray and joins me by the mirror. Her hand rests on her belly, the tiny bump she has grown over the past four months. With a pang, it makes me remember holding my daughter, Willow, for the first time in our cozy living room, my husband, Dale, smiling down at us.

      I haven’t held Willow in over six months, haven’t seen her, haven’t talked to her. And Dale… Dale is dead. I will never see him again.

      Mira’s growing belly is a constant reminder of how long we’ve been in Athens, the Rebel Camp, waiting for a real plan of action. Each day I grow more restless. Each day I fear it is too late to get my baby back.

      I hug Mira and let her wrap my calf in plastic. There’s way too much sand around this place to leave an open wound uncovered. I wait while she cleans her station before we step out into the sunlight together. Her little studio looks the same as the rest of the Rebel buildings, a gray cube. I feel like everything is gray here.

      “I gotta be back in two hours,” Mira explains as we make our way through the neighborhood. “I have another appointment later. Still getting used to actually working.”

      Mira never worked much in the City since most people couldn’t afford tattoos. It’s a different story in Athens. Mira’s talents have been in high demand since we got here. I don’t know where the Rebels get her supplies. But they seem to be able to get anything she needs—and fast. The only thing they don’t seem to be fast about is coming up with a plan of attack.

      We came here to ask for help in rescuing my daughter and exposing the City’s leaders for what they did to me and what they continue to do to the other residents. We don’t seem any closer to achieving either goal. And no one seems to care.

      Tien and Mira are busy being in love and looking forward to the baby. Zeke is busy with his boyfriend, Eros. I didn’t see that one coming. They moved in together a few weeks ago. That’s when he revealed his real name to be Edward—Eddie—which he much prefers to Eros. I don’t blame him.

      None of the Rebels seem to do any actual planning. Sure, they talk about doing something, but it’s high time someone gets their asses moving.

      Nate is the only one on my side, spurred by grief, guilt, and the urge to expose his father, the City’s mayor, for his secret and lies. This whole thing is as personal for him as it is for me.

      “I have another appointment with the doctor tomorrow,” Mira says, pulling me from my circular brooding. “Would you come with me?”

      “Don’t you want Tien there?” I ask in surprise.

      Mira stops and takes both my hands into hers. “I know this has been hard on you, but it would mean the world to me if you could be there. The doc says we’ll find out the sex, and Tien doesn’t want to know.”

      “You’re finding out the sex?” I squeal. I feel my heart lift against my will. Damn it, I didn’t want to get invested. Seeing her pregnant hurts enough.

      “I want you to be there.” Mira squeezes my hands. She knows what she’s asking. She knows I’ve been avoiding her since she told me about the pregnancy. “It would mean everything to me. Please, Chase, come with me.”

      Against my better judgment, I agree.

      With lingering sadness in her eyes, she smiles. “Thank you.”

      We walk through Athens until we reach the cube houses we call home now—not that mine feels like home yet. I don’t think it ever will. Nowhere feels like home without Willow. Our cubes are identical to those surrounding them. Simple design and the same gray as everything else.

      “You painted another wall?” Mira asks when we enter the kitchen. A strip of the wall behind the dining table is a vibrant ocean blue.

      “I might be overcompensating. I am so sick of the gray.” I grab water from the fridge and pour Mira a glass. “And the heat. I’m sick of that too. This whole damn place is making me depressed.”

      Mira takes a large swig, then says sagely, “We have to be patient.”

      “Fuck patience.”

      Mira chuckles. “Nate is rubbing off on you.”

      “I’m being serious—swearing or not. We’ve been here for months, and we’re no closer to rescuing Willow. We are closer to you bringing a new baby into the world than we are to getting my baby back. I don’t know how anyone expects me to be patient.”

      Mira looks uncomfortable. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, Mira, no. Don’t you dare feel sorry for being happy. It’s not your fault. You deserve every second of it. I’m being an ass. I just miss them so much.”

      Mira pulls me into a hug. She holds me tight, and I feel almost normal again. I’ve been avoiding her, and the hours of tattooing today were the first we’ve spent together, just the two of us, since we got here. It’s been painful to see her belly grow and hear her talk about the baby, but I didn’t realize how much I missed spending time with her until I was forced to sit still for hours, letting her torture me with her tattoo gun. We talked like we used to, and it seems to have broken down a barrier I didn’t know I had put up.

      “Would you visit Dale with me?” I ask tentatively. “I don’t want to go alone, and it feels wrong to ask Nate. He still blames himself for what happened.”

      Mira pulls away. “I’d still like to know how he’s worked that out.”

      “He refuses to tell me what happened in that cave the night before Dale died. But whatever happened between them, Nate is convinced that Dale sacrificed himself because of it.”

      Mira strokes my cheek. “Oh, honey.”

      Together, we walk back through the small town to the beach. The waves crash into the black sand, and sea gulls cry above us. I will never tire of the sight: nothing but water as far as the eye can see. All my life, I lived in a city surrounded by walls. Walls that separated us from the City’s other Circles, and an Outer Wall that separated the City from the rest of the world. Compared to that, the ocean seems endless.

      I breathe in the salty air, let the wind blow my long curls past my face.

      We walk along the beach until we reach the delta of the river. It’s the river we crossed to hide from the peacers who followed us into the nature Circles. The river separated us from them when Dale sacrificed his life to give us a chance for escape. I will never forget the image of Derec Lompoc lifting his knife and slitting my dead husband’s throat.

      The Rebels retrieved Dale’s body to give him a proper resting place. Dale could never understand why people chose to be buried, rotting under the earth in small boxes until the worms ate their remains. He wouldn’t have wanted that. Instead, we held a small ceremony for him on the beach, burning his body next to the ocean he never got to see. It was beautiful. Sad, but beautiful. Dale would have liked it.

      I stand with Mira under the twin palm trees, where a polished rock is the only marker of Dale’s resting place. We didn’t collect the ashes, didn’t bury them. We let the wind take them. Dale would have wanted it that way.

      A single tear rolls down my cheek. I don’t wipe it away.

      Mira holds my hand but doesn’t say anything. She always knows when to just be there for me.

      I kneel next to the rock, place a palm over its smooth surface, trace the lines of his name. “I promise I’ll rescue her,” I whisper, though I know Mira can hear me. “I’ll find her, and I’ll get her back.”
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      It’s hot outside, and sweat beads on my forehead. I should have waited inside until Mira came over.

      Finally, she rushes out of her house. “Sorry, Tien made me promise a million times that I won’t tell him the sex. He really doesn’t want to know.”

      I smile. “I don’t know how he can stand the suspense. When I was pregnant, I couldn’t wait to find out if I was having a boy or a girl.”

      When I was pregnant, I did want to know everything. But no one could answer the questions I didn’t dare ask: Who had ordered my “immaculate conception”? And why?

      When I found out I was pregnant, I hadn’t had sex with anyone for over a year. Still, Dale helped me pretend. He had been a wonderful father to Willow.

      The small hospital sits in the middle of the gray town. The doctor is already waiting for Mira by the door and waves a hand when we approach. One of the benefits of Athens: no long lines outside the hospital.

      “Ready?” she asks Mira.

      I hover awkwardly as they prepare for the exam. The room reminds me of my withdrawal. Those damn pills. When we first arrived, the Rebels supplied us with medication to continue to ward off the Disease. They didn’t help me, though. The City had been lacing mine with some addictive herbal substance, and the withdrawal had me in a hospital bed for days.

      A heartbeat sounds through the room as the doctor glides the transducer over Mira’s belly, and I wake from my memories. The doctor taps the monitor a few times and readjusts the wand on Mira’s belly before she declares the baby to be healthy. She turns the monitor and shows Mira the image, points out features on the tiny fetus.

      Finally, she says, “And this… this is your baby’s penis. You are having a boy, Mira.”

      Mira’s eyes widen, and a smile splits her face. “A boy?”

      The doctor nods. “No doubt. You are having a little boy.”

      I squeeze her shoulder. “You are having a boy, honey.”

      All the hurt of the last few months since she told me evaporates into joy. Mira has done everything in her power to help Willow. She deserves this happiness and my full support.

      “I’m happy for you,” I say, and I mean it.

      “Skye.” Tears well up in her eyes. “My little boy, Skye.”

      “A beautiful name,” the doctor says.

      “I’ve considered the name for weeks, and the moment you showed me that monitor, I knew it was the right choice. It means sheltering.”

      “Nice to meet you, Skye.” I smile at the image on the monitor. “And you won’t break your promise to Tien. Skye works for a boy or a girl.”

      Mira laughs. “Part of the charm.”

      There’s a skip in Mira’s step on the way out, a newfound energy even deeper than the happiness she has radiated the last few months.

      “Thank you for coming with me,” she says.

      “Of course,” I answer. “I’m sorry it took me so long.”

      Tien waits outside the door for us. Nervously, he shifts his weight from foot to foot. When he sees us, he runs toward us and kisses Mira. “How did it go?”

      “Our baby is healthy. Everything is going well.”

      He kisses her again. “Did you find out?”

      Mira nods. “But I won’t tell you,” she says with a mischievous grin. “You made me promise.”

      Tien laughs. “I still don’t want to know. All that matters is that our baby is healthy.”

      “Skye.” Mira puts a hand over her belly. “Skye is healthy.”

      “I like that name,” Tien says and kneels in front of Mira. He puts his hands over hers. “Skye, my baby.”

      I leave them to their happiness and retreat to the gray cube I’ve grown to hate so much. At least the material they built the houses with keeps the heat out. It’s nice and cool inside.

      I wash my face in the bathroom, but still feel gross and sweaty from the day’s heat. Couldn’t the Rebels have set up camp somewhere a little less tropical?

      “How did it go?” From behind, Nate puts his arms around me and kisses my head. “Is everything okay with the baby?”

      I lean into him. “Everything is fine. How did the meeting go?”

      Nate groans and holds me tighter. He buries his face in my hair. “Can we not talk about that yet?”

      I turn and lean my head against his chest, where I can hear his heartbeat. I close my eyes. “It was bad?” I whisper.

      “Worse,” he answers, and leads me toward the living room and onto the sofa.

      The Rebels held another meeting today about the plans to overthrow the City. They’ve been holding them since we got here. Nate is an integral part of the planning committee, as is Zeke. They have valuable insights since they lived in the Government Complex and worked for PCR, the City’s security company. Nate is as frustrated with their lack of progress as I am.

      “Mira’s baby is a boy,” I say to give him time to gather his thoughts. He’s not ready to talk about the meeting yet. I can tell that he needs to calm down first. “And his name is Skye.”

      “Tien doesn’t want to know the sex, right?”

      I shake my head. “And he’ll kill you if you tell him. He made Mira promise not to tell him, even if he asks a million times.” I chuckle. “The next few months will be torture for him. Mira keeps her promises.”

      Nate laughs. “He’ll regret having her make that promise. No worries. I won’t tell.”

      He strokes my hair absent-mindedly, and it takes him a long time to talk about the meeting.

      “Fucking over-planners,” he finally says. “We’ve been at this for months. What if we lose our chance? My father might make changes. They don’t know him like I do.”

      “What’s the holdup this time?”

      Nate clenches his teeth. “Artemis.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Artemis?”

      “She thinks we are endangering everything she built by rushing things. Doesn’t think one child is worth putting lives at stake. Overthrowing the City’s government is her priority—her only priority. Willow doesn’t matter to her.”

      “Then we do it without her,” I declare. “Willow is my priority, and I don’t care if Artemis agrees or not. She’s my daughter.” I hit the cushions with my fist. “Easy for her to say Willow doesn’t matter. She doesn’t have children.”

      Nate squeezes his arms tighter around me. “You are not alone. We are in this together.”

      I turn and kiss him, putting everything into the kiss that I can’t put into words. And for a moment, I manage to forget my worries, and it is just him and me.

      When the door bursts open, reality rushes back and we break apart. Zeke barges into the room, Eddie at his heels. “They moved Willow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            NATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chase jumps up from the couch. “What do you mean they moved her? Moved her where?”

      Zeke holds up his hands. “Liz contacted us.”

      I pull Chase back onto the couch, wave for Zeke and Eddie to sit. Eddie looks out of place. A spoiled prince mingling with the commoners. I know it’s an act. The Rebels expect it from him. There’s a good guy hidden under that too-perfect shell. But the arrogance is a convincing show.

      “What happened?” I place a hand on Chase’s leg to ground her.

      Zeke draws himself up. “Liz was trying to reach you. You weren’t there, so I took the call.”

      I regret leaving the comms at Rebel headquarters. I know the Rebels needed them more than me. Don’t care. Still regret it.

      “What did she say?” I ask.

      “This morning, a couple picked up Willow. Susan tried to find out where they were taking her, but no one gave her a definite answer. ‘To a good home’ was all she got. Liz has tried all her hacking magic without success.” A nervous glance at Chase. “No one knows where she is.”

      Chase sits upright like a pillar. Not a word. No response.

      I squeeze her knee, ask the questions for her. “What’s the plan?”

      Eddie snorts. “The plan? A plan? In this place? These pigheaded so-called Rebels won’t do shit if no one takes the reins from my dear sister.” His immaculate face is distorted in anger. “She’s never going to actually do anything. She’s much too focused on keeping Athens safe to worry about all those left behind in the City. She’s too scared to act, to risk anything.” His amber eyes glint with anger. Despite his vain exterior, there is passion in the man.

      “I n-need to get her b-back,” Chase stammers. Her body shakes.

      “We will rescue her,” I say. “We need to figure out a way to mobilize the Rebels.”

      Zeke eyes Eddie. “I think I have an idea.” The calm of the last few months is gone. Zeke looks poised to fight. He edges forward, turns toward his boyfriend. “I think it’s time for you to speak up. Everyone here thinks you are just a pretty face—and you definitely have that.” He touches his boyfriend’s cheek. “But you are so much more. It’s time someone puts your talents to use instead of limiting you to be a pretty accessory.”

      Eddie’s deeply tan face is hard to read. Hints of anger, confusion, and rebellion. “What do you mean?”

      Zeke takes his hands. “I mean that you should raise your voice at the next meeting, make them listen to you. You should challenge your sister if she isn’t ready to get over her fear. She underestimates you.”

      Chase stills. She looks Eddie up and down. “Do you think you can convince her?”

      Eddie smiles mischievously. “My sister will never listen to me, but the rest of them will. I can’t convince her, but I can and will convince the Rebels that it’s time for action. Artemis won’t like it. She’s too scared to act.”

      “How did she end up queen of the Rebels?” Zeke asks.

      “She hasn’t always been like this. Most days, she’s still tough and in charge. She was a good leader in the beginning. We wouldn’t have been able to grow into what we are now without her. When we first settled here, there were just a dozen of us, and many were injured. She kept a clear head, helped us build a place to call home.” He pushes his hair out of his face. “Without her, we wouldn’t have made it here, let alone survived. She created our routines, assigned responsibilities. Everyone knew what they needed to do. It’s how we survived. We owe her everything.”

      His gaze grows distant. “Over time, more and more people arrived. Some on their own, some because we rescued them. She fell in love with a guard who had worked at the prison camp—”

      “Prison camp?” I interrupt. “There are no prisoners in the City.”

      He laughs. Dark, desperate. “Oh yeah, right. There are no prisoners in the City. They take them out of the City to a large compound in the Desert Circle.”

      I feel cheated. A feeling that has become too familiar. More secrets. More lies. My father needs to pay for all of them.

      “How many are there?” I ask.

      “Prison camps? Just the one.”

      I shake my head. “Sorry. I meant prisoners. How many people are being held there?”

      Eddie’s eyes dull. “Hundreds. We haven’t gotten an official count in months. But the official counts are always wrong anyway. The City always pretends there are more healthy, less sick, less dead. All we can do is guess, even with the reported numbers.”

      “What happens to them there?” Chase asks, her voice thick.

      He doesn’t look at her. “It’s…” He shudders, unable to go on.

      Zeke takes his hand. “It’s okay, babe. Take your time.”

      Eddie runs a hand over his face. After a few moments, he says, “It’s inhumane. If they were keeping criminals there, I could kind of understand. I mean, I wouldn’t wish it on anyone—not even my worst enemy. But if the prisoners were dangerous people, I would at least understand why the City does it.” He pauses. “They run experiments on them, make them work in the heat. Many don’t survive. The City doesn’t care. To them, the prisoners aren’t people.”

      I close my eyes, disgusted. “Who are the prisoners?”

      “People who didn’t play along. People who knew things they weren’t supposed to know. Many of them were simply in the way of the grand plan—whatever that is.”

      Feeling Chase’s hand on my leg makes me open my eyes again. She looks shocked. We knew the City had secrets. They run deeper every day. More secrets. More lies. Hate for my own father rises inside me.

      “Why is no one doing anything about it?” I ask Eddie, unable to contain my anger.

      He shrinks back.

      Zeke looks at me in accusation. “Mate, it’s not his fault.”

      I apologize. “Sorry, that anger isn’t for you.”

      Eddie bows his head. “It’s okay. I’ve been there. I was angry for years that nothing ever gets done. At some point, you get used to it bubbling under the surface, get better at pretending everything’s fine. I even managed to convince myself that I was okay for a while, that I’d buried the anger deep enough. You saw what I was like when you got here.” He takes a deep breath. “Without you, Zeke, I would probably still be the empty shell I was when you arrived.” He gets lost in Zeke’s gaze.

      To get him back to the matter at hand, I say, “We all like you much better this way.”

      Eddie chuckles. “I’m glad. So, anyway…” He gathers his thoughts. “When we first found out about the prison camp, we actually did something. My sister managed to get in touch with a few people on the inside and found out that one of the guards, Oliver, was protecting them from the worst. With his help, we managed to free quite a few people, but Oliver had to flee with them. He had been exposed, so our way into the prison was lost.

      “Oliver and my sister fell in love. I’d never seen her so happy. Together, they planned another attempt to free the rest of the prisoners. They wanted to get everyone out.” A deep breath, a sigh. “They failed. Oliver died in the attempt, as did many others. My sister blamed herself for letting him go, for letting anyone go.

      “We’ve been holed up here with nothing but plans ever since. She doesn’t dare order any other missions. It got worse a couple of months ago. The scientists released two new apes in the Tropical Circle—”

      I gasp. “Lulu’s siblings. We heard about them being released.”

      “Well, did you hear about what happened after they were released?” Eddie looks skeptical.

      I scold myself for interrupting. Shake my head. “No, we only knew that they were released.”

      Eddie scowls. “They were released all right. They destroyed the lab in the Tropical Circle and killed four scientists.”

      Zeke and Chase exchange a look. Zeke grimaces, then explains, “The roof was caved in. We hid from the apes there one night on the way here. Well, most of us…”

      I grimace. “Dale and I were carrying Tien. We got separated. Hid in a cave that night.”

      I hate thinking about that night. Dale and I stuck together. Pitch black, no flashlight. He made me promise I’d take care of his girls. I did. I shouldn’t have.

      Sure, it’s the truth: I will protect them. I will do whatever is necessary. But my promise enabled Dale to sacrifice himself. It’s my fault. All my fault.

      “Do they have control over the apes?” Chase asks. “We were chased by tech-beetles in the desert, but they couldn’t cross into the Mountain Circle. And the tech-spiders that threatened us in the Forest Circle couldn’t get into the Tropical Circle. It seemed there was some kind of control over them.”

      Eddie gives a dry laugh. “They can control those. They even control the mountain lions, which sound more than terrifying.”

      “Oh, they are. We saw one.”

      He looks at each of us. “You saw one? How the fuck are you alive?”

      We tell him how we took over the lab on our way through the mountains, how the scientists we had captured escaped, and how the three-headed mountain lion tore them to pieces while we watched. Merely remembering the horror makes me ball my fist.

      “It’s a good thing you were inside. Those scientists should have known better than to be outside at night.”

      A question resurfaces in my mind. “Why are most techmuts dangerous only at night? And why are the apes capable of attacking during the day?”

      I watch Eddie as he explains, “Most of the creatures charge during the day, so they come out when they are fully charged, usually in the late afternoon, and return to their stations in the early morning when they are low on battery. The batteries drain faster if the creatures fight or run. There’s too much machine in them for their bodies to supply enough energy for survival.” He shakes his head in disbelief. “As you know, there are fail-safes on the creatures, like the inability to cross from Circle to Circle or into direct sunlight.”

      His face falls. “Most of the scientists’ safety measures failed on the apes. They shouldn’t have pushed the limits. What’s next, humans? Apes are too damn close to us biologically.”

      Chase shifts uncomfortably. “When they captured me, they said I was part of an experiment. They were trying something they called tecjections. They said they had been testing it on the apes.”

      “Fuck” is all Eddie can say.

      “Fuck, indeed,” Zeke agrees. “They lost control of the apes?”

      Eddie nods. “Of the entire Tropical Circle, to be exact. The only good news is that the apes still can’t leave the Circle. But in there, they are in charge. They destroyed all other life in the jungle—every tiny, living thing—and made themselves kings. If they relied on food like normal apes, they would not be a problem for long, but with their ability to charge instead of eat…”

      The idea that the apes are out of control is disturbing. But it explains why the Circle was devoid of life.

      “The peacers have no control over them either?” Chase asks, a glint in her eyes.

      “No one has control over them. And I don’t know how it happened because they have the means to control everything else. They even have technology to disable the creatures in their immediate surroundings, to keep them at bay. It’s a device that sends a kind of signal that interferes with the creatures’ computers. I wish we could get our hands on one of those. It would be quite handy. But those apes… the scientists lost control. I guess it was a matter of time. Humans shouldn’t play god.”

      Chase’s voice is level, emotionless. “I hope the techmuts tore off Lompoc’s head.”

      Her desire for revenge is understandable. I feel it too. Derec killed Dale. Even mutilated his body.

      “I’m sorry, Chase,” Eddie says, and he looks like he means it. “The peacers who followed you that day all made it out safely. They reached the helicopters unharmed.”

      Before Chase can answer, I say, “Then we’ll have to get them ourselves.”

      I’m surprised by the coldness in my voice. Zeke looks at me but doesn’t speak. I know he has his own reasons to want revenge. His whole life, he trusted the system. It failed him. And in the end, his wife—well, his match—used their daughter to betray him.

      Chase stands. “Eddie, will you help us?”

      Eddie rises, takes her hands. “I’ll help you, even if it means overthrowing my sister. But we’ll need a plan.”
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      Mira sits beside me, kneading her hands, while Tien paces between the kitchen and the living room, unable to sit still even for a moment. None of us were invited to the Rebel meeting.

      “I wish we knew what was going on,” Tien says for what feels like the hundredth time.

      Mira and I don’t answer. We’ve been through this before. If we show up to the meeting, we’ll raise suspicion and risk the plan. No, it had to be just Zeke, Nate, and Eddie. Zeke and Nate have been a part of the planning committee since we got here, so they are included in all Rebel meetings.

      We filled Mira and Tien in on the plan last night, spent hours strategizing on how best to present it to Artemis and the rest of the Rebels. Eddie wants to avoid openly challenging his sister, though he assured us he would if necessary.

      Feelings of hope, guilt, and doubt mingle in my chest and make it impossible for me to do more than sit on the couch and stare at the floor. Willow’s fate rests in the Rebels’ hands, and I have to sit here like a good girl and wait patiently.

      “I hate this,” I say.

      My friends’ looks tell me I interrupted a conversation I hadn’t been paying attention to.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “I was lost in thought.”

      Tien smiles understandingly. “We noticed. And we don’t blame you.” He sits next to me and pulls me into a hug. “We’re here for you, no matter what.”

      Mira embraces me from my other side. “We’ll help you even if it means storming the City without the Rebels. We’ll rescue Willow. We’ve waited long enough.”

      “Too long,” I say, but when I hear the annoyance in my tone, I add, “Thank you.”

      The minutes stretch on while we wait. Tien and Mira do their best to distract me with idle small talk, but no topic lasts long. When Tien gets desperate enough to suggest a board game, Nate bursts through the door.

      “We did it! The camp is in chaos, but we did it.” His face is red with glee. “Zeke is with Eddie. They are still with the council. Artemis is livid. Eddie tried to persuade her—as we discussed. There was no chance. No chance in hell. She’s scared. She won’t do anything.” He takes a deep breath, and he fidgets in excitement. “In the end, Eddie had to call her out. Said she was too scared because of what happened, grief blinding her and all that. You should have seen him.” He grabs my face with both hands and kisses me full on the mouth. “We did it. We’re rescuing Willow. We’ll expose my father. No more secrets. No more lies.”

      Tien asks, “So, what’s happening, then?”

      “Eddie was great, knew he had no choice. You could see he hated challenging Artemis. I don’t blame him.”

      Tien holds up his hands. “Nate, take a breath. Start at the beginning.”

      Nate laughs. Mira hands him a glass of water, and he drinks, taking a moment to calm himself, then says, “Artemis and Eddie are co-leading the Rebels now. Eddie insisted on it. He doesn’t want the throne, said it a couple of times. All he wants is to act. Finally act. Artemis will still be in charge of the day-to-day responsibilities. While Eddie will be in charge of the military aspects. The council agreed: It’s time. There will never be a perfect plan. There will never be a right time.”

      “What happens next?” Mira asks calmly when he finishes.

      “The plan is to take a week to prepare, recruit people. Things like that.” He grabs my hand. “We’ll go. Zeke and Eddie will go. Others will join us.”

      Tien exchanges a look with Mira. “We’ll need to talk about this. You should stay here, Mira.”

      “I’m not staying behind,” Mira pipes up.

      Tien opens his mouth to object, but I cut him off. “Mira, honey, I know you want to come, and it means the world to me—and to Willow. But Skye has to come first. Stay here, where we know you are safe. Take care of your baby. Skye’s your future.”

      Mira looks ready to argue, then places a hand on her belly. I know she understands. She doesn’t like it, but Athens is the best place for her. A pregnant woman shouldn’t storm into battle if it can be avoided.

      “You should stay with her,” I say to Tien.

      He sits next to Mira, adds his hand on top of hers. He looks deep into her eyes. “You know I have to go. I have to make sure there’s a safe place for our child in this world.”

      Mira’s eyes glint with tears. “I know. A Rebel Camp is no place for a child to grow up.”
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      That night, Tien, Mira, Eddie, and Zeke come to our place for dinner. Zeke, who seems to have picked up cooking skills from Dale—and since arriving at Athens, Eddie—is chopping vegetables in the kitchen while Eddie grills fish.

      “I caught these myself,” he explains proudly. “Couldn’t sleep, so I got up early. The beach helps me clear my head.”

      Eddie likes spearfishing. It was one of the many surprises I’ve learned about him. A few times a week, he dons a wetsuit and a spear, then jumps into the ocean, only to return a few hours later with a ring full of fish.

      Living by the ocean, the Rebels eat a lot of seafood. They even maintain a few vegetable patches and eat fruits that grow on nearby trees—all tropical.

      I hate the smell of fish, so I step outside into the backyard. Well, onto the fenced patch of black sand behind our house. There’s no grass. I sink into one of the chairs and watch the tree line. Soon we’ll have to venture into the Tropical Circle again.

      Nate joins me, and we sit in silence together. The setting sun bathes the trees in a deep-orange light.

      “I hate how beautiful it is,” I say.

      Nate laughs. “I know what you mean. Feels like it’s mocking you.”

      “Like sunshine on a really shitty day.”

      We don’t talk again until Zeke pokes his head out and announces dinner. We stand, and Nate pulls me into his arms. After a kiss on the forehead, he looks into my eyes. His dark-blue pair holds a promise. He doesn’t have to say “We’ll get her back” for me to understand.

      I hold him for a moment longer before I walk back into our house where our friends sit around the kitchen table. Laughter and chatter fill the room. It’s almost like our dinners back home, before all this started.

      “Who do you think will come?” Zeke asks Eddie over his glass of red wine.

      Eddie ponders the question. “Honos—Bruce, whatever. His sister, Georgie. That’s for sure.”

      Many Rebels shared their real names with us over the last few months. In private, many use their real names. The code names are for official functions and when you are unsure of those around you. When we first got here, Bruce offered to introduce us using code names, but it didn’t feel right. Sharing who we are, as a sign of trust, felt like a better idea.

      Eddie continues, “My sister will stay—she will have to. Even if she had no obligations here, she would never come. I can think of a few others who’ll join us.”

      “How many?” Nate asks.

      Eddie looks into the distance and mumbles for a few seconds. “Twenty? Maybe more.”

      I catch Nate’s eye. Twenty. There are many, many more peacers in the City, but it’s a hell of a lot better than when we came here. There were seven of us when we fled the City. Six made it through the Wall, and only five arrived at Athens. Twenty-five sounds like a much less impossible number.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Zeke says. “No matter how many come, some will have to stay behind to guard Athens.” He hesitates for the briefest moment before his face splits into a wide grin. “I have an idea, but it might be risky.”

      He waits for one of us to ask, an aura of mischief about him.

      Tien obliges. “What is it?”

      “The prison camp. Ever since Eddie mentioned it, I’ve been thinking. There are hundreds of people there. They might not be strong fighters, but they might be motivated to join us anyway. We should attack the prison camp, free them. Those who are injured, weak, or unwilling to fight can be sent here. The rest can help us overthrow the City.”

      In my mind, I see half-starved men and women shoveling sand in the desert heat while grim peacers stand watch. I don’t know much about the prison camp, but this imagined scene makes me shudder.

      “Will they be in any state to fight with us?” I ask.

      Zeke shrugs. “Some will be. Many won’t. Either way, their freedom would benefit our cause. Even if they don’t fight, they’ll have stories to tell. Stories the government won’t want to be heard.”

      My head hurts. I press the heels of my hands against my eyes. “I think you are right. Even if we tell people about what the City does, what your father does—sorry, babe.” I glance at Nate whose fists are clenched. “They might not want to believe us. We’ll need evidence, or at least more people to share what’s been happening.”

      Eddie looks hesitant. “It’s a risk. The people here remember what happened during the last prison attack. They might be reluctant to join.”

      “It’s worth the risk,” Zeke says calmly.

      Eddie runs a hand through his black hair. “Keep this idea close until we know who will come. Then we’ll talk about it. Let’s not add oil to the fire at the moment.”

      It feels like a trick, like cheating. “I don’t like secrets,” I say.

      No more secrets. No more lies. That had been the idea.

      Nate shifts uncomfortably. “I don’t like this either.”

      Eddie’s gaze is steady. “Trust me. I know these people. We’ll tell them before it’s too late for them to turn back. We won’t trick anyone. But let’s not tell them yet. Too many lost loved ones when we last attacked the prison—my sister among them. If she hears about this, she’ll campaign against us.”

      “It’s necessary,” Zeke says in the same calm tone, as if steeling himself.

      Tien grunts. “I hate politics.”

      Reluctantly, Nate and I agree to not tell anyone about the prison attack. I hope I don’t have to find out what lengths I’ll go to, what ethical compromises I’ll make to save my daughter and get revenge.
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      I toss and turn all night, unable to sleep. To avoid waking Nate, I slip out of the bedroom. I throw on a jacket and walk out into the night. The wind blows through my hair, throws my light brown curls around my face.

      Unintentionally, I end up at Dale’s memorial tree. I sit with my back against the trunk and trace his name etched in the smooth rock. I wish he were here.

      I close my eyes. I feel close to him here, though I know he’s gone. No part of him lies under the black sand. Nothing but my memories tie him to this place. Still, I can almost hear him whispering in the wind.

      When the ocean glimmers and the sun creeps over the trees behind me, I get up and walk back along the beach. The first people are out and about in the little town, minding their own business. As I walk past them, I wonder if any of them will join my fight.

      Nate is sitting on the couch when I get home. He’s reading a book in his hands but doesn’t look as if he’s actually taking in any of the words. There’s worry on his face.

      He looks up and asks, “Where were you? You were gone when I woke up.”

      With a twinge of guilt, I answer, “Couldn’t sleep. I didn’t want to wake you. I was with Dale.”

      He pats the cushion next to him. I sit and lean against his side. He pulls me closer, both arms around me. He kisses my neck, my shoulder. Whatever anger he felt vanished when I mentioned Dale.

      “I’m sorry if I worried you.” I turn toward him, find sadness in his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      He buries his hands in my hair and kisses me. His lips are warm and soft. A tear rolls down his cheek and adds a salty taste to his kiss. I pull away.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “It’s not that.” He swipes away the tears, even though they’re replaced by new ones. “You should be able to actually be with Dale.”

      I pull him down, so his head lies on my lap, and I stroke his hair. The tears show his pain, but there is nothing I can do. I won’t push him to tell me about that last night he spent with Dale.

      “He loved you,” he whispers.

      “I know,” I answer, a tight knot forming in my throat. “I loved him too.”

      He sobs. “No, Dale was in love with you.”

      I laugh, disbelieving. It can’t be true. Dale and I were just friends.

      Nate turns to look up at me. “He told me that night—in the cave. He told me he’d loved you for a long time.”

      “Why did he never tell me?”

      Nate sighs. “He was sure you didn’t feel the same way. Didn’t want to ruin the friendship. But he loved you. I know he did.”

      I don’t answer. I think back on our time together, the many sweet moments, the comfortable habits. I never loved him romantically. I’m sure I never could have. But the longer I think, the more I know Nate is telling the truth. It makes me feel sorry for Dale.

      Due to the government’s matching system, many in the City love someone they can’t be with. Tien and Mira were headed for that fate before we left the City. Tien was matched, Mira about to be matched, and their love wouldn’t have made a difference. It never even crossed my mind that there were matched couples where one partner felt unrequited love for the other.

      Dale must have suffered every day. I swallow the tears that threaten to fall.

      “He made me promise to take care of you and Willow,” Nate says. His voice is broken, hoarse, and his eyes stare blankly past me.

      Nate has never talked about that night. I don’t know what’s inspired him to tell me now. Not that it matters.

      “I promised I’d take care of his girls. It’s all my fault.”

      I remain silent, unable to find words, so he goes on, “He wouldn’t have sacrificed himself if I hadn’t promised.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I say, my voice suddenly strong. “You don’t know what Dale would or wouldn’t have done. You can’t blame yourself for his death. It’s not your fault.”

      Nate’s eyes focus and find mine. “I miss him.”

      “We all miss him.”

      “I’ll keep my promise. I’ll take care of you and Willow,” he says. Tears are still running down his face, but his voice is steady.

      I lean down and kiss his forehead. “I love you, Nate.”
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      The week passes in a blur. Arguments. Chaos. Delays. The people here have lived in peace for too long. They don’t remember the bad and the ugly. The City’s threat is a vacant memory.

      No one verbally commits to leaving, but we see signs of preparation everywhere.

      I feel eager, ready to fight, as the camp gathers on the night before our departure. A feast has been planned. It’s much like the one they held for our welcome. Music. Dancing. Food. Lots and lots of food.

      This time, Eddie sits with us instead of with Artemis. They aren’t on the best terms. It was to be expected. A necessary sacrifice. Zeke asks him to dance, and I watch them. Zeke’s booming laugh fills the air as he twirls Eddie around.

      “You wanna dance?” I ask Chase before I can change my mind. I’m not much of a dancer.

      She grabs my hand and pulls me onto the dance floor. “Don’t judge me. I don’t really know how to dance,” she admits.

      It doesn’t matter. We make it up as we go along. After a while, Tien and Mira join in and we dance as a group. All of us together.

      A few men bring kegs of beer. We’ll regret enjoying those in the morning.

      Everyone laughs, dances, drinks. Even Artemis cheers up after a while—and a lot of wine. No one talks about tomorrow. Tonight is tonight. One last night of fun before we set out into danger. Into the Circles. Into the City.
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      We wake up the next morning with the anticipated headaches. Chase cries when she says good-bye to Mira. We give Tien some privacy for his farewell.

      The sun is barely over the trees. A beautiful sunrise. We are the first to reach the meeting point. Zeke and Eddie join us soon after.

      “I wonder who’ll come,” I say.

      Eddie grins. “I have a good feeling about this.”

      A trio walks over. Bruce and Georgie joke with a young lad. They lay their heavy packs next to ours.

      And we wait. And wait.

      “We should have set an actual time. Sunrise seems to be up for interpretation,” Chase jokes.

      It’s another twenty minutes before more people show up. Athens is bathed in the pink hues of morning.

      “How do we know when everyone’s here?” Chase asks.

      “Honos, Caca,” Eddie instructs, “take a lap. See if anyone else is preparing to leave. Knock on some doors. You know who’s likely to come.”

      Bruce and Georgie salute, then trot off toward Athens. Their loyalties lie with the Rebels, not Artemis. They’d agreed with Eddie from the start.

      The minutes stretch as we wait for them to return. A few more people arrive while they are gone. Finally, Bruce returns with two men and a woman. Georgie returns with a group of five—all women.

      The final count is thirty-two, including the four from our original group. Men, women, some I’d call children—teenagers at best. All ready to fight.

      Georgie sends one kid back to town. “You know you can’t come. Your mom would have my head. You’re too young.”

      After some protest, the kid stomps back to Athens. He doesn’t go quietly. Plumes of black sand fly with every kicking step.

      “He’s fourteen,” she explains. “His mom has already lost two sons and a husband. He’s all she has left.”

      No one responds. I look around, wonder if the reminder will inspire others to turn back. Insecure glances. Shifting from foot to foot. But no one leaves.

      Thirty-one fighters. It will have to do. We will be outnumbered, outgunned. But we will fight.

      Bruce hands everyone a firearm. We’ve trained with them since our arrival. We know how to use them. Though Chase is a worse shot than she likes. With a grimace, she shoulders her gun.

      Eddie climbs a small dune, scans the group. Uncertain, he asks, “Ready?”

      Nods, grunts of confirmation.

      Eddie looks helplessly at Zeke. Zeke walks up to him, grabs his hand. This seems to give Eddie the resolve he needs. There’s no trace of uncertainty in his voice. No hint of doubt. When he speaks, everyone listens.

      “Today, we leave the sanctuary of our home. Today, we march into the Circles. Today, we ready to fight what the Rebels set out to fight decades ago. We will face obstacles—technologically altered apes, spiders, even fucking mountain lions. We will overcome them all. We will rescue those who were taken from us. We will expose the City’s wrongs, the secrets, the lies. We will fight. We will win. So, I ask again”—his voice booms—“are you ready?”

      We cheer. At that moment, I am ready to charge into the Tropical Circle with him. He could have convinced me of anything.

      We set out, Zeke and Eddie in the lead. Bruce and Georgie bring up the rear. We walk along the beach toward the river delta. The heartbeat of the ocean is strong next to us. Crashing waves.

      We pause at Dale’s tree, wait for the rest of our group to catch up. Chase kneels. She places her palm on the rock, whispers something. When she rises, she looks determined.

      The Rebels never met Dale, but they were at his funeral. They know her loss. Many touch the tree when they pass. It has become a symbol. It doesn’t matter that they didn’t know Dale. They know what he did. What he was willing to do to save those he loved.

      We stop again when we reach the tree line.

      “Stay together. Eyes and ears open. Remember, technologically modified rogue animals rule this Circle,” Eddie says.

      Anxiety settles over the group. Heads turn. Left. Right. Back. No one speaks a word. My hand rests on my weapon.

      We follow the river for only a little while. To my relief, Zeke turns south, into the trees, before we reach the place where Dale died. I’m not ready to see it again.

      We reach the road without trouble.

      I imagine movement in the canopy. Cracking twigs. Thumping fists on chests. When I concentrate, though, it’s quiet. No sign of life.

      I take another step. The feeling of being watched increases. Another step. The rustle of leaves. I stop, turn. Nothing there.

      I catch up to Zeke. “I keep hearing things, seeing things.”

      He nods. “They are close.”

      We walk swiftly along the road. I keep close to Chase, ready to defend her, though I know she can defend herself.

      In Athens, Chase and Tien learned to take care of themselves. The Rebels begin combat training in childhood. Artemis invited us to train with her guards. Mira opted only for basic training, then focused on her art. Though Zeke and I already had peacer training and experience, we drilled alongside Chase and Tien almost every day. So I know Chase isn’t helpless. No more than any one of us.

      The only chance we have against those apes is to stand together. We all stay close, walk in pairs or trios. No one talks. Distraction is dangerous. I clutch the gun by my side. Last time we faced the apes, we didn’t have weapons. The only thing for it was to run. Run and hide.

      We reach a dilapidated lab. Nature has claimed the building. Moss covers the caved-in roof. Ferns grow on the broken pieces of the wall. The door lies on the ground, half-hidden under a green blanket.

      “This is where we hid last time,” Zeke whispers. “It looks even more unstable now.”

      A film plays before my mind’s eye: Apes tearing apart the building. Scientists screaming. Death and destruction.

      City Scientists may have created the monsters, but I don’t think they deserved that fate. The woman my father matched me to, Susan, was a scientist. She is a good woman. Helped rescue Chase from the Imperium. Not all of the scientists are bad people. We’ll have to remember that.

      We hurry on. Our destination is about two-thirds of the way through the Tropical Circle. We should be able to reach it before nightfall. The apes aren’t governed by the same rules as the rest of the techmuts. They are not able to leave the Circle, but otherwise, they are rogue beasts. The kings of the Circle. They can hunt during the day. I hope we don’t meet them.

      Zeke leads us along the road. He taps a device on his forearm. Checks the map. The light from the display illuminates his face. It’s not even late afternoon, yet the thick canopy above shields the ground from sunlight.

      He turns off the display. “Not much farther.”

      A hill overgrown with ferns becomes visible. A clearing around it allows the sun to bathe the ferns in light. My chest tightens. It’s where Dale and I spent his last night. Where I made my promise. Sealed his fate—no matter what Chase says.

      Chase grips my hand tight. She knows what I’m feeling. Some of it at least.

      Zeke heads into the trees. Away from the road. Away from the overgrown hill.

      As we walk, vegetation grows thicker. The canopy hides more and more light, until we’re in near dark. Eddie turns on his flashlight. The beam shines an eerie green through the thick air. Chase and a few others follow suit.

      I have a bad feeling, ready my weapon. I see Zeke raise his. The display on his arm glows.

      “Nearly there,” he says. His voice is strong, but I can detect the nerves underneath. He can’t hide them from me. I know him too well.

      The undergrowth slows our progress. We step over branches. Crawl under thickets. Climb over fallen trees. The day’s last light vanishes. Darkness, except for the thin beams we carry. Chase stays close. She knows I hate the dark.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      All of us freeze. Slowly turn toward the noise.

      Rustling leaves. The creak of a branch under weight.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Weapons rise toward the noise.

      I spin when I feel, rather than hear, movement behind us. Surrounded. We are surrounded.

      We act as one. Backs turn toward each other, forming a tight circle. Weapons and lights aim outward.

      An eye reflects the light Chase casts. A dark, black eye like a polished stone. The pupil turns red. I look around, find more red lights in the dark. Seven pairs. Maybe more.

      They don’t attack, don’t come closer. They linger in the shadows just out of sight.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      A majestic beast hammers his glowing red chest. Drool drips from his long, curved teeth. Shining red eyes. He’s grown since we last saw the troop. Twice as tall as a man. Many times the weight. His thumps echo through the trees. A war drum.

      “Don’t shoot,” I whisper.

      Eddie, officially in charge, echoes my command. He holds up a closed fist. Freeze.

      Wary, we watch the apes as they surround us. I take a step into our circle. The ranks close around me. I walk to Zeke and Eddie and say, “I think it’s the rifles. They’re scared to attack.”

      Eddie nods.

      “Do you trust me?” I ask.

      Zeke raises an eyebrow. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t. You’ll cover me.”

      I step between them. Another step, outside the circle. Weapon raised to the nearest ape. Another step. The ape shrinks back. Confirms my theory.

      Step by step, the circle of Rebels follows. Zeke catches up to me. The map glows on his tablet. He leads us to our destination. Slow step after slow step. No one makes sudden moves. No one speaks.

      We keep our weapons trained on our targets. The troop stays tight around us. Those ahead pull back. The rest follow. Surrounded, we edge toward the bunker.

      “We’re here,” Zeke announces.

      Eddie holds up his fist again. We halt.

      Zeke’s flashlight beam cuts through the night. He searches for a moment. Kicks leaves around. “Here.”

      At Eddie’s command, the group moves around us. A circle of protection.

      Zeke and I kneel, wipe leaves and grass from the metal door. It creaks loudly when we open it. Nothing but darkness below. Zeke shines his flashlight through the opening. A ladder vanishes into the dark.

      I swallow hard. “I’ll go first.”

      “Take a light,” Zeke says.

      I turn on my flashlight. I tighten the straps of my pack. Deep breaths. With the flashlight between my teeth, I step onto first rung. The ladder moves beneath my weight. I close my eyes. Only open them after it stills. I bite harder onto the flashlight. Carefully test each rung before relying on it. Slowly, I climb into the darkness.

      The shaft is deep. Three men high. I reach the bottom. A room opens up around me. I jump to the floor, skipping the last few rungs. My flashlight flickers over my surroundings. Bunk beds, lockers. Door to another room.

      “Clear,” I shout up to Zeke.

      One by one, the rest climb down. I watch the Rebels settle in to the space. Bunks are claimed. Bags are opened. Weapons are stowed. Fuck.

      “Stop,” I yell.

      Bruce halts halfway down the ladder.

      “Each person down here means one less weapon up there.”

      He grunts. “What’s your solution?”

      I think frantically. I don’t know. I don’t fucking know.

      Finally I say, “Get the packs down first. Keep any remaining weapons trained on those monsters. The last few people will need to move quick. Very quick—before those things decide attacking us might be worth a few bullets.”

      “Remember what they did to those scientists,” Chase says from above in a quiet voice.

      Bruce climbs down, sets his bag on the ground. To my surprise, he climbs back up. “I won’t leave my sister.”

      Chase climbs down. Relief floods through me. She is safe.

      I climb up, get another two packs, bring them down. When I reach the top again, Bruce, Georgie, Eddie, Zeke, Tien, and two women stand in a tight circle around the door. I take two more packs, bring them down.

      When I go back up for the last two packs, I feel the energy has shifted. The apes are coming closer. As a warning, I climb out, raise my weapon, point it directly at the nearest techmut. I take a step forward. It shrinks back.

      “Honos, Caca,” I say, “climb down with the last of the packs. We’ll follow.”

      Georgie grabs a pack and goes. Bruce looks ready to object.

      “Go, quick,” Eddie commands, and Bruce shoulders the last bag and obeys.

      “Tien, get down there,” I say.

      “I’m fast. I’ll go last,” he counters.

      I hate that he’s right. He’s easily the fastest among us. But Mira will have my head if anything happens to him.

      “Skye needs you alive. Are you sure?” I ask.

      “I’m fastest,” he insists. “Zeke, you should go now. You’re strong but slow. Sorry, man.”

      Zeke chuckles. The sound is foreign in the hostile atmosphere. He doesn’t argue, climbs down. One of the women follows him. Eddie, Tien, the other woman, and I remain.

      The apes grow restless. It’s now or never.

      “Now,” I shout.

      The woman vanishes into the hole. Eddie and I follow as quickly as possible. I catch a glimpse of shapes moving above. Tien grabs the door handle.

      And then they attack.

      A loud roar. Tien jumps aimlessly into the hole. I catch his arm and scream. His weight pulls against my shoulder.

      “Hold on,” I yell.

      He grasps my arm, reaches for the ladder, and catches his step.

      “Too fucking close, man,” I say, releasing my hold.

      Tien laughs. “Thanks for catching me.”

      The apes thump against the door above. The sound echoes through the shaft.

      I pull Tien into a hug when we reach the bottom. “Too fucking close.”

      He slaps my back. “I know, man. I know.”
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      A single orange bulb lights up the room at the bottom of the ladder. I wish we’d known about the bunkers when we fled the City.

      We still hear the techmuts thunder above us, but the door keeps us safe. Even if they open it or tear it off, the shaft is too narrow for them. We’ll be safe here for the night.

      Bunk beds line one wall of the room, and one door leads to a group bathroom. The Rebels said the bunker was used for groups of soldiers during the war and later was repurposed as a refuge for scientists during travel to and from their laboratories. It is clear that the structure hasn’t been used often and has fallen into disrepair. The air smells moist, and moss covers parts of the walls. The knowledge that tons of earth and soil rest above the low stone ceiling makes me feel trapped.

      “How will we get out?” I ask. “Those beasts know we are down here.”

      “The same way we got in. But I hope they’ll retreat to recharge when they grow tired,” Eddie answers. “Let’s eat and get some rest before we deal with it. There’s no point losing sleep over something we cannot change.”

      Nonetheless, the night’s rest is uneasy. For hours, we hear the apes above, howling and shouting, thumping their fists against the door. The silence that follows is eerie. Multiple times, I wake up, sure that I’ll find one of them looming over my bed.

      From his tossing and turning, I know that Nate’s sleep is no deeper. As the bunks are narrow, he took the one above mine after he kissed me good-night, but I wish he could’ve stayed closer.

      A beep in the dark tells me another hour has passed. Zeke’s watch hangs on the side of his bunk, the screen glowing orange. I roll over and force myself to relax, counting my breaths, focusing on the rise and fall of my chest.
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      I wake to low whispers in the dark. A flashlight illuminates a small corner of the room. Eddie and Zeke sit around it, bent over the small device Zeke wore the previous day. I slip out from under the covers and tiptoe over to them. Zeke pats the ground next to him, so I sit. A cord runs from the device’s screen to an outlet in the wall, recharging the battery.

      “Apparently, the bunker in the Forest Circle we’d planned on using tonight has been caved in,” Zeke says.

      Reflexively, I look up at the ceiling. It seems even less stable now.

      “What about the cave behind the waterfall?” I ask. “Where we stayed last time. Should be large enough for all of us.”

      “Might be a tight fit, but that should work.” Zeke zooms in on the map, shows Eddie the location. “It would be easy to reach within the day.”

      “I hope the barracks in the mountains is stable.” Eddie eyes the map with worry. “We need that one. None of us know the area. We have to rely on the map there.”

      Zeke kisses Eddie’s cheek. “We’ll figure it out if we have to.”

      Blankets shifting, yawns, and low whispers tell us the group is waking up.

      “I’ll get the light,” I say and head for the switch.

      A few shouts of protest sound when I turn on the single bulb, but most people look relieved at having the light. I’m not the only one who doesn’t like it down here.

      Nate hugs me from behind and plants a tired kiss on my neck. “Good morning.”

      After a quick breakfast, we shower in the group bathroom—the women first, then the men. The bathroom’s fans fight to suck out the moist air. Still, water drips from the walls and ceiling. Mold grows in the corners, and the air feels contaminated. I need to get out of here.

      “We don’t know what waits for us up there,” Eddie explains when we’re all ready. “The monsters might be right outside the trapdoor.”

      I hope that none are sitting on the trapdoor but don’t voice my concern. The idea of being trapped down here makes my chest ache. I feel dizzy and grasp Nate’s arm.

      He looks at me with concern. “Are you okay?” he whispers, while Eddie explains the plan for the day.

      I nod, clenching my teeth. Nate’s afraid enough of the dark. I shouldn’t add any claustrophobia. He hugs me, and his touch calms me.

      “Okay, let’s go,” I say

      We line up in the order Eddie discussed. Tien and I will go first since we are fastest. Then Eddie, Zeke, and Nate will follow. Then Bruce and Georgie and the rest of the Rebels.

      I pray to whatever will listen that we get out all right.

      Tien climbs the ladder. He opens the trapdoor an inch and peers through the gap. He scans left and right until he is sure the coast is clear. He waves, and I climb up, getting as close as I can without being in his way.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “Ready.”

      He bursts out of the door, raises his weapon, and turns in a circle. I am by his side in seconds. Eddie erupts from the shaft, then Zeke. The four of us stand back to back while the rest join us. I breathe easier when Nate slips into the circle and stands next to me.

      “See anything?” he whispers.

      “Nothing,” Tien and I answer.

      Wherever the apes are, they are not here. My breathing slows, and my heart stops thudding against my chest.

      “They must be recharging,” I say.

      “Let’s get out of here before they return,” Eddie commands and takes the lead. Zeke falls into step next to him.

      Despite the thick canopy and low light, the jungle feels wide open after spending the night underground. I take in a deep breath, and scents of moist soil and trees fill my nose. I smile. We are on our way to save Willow. There might be a long journey ahead of us, but we are finally doing something.
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      Thanks to the early start, we make good progress. After a couple of hours, we break for water while a few of us keep watch. Still no sight of the tech-ape troop, though we hear them in the distance. They are awake. Something tells me we’ll see them again before long.

      The ground changes as we near the Forest Circle. A shriek makes us stop. An ape lands behind us and slams his fists onto his chest. Another ape is on our left. His thumps join the first. Shortly after, a third ape blocks our right.

      “Run,” Eddie yells, but it’s too late.

      The majestic beast that leads the techmut troop stands in our path. The thundering bangs of his fists on his red chest leads the orchestra around us. There are more than yesterday. A dozen, maybe.

      We are caged in, and they are getting closer. We aim our weapons outward, form a circle again, but they don’t shrink back. There’s only one thing we can do: fight.

      “Shoot above them,” I whisper to Nate. “If we’re lucky, they’ll run. If not, we just speed up the inevitable.”

      He looks at the alpha, aims his gun right at the beast’s head, and walks out of our protective circle. The ape takes a step back, but recovers quickly and stands his ground. After a glance at Eddie, Nate lifts his weapon an inch and shoots.

      The shot echoes off the trees. The younger apes scatter, hooting and running frantically between the adults. The alpha doesn’t move.

      “I have an idea,” Tien whispers, low enough that only those closest to him can hear. “If you do the same near the female to his right, she’ll panic. We can make a run for the Forest Circle. We just have to reach the border and he won’t be able to follow.”

      Zeke looks ready to object, but after a moment, he agrees. “Okay. Nate, let’s both shoot. On three.”

      “One,” Nate counts. “Two.” They raise their weapons. “Three.”

      Their bullets fly through the air, this time above the female’s head. Screaming loudly, she runs to hide behind the large male. Chaos surrounds us as the apes scatter and we run. The large male thumps his chest again before he charges us.

      Another bullet zooms past me, and I look around to find the source. A man I don’t know has given in to his panic. Beads of sweat glisten on his face, and his wide, manic eyes are fixed on the male tech-ape. His bullet missed its mark, but the apes are growing more and more restless—as panicked as our group. I grab the man’s arm, pull him toward the relative safety of the Forest Circle.

      The ground shakes, and the alpha lands in front of us again in one enormous leap. This time, the bullet (released by a nervous woman) doesn’t miss. The ape howls when his shoulder bends back and blood sprays from the wound.

      We don’t wait for him to recover and sprint for the border. I slide more than run across the line and immediately come to a halt, turning to watch the group as they run from the techmuts.

      The alpha male rises up on his legs and thumps his chest with his uninjured arm. Another enormous jump, and he lands, slightly unbalanced, in the middle of the Rebels. He swipes at those nearest, knocking them over.

      “Shoot him,” I beg. “Help them.”

      Four shots hit the manic beast, and he roars and writhes in pain. Those at his feet barely roll to the side in time when he stumbles forward. Blood drips from his various wounds as he sinks to his knees. He heaves himself back up. His knees buckle, give way, and he slumps onto the ground.

      Eddie and Zeke sprint forward, grab those on the ground, and drag them across the Circle line. Claws sliced clothes and skin, but we are alive. For now.

      “Dress up those wounds,” Eddie says, and trained Rebel medics rush forward. They disinfect and bandage the wounds of those who got too close to the ape’s strike.

      The techmut troop hoots, howls, and yells around their fallen leader, whose chest is rising and falling in ragged breaths. He won’t make it through the night.

      “Nate,” I whisper, “he’s suffering.”

      Nate follows my gaze to the monster on the ground. “Good,” he answers.

      I gape at him. “It’s not his fault. They made him this way. He’s just an animal.”

      Nate sorts his features into a semblance of sympathy. “I know. I know.”

      He waves Eddie over, asks permission to relieve the suffering. To Eddie’s credit, he doesn’t argue and eyes the dying animal with pity. Nate raises his weapon and aims for the ape’s head. One clean shot jolts his body before he moves no more.

      “Thank you,” I say before I force my gaze away from the mourning troop.

      “Why didn’t the peacers come out here with guns and take down the apes?” Tien asks.

      I shrug. PCR has weapons and cars, even helicopters. I’m convinced that if they’d take those through the Circles, they could take out the Rebels. No amount of signal-jamming would hide Athens from vehicles driving across it.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Eddie instructs, then lowers his voice and adds, “We have a long way to go and won’t make it before nightfall. I want to get there as soon as possible. Those spiders make my skin crawl.”

      We don’t break for lunch but eat while walking. No one wants to be around when night falls. As long as the sun shines, the path offers protection from the techmut-spiders that linger in the trees. We hear their pincers and metallic legs click in the distance, catch a few glimpses of their huge hairy bodies, but we know they can’t touch us—not yet.

      With wary eyes, we watch the sun’s progress. Our shadows lengthen, and the color of the sky changes as the sun sinks lower and lower behind us.

      “Halt.” Eddie stops and holds up a hand.

      We gather around him, making sure to stay in the dimming light on the path.

      “As soon as the sun sets, we’ll be fair game for the spiders that roam this forest. As you know, they are part technology, part biology. Aim for their eyes, the centers of their bodies. Without those damn little machines inside them, they can’t function. Let’s move as quickly as possible so we reach the waterfall as soon as we can.” His eyes dance around the trees, in search of the spiders we all know are there.

      We fall into a light trot to cover more ground before they attack. The light fades around us, and the spiders appear, eagerly tapping their legs against the invisible barrier they cannot yet cross. Without a command, our speed increases, and we run down the path. The spiders follow on both sides.

      “Ten more minutes at this speed,” Zeke says with a glance at the display strapped to his arm.

      We won’t be able to maintain this speed, so it’ll be longer than ten minutes to reach the waterfall, and the last light is fading behind the trees. The spiders grow more excited, and soon, their legs pierce the vanishing barrier.

      “Get ready,” I shout as the first spiders crawl onto the path.

      We run. We shoot. We ram our gun barrels into their disgusting hairy bodies.

      As eight-legged bodies litter the ground, the remaining spiders grow wary and fall back. A few bold ones attack and join their dead companions. Their power was in their numbers, and their hesitation cost them that advantage.

      Finally, we break through the trees into the clearing where the waterfall glimmers in the light of the waning moon. Zeke and Nate shepherd the group behind the water and into the cave.

      With so many people, the space is crowded, but it will do. We set up fires, roll out blankets. Volunteers prepare our food—freeze-dried packs the Rebels got from who-knows-where.

      “I wish we’d had weapons last time.” Tien grins. “Total game changer.”

      I scold myself for not checking on him earlier. He seems all right, but he has more reason to fear those spiders than the rest of us. Last time we encountered them, one bit him in the leg. We barely made it to the Rebels in time to save him.

      “You okay?” I ask, and his face falls.

      “Don’t remind me,” he says, before plastering a grin back onto his face. “It went well this time. Let’s focus on that.”

      I nod. He’s a tough guy. Skye is lucky to have such an amazing father.

      Eddie and Zeke sit next to us. Zeke pulls up the map on his device again. “Here are the mountain barracks we want to use as headquarters. We’ll be able to reach them in two days if we keep a good pace. We should leave at sunrise to make sure we can reach the base of mountains before sunset.”

      “I don’t want to meet those mountain lions at night, weapons or not,” Tien says in a low voice.

      I, too, remember the beasts and will never forget how they devoured the three scientists right outside the mountain lab. Their glowing red teeth, their three heads. I shudder.

      Those traveling with us have heard of the dangers in the Circles, but most have never encountered any of the techmuts before this journey, and stories don’t capture the horror you feel when faced with such terrifying creatures.

      “If everything goes well, we won’t,” Eddie answers. “We’ll follow the base of the mountains until nightfall and camp at the foot of a cliff, much like you did when you came from the desert. To keep the creatures away, we’ll set up fires and there’s strength in numbers. We should be able to reach the barracks the next day using a nearby path on the mountainside. It hasn’t been traveled in a while, but we are sure it’s still there.”

      “If your path is anything like the one we took down,” I say, remembering the steep serpentines, “we’ll need a long time to hike it. How long should it take us, from the base of the cliff to the top?”

      Zeke points at the map. “An hour, two max. Then only twenty minutes or so to the barracks. If we start hiking in the morning, it won’t be a problem.”

      I admire their confidence and try to inject some into my voice when I say, “We’ll get there.”

      One way or another, I add in my head. We have to. For Willow. For Skye. And for the City. We have to.
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      “Mom?” I yell through the darkness. “Mommy!”

      No one answers. No one comes.

      I sit alone in a strange room. I scream until it hurts. I cry until no more tears come. I want to go home. Home to my mommy. Home to my daddy.

      A man enters. “Hello, Jonathan,” he says.

      He sounds nice, but I don’t know him. Don’t talk to strangers, Mommy said. I press my lips shut. I don’t talk to strangers.

      The man sits next to me. He looks older than my daddy. But not old like Grandpa. “I’m your dad,” he says.

      He’s not my daddy. I know my daddy. My daddy has hair like me. Black. Chaotic. This man has gray hair. Perfect. Not like mine.

      I tell him, “You’re not my daddy.”

      My brain grows fuzzy. I can’t see. My ears buzz. Can’t think. Can’t speak. I hear words through the fog. Don’t understand them.

      I wake up alone in a room. Where am I? I want my parents.

      A woman enters. She sits next to me, pulls me into a hug. “How are you, Jonathan?” she asks.

      I shrug.

      “Did you miss me?”

      I don’t know. She seems different. My mommy always calls me Nate. I like to be called Nate.

      “Who are you?” I ask. Buzzing. Fog.

      “I’m your mom,” she answers through the fuzz.

      “Mommy?” I ask with tears in my eyes.

      Her soft arms envelop me, and she kisses my head. “I’m here,” she whispers.

      The door opens and Daddy joins us. He looks at Mommy. Mommy strokes his gray hair. Mommy and Daddy came to get me. Home. I’m going home.

      I wake up. My shirt clings to me, sticky with sweat. Remnants of the dream slip from my mind. Not like mine. I bury my face in my hands. You’re not my daddy.

      Chase sits up beside me. Gently, she strokes my sweaty hair. “Are you okay, Nate?”

      I want my parents. I shudder. “Yeah, just a bad dream.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t remember. It’s slipping away.”

      She hands me a water bottle. I drink.

      The dream fading, I relax. Chase pulls me back onto the blankets. My arms around her. The smell of her hair. I’m okay.
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      “We’ll reach frog territory soon,” Zeke announces to Eddie.

      Eddie makes the group pause.

      “Make sure to stay alert. There are tech-frogs ahead—more science experiments. They shoot darts that are probably poisonous,” I explain.

      “It was easy to avoid the darts last time,” Chase adds. “The frogs can’t get onto the path. Just keep your eyes and ears open and you’ll be okay.”

      “No reason to get complacent,” Zeke urges. “Stay alert. Stay alive.”

      Like last time, the techmut-frogs are more annoying than perilous. Vigilance is key. Watch the path ahead. Avoid the darts.

      I feel one bounce off my boot. Too close. I’m distracted. The dream left me anxious. Being unable to remember the details makes it worse.

      Chase eyes me nervously. “Are you sure you are okay?”

      I shrug. “Wish I could remember that dream. It has me feeling clammy. Weird.”

      Her hand finds mine. “I’m here,” she whispers. “And I’m not going anywhere.”

      Another dart zooms by. We jump in unison.

      “See? Together.” She laughs.

      The anxiety doesn’t leave me. I force it to the back of my mind, focus on the frogs.

      Just as gradually as they appeared, they disappear. Fewer darts, less jumping, less croaking. We make it through without incident.

      “That wasn’t too bad,” a nearby man comments.

      “Don’t get complacent,” Zeke says. “We made it through this, but there’s plenty to come.”

      “Don’t get complacent,” the man mimics, too low for Zeke to catch. He recoils under my death stare. “Sorry,” he mumbles and shies away.

      “You’ve got some authority to earn,” I say to Zeke. “They follow Eddie, not you.”

      “If they want to get themselves killed because they don’t trust me, that’s on them.” The look on my face makes him grimace, so he adds, “I’ll talk to them tonight.”

      “I think you should. It’s dangerous out here.”

      Sheltered living kills vigilance. They don’t get it. Fucking idiots.

      “I’d expected the apes to be enough of a wake-up call,” Zeke groans.
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      The rock wall looms high ahead of us. The cliff we descended months ago. The path we took cuts through the stone. Tight serpentines in the orange glow of late afternoon. Instead of climbing that path, we follow the mountain’s base south.

      Shortly before sunset, a jutting cliff blocks our way, protruding over the Forest Circle’s border. It forces us back into the trees. We rush around the cliff, keeping as close to each other as possible. There is no path to protect us, and the spiders gather quickly. We are forced to shoot a few. They fall back at the sound of the bullets, the sight of their fallen companions.

      We press on. And on. Until we reach the other side of the cliff and the safety of the Mountain Circle.

      “We shouldn’t risk that after it’s fully dark,” Zeke states. “If we encounter another cliff like that, we’ll set up camp.”

      A few people exchange glances. They still don’t accept Zeke’s leadership.

      “You heard the man,” Eddie says. His voice is stern, discouraging arguments.

      Reluctantly, the group follows Zeke.

      I see tech-goats gathered along the rim above us, the tips of their long, twisted horns glowing red in the twilight.

      Zeke follows my gaze. A curt nod of acknowledgment. “Let’s set up camp, talk to these people.”

      Eddie doesn’t argue. He seems content with Zeke taking charge. Eddie never wanted to lead. All he wanted to do was get shit done.

      We huddle around our campfires at the base of the cliff. There is no clear path up. I find myself scanning the mountainside. The goats are gone—or no longer visible in the dark. That means the mountain lions are awake. From down here, we’d see them coming. And we have weapons. But that doesn’t make me less afraid.

      Zeke catches my eye. He’s ready for his talk.

      I nudge Chase and mouth, “Good luck!”

      He stands and clears his throat. “Listen up, please.” His fingers fidget with his shirt.

      When people begin to face him, he draws his shoulders back. His hands are steady. All nervousness hidden. A mask of confidence. I smile.

      “Many of you have gotten to know me over the last few months. Unfortunately, I don’t know all of you and know many less than I would like. But even those of you who know me well enough have no real reason to trust me, to follow me. I need to earn your trust as a leader.

      “Artemis is your queen—I don’t mean to change that. I have no interest in the throne. Before we left, Eros challenged his sister’s authority. He didn’t want to—doesn’t want the position of king.

      “Eros is a good guy—my favorite guy, as many of you know.” He winks, smiles at Eddie. “He did what he had to do to get the Rebels out of the slump you were in. A slump that was created from fear, from the desire for safety. My friends and I don’t blame you for it. We ourselves fell victim to the comfort and stayed stagnant in Athens for months.

      “But now it is time. We need to act, to finally march on the City, overturn the government that oppressed my friends and me for our whole lives—the government that exiled many of your fathers and mothers, even some of you.

      “Nate, Mayor Ashcroft’s son, grew up surrounded by secrets and lies. Secrets his father kept from him. Lies his father told. Nate and I were peacers—guards in the PCR—but we were kept in the dark, away from missions that would have revealed the mayor’s deceits.” He grimaces at the injustice. “A part of me is glad we were. Don’t get me wrong, I wish I had found out sooner, but I believe that the distancing made Nate and I better people, prevented us from a good amount of brainwashing.”

      He holds up a hand, shows his palm. “Today, I stand in front of you as a fellow Rebel, as a man who wants to fight against injustice and for what is right. I ask you to let me lead you. I was trained to fight. I fought through the Circles to join the Rebels with only a pocketknife. No map, no other weapons.

      “I ask you to trust me. I ask you to follow me. I ask you to join me in a battle for what is right. For us. For our sisters and brothers. For our children.” He glances at Tien and Chase. For Willow. For Skye. He doesn’t say it, but we understand.

      He kneads his hands, draws back his shoulders. “Will you follow me?”

      The answer is thunder in the silence. Cheers, shouts, united voices. They will follow him. Just like Eddie’s words on the beach, his speech has captured them. They will follow him. Their acceptance of his leadership matters.

      When he steps down, they surround him. Questions, congratulations, assurances of trust. He’s a natural. He blends in to the role now. He shakes hands, slaps shoulders. His smile is real, honest. This isn’t trickery. This is who he is—who he has become.
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      The mountainside path to the barracks is overgrown. Unsteady. Unused by anyone but the techmut-goats in a long time. We fight our way up. It’s more of a climb than a hike. Slow progress. Much slower than anticipated.

      Even with the cool mountain air, sweat makes my shirt stick. Can’t we climb another cliff? My arms are much stronger than my legs.

      I set one foot in front of the other. Gravel rolls down the side of the mountain with every step. The air is dusty from the dirt we kick up. My throat itches. I cough in a feeble attempt to relieve it.

      Chase holds out her water bottle. I accept it reluctantly. Drink to flush away the cough, the grinding dirt between my teeth. I turn to hand it back.

      “Thank y—”

      My movement loosens the gravel under my feet. Small rocks cascade down the mountain, shower the people below. Larger rocks come loose, fall into the depth.

      Bruce and Georgie cover their heads, shield their faces from the onslaught. Shouting, screams.

      Zeke and Eddie stop and turn to inspect the cause of the commotion. Their boots loose more rocks, adding to the small avalanche.

      A loud scream pierces the air. We watch helplessly as a man slides down toward the forest. His companion’s arm hovers in the air, too late to catch.

      “Scott, no,” he shouts, his gaze following the falling body.

      We stand frozen, helpless as Scott bounces down the mountainside. He hits the ground. He lies still. Arms and legs sprawled out. No movement. Dead. Gone.

      No one dares to move. Scared to set off another avalanche.

      “We need to go back,” the man who tried to save Scott says. His voice is dry, emotionless. “We need to help him.”

      Zeke’s face is a mask of horror. “There is nothing we can do for him now.”

      “We don’t know that. We need to check, see if he needs help.”

      “There is nothing we can do for him now,” Zeke repeats. “He’s gone. We need to push forward.”

      Reluctantly, the man bows his head. Grim acceptance overcomes his features.

      Shocked, we move forward. Every step feels like a risk. Every loose piece of gravel threatens another accident. We climb. Even more careful than before. Even more slowly.

      When I reach the top, I take a few steps away from the edge and collapse. Tired, still in shock. Chase slumps next to me. We look out over the dark forest below. The sun is approaching the horizon, but we still have time before dark. If Zeke and Eddie are correct, we don’t have much farther to go. We’ll make it.

      One by one, the rest of our group climbs onto the grass. Many join us on the ground. We rest for a few minutes. Water, snacks. But mostly, sort our feelings.

      The man who lost his friend brings up the rear. His face is pale, his eyes blank. He looks over the cliff’s edge. At the body of his fallen companion. As if he wants nothing more than to join him.

      Zeke steps up next to the man. With a hand on his shoulder, Zeke guides him away from the edge. Eddie and Zeke talk to the man for a while, too quietly for the rest of the group to hear. Slowly, the man’s face regains emotion. Sadness, fear. But anything is better than blank shock.

      Zeke stands up and, after a last look at the man, turns toward us. “Time to go. We need to reach the barracks before dark.”

      “Is he okay?” I ask, nodding my head toward the man, when Chase and I catch up to Zeke.

      “He will be.”

      “What’s his name?” Chase asks.

      “Adrian,” Eddie supplies. “His real name and his code name. When he was asked if he wanted to choose a Greek name, he went with his real one. As good a disguise as any.”

      “I’ll talk to him later.” Chase watches the man. “I know what it feels like. Maybe I can help.”

      “Thank you, Chase,” Eddie says, then turns to Zeke. “We shouldn’t be more than twenty minutes away from the barracks, right?”

      Zeke confirms our route on his device. “Less than that. It’s not far.”

      An image of Scott’s mangled body flashes in my mind’s eye. I know he won’t be the last to die before this ends—which only makes the image harder to ignore.

      “I hate that we had to leave him,” I whisper to Chase.

      “All of us do, but it was the right choice. If we’d gone back, we wouldn’t make it to the barracks in time.”

      “I know that, but it still feels wrong. And plummeting to your death sounds like a really horrible way to die.”

      Chase hesitates. “Actually, I don’t think so. He likely would have lost consciousness before reaching the bottom. He wouldn’t have felt it.”

      “Unless he survived,” I say simply.

      “He can’t have.” Chase’s voice is thick.

      I grab her hand and don’t let go until we reach the barracks. Another rundown building. Rust. Decay. Mold. It hasn’t been used for a long time. But it will do. It has to.
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      “It’s time to tell the others about the prison,” I say.

      Zeke, Eddie, Nate, Tien, and I stand around a table in the barracks. We’ve met to discuss the attack on the prison.

      Nate gnaws his lip, a telltale sign he’s nervous. I sympathize, because I don’t want to share that we’ve withheld information either.

      “Let’s do it tonight,” Zeke says, throwing a questioning glance at Eddie.

      Eddie nods. “Agreed. Then they can choose to go back to Athens or wait here until we march on the City. It’s fair, I think.”

      Zeke squeezes Eddie’s hand. “Will you, or shall I?”

      Eddie draws circles with his thumb on Zeke’s palm. “I think it’s best if we take care of this one together. I’ll announce it, and you can walk them through the plan. That way, they can’t challenge your authority.”

      “Okay, so what exactly is the plan?” Tien asks, spreading our notes on the table and rifling through a few. “Barge in and hope for the best?”

      Zeke laughs dryly. “That doesn’t sound like much of a plan.” He shuffles through the papers and lays a hand-drawn map of the prison on top. “We’ll attack at night. Security is lightest then. We could take out any external guards with a bow and arrow, then sneak in through the main entrance.”

      “Let’s hope someone who’s good with a bow agrees to come with us,” I say, remembering my own attempts at archery in Athens. I’m not bad, but I wouldn’t want to have the success of a mission this important rest on my skill.

      “Georgie would be best. Bruce would be my second choice. There are some others who are decent shots.” Eddie scratches his chin. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Tien points to a small square on the map. “What’s this?”

      “Generator.”

      “Can we do something with that?” I ask. “Blowing it up would be a great diversion and make it harder for them to rebuild.”

      Eddie frowns, wrinkling his dark forehead. “It would kill the lights.”

      “Even better,” I say. “We can prepare for that, bring flashlights or something. They’ll be taken by surprise.”

      Eddie’s eyes widen. “There might be some night-vision goggles in the armory here. I’ve seen quite a few things that have been left behind. Let’s see if we can find those. Flashlights would give us away. Those wouldn’t.”

      “We should figure that out now, before we continue planning. It would change things quite a bit.”

      Eddie leaves to check the stock. We wait, shuffling through notes, and double-checking plans. Eddie returns a few minutes later holding a box.

      “Three pairs,” he announces.

      “Better than nothing,” Zeke comments while unpacking the box. “We can have three team leaders and others can carry flashlights in case of emergencies.”

      “How do they work?” I ask, eying the oversized goggles with suspicion. We didn’t even have a TV in the Outer Circle, let alone anything this fancy.

      Zeke holds a pair out to me. “Put them on.”

      He walks to the door and kills the lights. I gasp. I shouldn’t be able to see a thing, but the room is bathed in green light. It’s not perfect, but I can make out everybody in the room, tell who’s who. I can even see Zeke grin before he switches the lights back on. I take off the goggles, and the room returns to full color.

      Zeke walks back to the table and says, “In addition to any visible light, the goggles convert and amplify infrared light, making it possible for you to see. If you spin the dial at the top, you can switch to thermal-imaging mode. That picks up on heat—so, bodies and anything else that’s warm.”

      I rotate the goggles in my hands, inspect every inch. “These are amazing.” I glance at Nate, who looks uncomfortable, even after the minimal time spent in the dark. “Nate should take a pair.”

      Tactically, it makes sense for him to lead a team. And he will be much more effective when he’s not busy worrying about the darkness.

      “Zeke,” I continue, “I think you should also lead a team. You are both good with peacer stuff.”

      We discuss who’ll wear goggles, lead teams, and debate other small decisions until we can’t delay talking to the rest of the group any longer. We can’t assign teams before we know who’ll come.

      I follow Zeke and Eddie out of the room. Eddie grabs Zeke’s hand and squeezes until Zeke relaxes.

      Most of the Rebels are gathered in the dining hall. It’s the largest room and allows for all of us to fit at the same time. Some people are playing games. Others are eating. A few sleepy-looking people stumble into the room, having been woken up by friends.

      There are thirty of us now. We’ll need as many as possible to join our attack on the prison camp if we want to stand a chance.

      “Listen up, everyone,” Eddie says over and over until every face is turned his way. “Listen up, please. There is something we need to talk to you about. We are at a crossroads, and there is a decision to make. We’ve known this might be a possibility since before leaving Athens, and if any of you want to stay here or return to base, we won’t blame you. No one will judge you. We hope that most of you will agree to follow our lead.”

      “What are you getting at?” a boy in the back asks. “Just tell us.”

      “Sorry,” Eddie mumbles. He’s not the best speaker.

      Helplessly, he looks at Zeke, who takes a step forward, draws back his shoulders, and says in a confident, booming voice, “We plan to attack the prison camp.” He doesn’t pause for the collective gasp that stirs the room. “We know that many of you lost loved ones during the last attack on the camp. We know you are wary of the place. We understand.

      “To be honest, I don’t like the idea much either. But it is necessary. We will free the prisoners to have them spread their stories throughout the City and to recruit those who are willing to fight with us. If we want to overthrow the City’s government, we need the help of every single man and woman being held in that camp—whether they can fight or not. Words will win this war. It doesn’t matter if we oust the mayor. Any change we bring won’t last if we can’t convince the City’s residents that we had good reasons, that it was the right thing to do. They won’t believe in us if there’s only a few people airing complaints. We have no credibility.

      “We don’t have the resources to prove that Chase was nonconsensually artificially inseminated. Some of you might not have heard the story: To keep up appearances, Chase and her husband, Dale, told friends and family they were trying to have a baby—despite the fact that their relationship was platonic. Soon, after her annual exam at the Hospital, Chase was pregnant.”

      I shift uncomfortably. I’d given him permission to tell my story, knowing that it could help, but my cheeks still warm with embarrassment.

      “This is one example of the City’s many abuses. We can’t let them get away with these things. We need to free the prisoners so they can help us spread the truth. While many of them might not be able to fight, they’ll at least be able to tell their stories—and after the injustices they’ve suffered, many of them should be eager to share.”

      He pauses, allows the group to envision the horrors of the prison camp before he continues. “We’ll set out in four days. As Eddie said, it will be your choice if you come, stay here to wait for the attack on the City, or return to Athens. No one will judge you if you decide not to accompany us. Though I hope you will. I hope that you will stand up for what is right, that you will fight those who support the City, and that you will help expose the truth. Fight with us. Fight the City.

      “I don’t expect an answer tonight. In fact, I’d prefer you don’t give one yet. Sleep on it. We’ll talk more tomorrow. Thank you.” He takes a step back, as if stepping down from a podium, and turns to Eddie.

      After the abrupt end to his speech, the crowd stares at him, then erupts into chatter. They had expected a call to action, and I’m not sure Zeke made the right choice when he told them to sleep on it. Humans are really good at talking themselves out of the right thing if they have time. I watch as the people divide into groups. No one is returning to bed. Excitement, fear, and suspicion all mix on the faces in front of me.

      A young woman, maybe twenty years old, steps up and holds out her hand. “Tanja,” she says as we shake hands. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry for what the government did to you. It’s not right.”

      I stammer, “Thank—thank you. You are right, it wasn’t right to force me. Having a baby should be a choice. But I love my daughter, and I’ll do anything to rescue her. Thank you.”

      She inclines her head. “I’ll fight with you.”

      “Thank you, Tanja,” I say, and she turns away. I watch her rejoin her friends at a table. Most of them are her age, some even younger.

      It is weird to have a stranger walk up to me and tell me that they are sorry, to have my secret publicly known. I feel exposed, so I find Nate to distract myself.

      When I join him, he’s deep in conversation with Eddie, Zeke, and Tien, as well as Bruce and Georgie. He looks up at me and takes my hand. I sit next to him at the table.

      “What do you think?” Tien asks me. “Do you think some will join?”

      I force my thoughts away from Willow. “I know some will. Zeke, you are damn good with words.”

      “Why thank you,” he says with an exaggerated bow. “But seriously, thanks, Chase. I hope you’re really okay with me sharing your story. I know I asked, but it still felt weird.”

      I clench Nate’s hand. “No apology necessary. I better get used to people knowing about Willow. If we expect the prisoners to spread their stories, they might need to hear mine. It’s just… I’m not good with this much attention. I’ve spent the last few years pretending, hiding, not sharing these secrets with anyone. Fuck, even Tien and Mira didn’t know until right before Willow was taken. And now strangers come up to me and tell me they are sorry for what happened. It’s going to take some getting used to.”

      “Who talked to you?” Nate asks, his expression unreadable.

      “A woman named Tanja. She was nice,” I reassure him as I point her out. “I’m pretty sure she’ll come. And from the looks on their faces, her friends will too.”

      “That’s good. The more the better.” He looks over to the corner where Tanja sits deep in conversation with a few others.
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      “Have you talked to Liz?” I ask Nate as he pulls me under the blanket and close against his body. His bare chest is warm against my back.

      He nuzzles into the crook of my neck. “No, I couldn’t reach her. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

      He doesn’t sound worried. Liz will call back or pick up next time. Communicating in secret is not always possible, so it’s not unusual for Liz to be unreachable. Still, I get a bad feeling every single time it happens.

      Nate kisses my neck, his breath warm against my skin. “I’m sure she’s fine,” he whispers, and I know he doesn’t want to talk about Liz right now. I feel his groin harden against my back and press myself against him. I wish we were alone and not sharing a bunk room with half a dozen other people.

      I turn and kiss him, slowly, longingly, then whisper into his ear, “I can’t wait to have some privacy again when this is over.”

      His breathing is fast, and his heart hammers against his chest. I push him so his back is on the mattress, and I lay my head on his chest.

      He pulls me close. “Me too,” he whispers.

      “It was nice having that small house to ourselves in Athens,” I say quietly. “I hope this is all over soon and we can find a place where we want to stay.”

      “Or travel the world—if there is anything out there,” he adds.

      “I’d love that. It would be nice to leave the City. I hope there’s something out there, something worth seeing.”

      “If there wasn’t so much that wants to kill us, the nature Circles would be nice.”

      I close my eyes. “Maybe there’s real nature out there—mountains without three-headed mountain lions and forests without giant spiders.”

      “That sounds nice.” He yawns, and I can feel him drift off to sleep.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      He holds me tighter and kisses my forehead. “I love you too.”
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      I wander through a forest. Nothing but the sounds of the woods around me: chirping birds, rustling leaves, the wind blowing.

      A butterfly lands on a yellow flower on the side of the path and spreads its magnificent blue-green wings. It flutters a few times, then takes off and vanishes between the trees.

      Laughter interrupts the silence. I follow the familiar sound. Willow is somewhere nearby. I can hear her, feel her presence, but not see her. She can’t be far.

      “Willow,” I call out, my voice strange against the sounds of the vast forest.

      “I’m here, Mom,” she answers joyfully from behind a tree. She runs toward another one, vanishes again.

      I run toward her, ready to embrace her, but when I reach the tree, she is gone.

      I follow her laughter, unable to catch up. She’s too fast. Cold air envelops me. I feel alone, naked, exposed. I can’t find her. She’s not here.

      A loud beep wakes me. The air in the room is chilly, and it cools my sweat. The beep repeats. Nate stirs and jumps up, almost hitting his head on the bunk above us. Grunts of annoyance come from the surrounding beds. The noise has woken up the rest of the room. Someone turns on the light.

      “What’s that noise?” Eddie groans.

      Nate dashes over to the table where his comms are beeping and blinking. Someone is calling. He sticks the pins behind his ears and sets the cube on the table. The wall lights up from the projected display as he accepts the call.

      Liz sits on a brown leather chair. I will never forget that chair. It’s the one I sat in when I was held at the labs.

      Then, Mayor Prius Ashcroft, Liz and Nate’s father, walks into view. “Sorry to disturb you at this time of night, son.”
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      “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

      I jump. Zeke stands in the shadows by the door. Fuck. I hate how well Zeke knows me.

      “And it’s for some fucking noble reason, isn’t it?”

      I grunt. “I don’t have a choice.”

      Zeke steps closer and whispers, “Of course you do. You always have a choice. So stop being an idiot and go back to bed. We’ll solve this in the morning.”

      I close my eyes. I don’t want to hear his argument. My mind is made up. But it would’ve been so much easier if I got to sneak out.

      “I can’t.” It’s all I can manage.

      “Think about Chase.”

      I shiver. I am thinking about her. I’m thinking about everyone. It’s me my father wants. Me. If I leave, the Rebels stand a chance. They can save the prisoners. They can storm the City.

      “I am thinking about her. If I stay, my father will hunt us down. All of us.”

      Zeke groans in frustration. “Let him try.”

      “No. He doesn’t care—or know—about any of this. He just wants me to come home.”

      Zeke raises an eyebrow. A gesture so familiar, I could feel it in the dark. “How exactly are you getting that idea, mate?”

      “You heard him earlier. He wants me home. He’s always wanted me close-by, under his thumb. I can’t let him hurt Liz. Tien’s Auntie Anne is dead because of me—”

      “That wasn’t your fault.”

      “Dale is dead because of me.” I’m getting angrier, almost shouting in whispers.

      “That definitely wasn’t your fault. You didn’t force him to sacrifice himself.”

      I shake my head. Grunt. “No, I didn’t. But I let him. I told him I would take care of Chase and Willow. He wouldn’t have done it without knowing someone was looking after them.” I groan. “You don’t understand. You weren’t there.”

      Zeke places his hands on my shoulders. “I know you think you have to do this. I know you think it’s for the best. But, mate, if you leave, I’m not sure Chase will forgive you.”

      “She’ll understand,” I say, though I’m not convinced. I wish I could talk to her, explain that I’m doing this for her and her daughter almost as much as I’m doing it for Liz.

      “No, she won’t. I’ve known you for years and I don’t understand. Stay. Fight with us. We’ll get Liz out together.”

      “Please, Zeke. Please let me go. It’s the right thing to do.”

      Zeke steps aside. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Without another word, without even looking at Zeke, I rush out of the barracks.

      Nate, you can end this. My father’s words echo through my brain. It doesn’t have to be this way. No one else has to get hurt.

      My father wants me. Just me. I need to go.

      The forest around me is dark. I hope the sun rises soon.

      I stop and look around every few steps. I don’t relax until I reach the edge of the mountains. The City glitters in the distance. I remember standing here with Chase many months ago—I pause. Hesitate.

      I shake my head and push on. I need to do this. It’s to keep them safe. All of them will be safe.
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      My mood rises slightly with the sun. Though the guilty feeling in my stomach remains. What if Chase doesn’t forgive me for leaving?

      A quiet crack of a twig makes me freeze. I am not alone.

      Silently, I slide behind a tree. I slow my breathing. In. Out. Peacer training sharpened my senses. My ears strain to hear any sound.

      Crack.

      I turn my head. Movement in the shadows. Something? Someone? Close.

      My peacer training kicks in. Slowly, I crawl toward the source of the noise. Almost soundless. Almost.

      “Who’s there?” A woman’s voice. Scared.

      “Shut up,” another voice hisses. Male, probably.

      How many people are there?

      I hear a whispered argument. I crawl closer, sticking to grass to avoid making a sound. I see a car. Four people with raised weapons surround the car. I don’t see a woman. Fuck, there’s no woman.
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      The world swims in front of my eyes as I regain consciousness. Where am I? What happened? There was no woman.

      I try to sit up. Cable ties bite my wrists. I try to get my feet under me. No luck. Every move makes my head explode in pain. Less movement. Better.

      Long black hair enters my still-blurred vision. “Good morning, sweetheart.”

      I groan. I hate it when people call me sweetheart. Fuck. I should’ve been more careful. There must have been two groups. I should’ve considered it. I am trained for this shit.

      “I bet your head hurts, sweetie,” the feminine voice continues. “Bee here hit you pretty hard over the head. Must’ve hurt like hell.”

      I feel like I know that voice. I look up. A pretty face comes into focus. Decades of sorrow is evident in the lines around her dark-blue eyes.

      “Who… who are you?” I manage.

      A much deeper voice answers, “The much more interesting question is: Who are you?”

      I can’t see the speaker. I roll over, head spinning. Sitting on a chair next to the car, a bearded, middle-aged man leans on his knees. His clothes are worn, but I think they used to be a PCR uniform.

      “What are you looking at?” he grumbles.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and reopen them. My vision finally clears. PCR-issued car and clothes. But they don’t look like PCR…

      Instead of answering, I groan. “My head hurts.”

      He smiles. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people, then. It’s rude.”

      Taking care not to move my head too much, I take in the rest of my captors. Four men in worn PCR uniforms. Two women, neither of them in uniform. Something is wrong here. These guys are not PCR. Or at least, they aren’t anymore. Theories chase each other through my head.

      “I’ve got one of those,” I say, nodding slowly at his uniform. “Much better shape, though.”

      A flicker of panic in his eyes. He sorts his features. Another wide smile. “Pretty decent make, I must admit. Warm, flexible, comfortable. Good jackets.”

      I decide to play along. I smile back. “Bee, was it?”

      He nods.

      “Bee, you would like the person who made them. I could introduce you to her at some point. How about you remove these”—I hold up my wrists—“so we can talk like normal people.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Why in the ruddy hell would I do that?”

      I shrug. “Thought I’d ask.”

      “If you don’t want us to knock you out again, start explaining yourself,” the woman who sweethearted me demands.

      “I don’t mean you any harm,” I state simply. “I’m on my way to the City.”

      “To the City?” a lanky-framed man in the back asks.

      “Yeah. My father”—I pause for dramatic effect—“the mayor, needs my help.”

      Bee’s face is stiff. Frozen. “Your father is the mayor?” he asks slowly, as if every word exhausted him. A flicker of something I can’t place crosses the black-haired woman’s face.

      I nod, shrug. “Yeah. He said if I come home, he’ll let my friends live.”

      “Hold on a mo’,” a third guy says. “Bee, this might be our chance. This might be it.”

      “Chance? Fuck that. If they know he’s here, they might come for him. We need to kill him and leave the area.”

      Bee’s voice has risen an octave. I forget how much my father scares people. Well, those who know how he can be.

      These guys look like they were PCR once. Deserted, maybe? Abandoned to be eaten? If so, bet whoever did that didn’t expect them to survive out here.

      “Look, guys.” I hold up my hands. “I don’t mean you any harm. Whatever happened to make you hide out here—”

      “Who says we did something?” Bee throws in.

      I scoff, ignore the question. “My father wants me back. Badly. I ran away to help a friend. But he needs me. I’m pretty sure he’d do anything to find me.”

      Bee and the three men huddle together, discuss in whispers. The two women watch me, exchanging looks of uncertainty. Their guns are pointed at me. The dark-blue eyes of the woman don’t leave me.

      I lean over slightly. “Hey, guys,” I call out.

      Bee returns. “What?” He’s annoyed. Not good. He might kill me just to make things easier.

      “I’m sorry if I annoyed you. I merely wanted to make a suggestion.”

      His fist hits my face. “A suggestion?”

      I spit out blood. “A suggestion.” My voice is calm. I’m not. If these guys kill me, my father will hunt down Chase and hurt Liz. “You could turn me in.”

      Silence. No one speaks.

      Bee scratches his nose. “Turn you in, eh?”

      “My father wants me back. As I was trying to say earlier, I think he would do anything to get me back.”

      “He’s got a point, Bee,” the woman with the black hair answers. “You can go back. My—the mayor will reward you for bringing this one back.”

      He waves her off.

      The other woman speaks up. “Bee, listen to me. We might be able to go back.”

      Bee swings his arm in annoyance. “Shut up, woman.”

      She sits in the car. Continues to glare at him.

      “Bee,” the lanky man says timidly, “maybe we should listen to what the boy has to say.”

      Boy? I’m no boy, for fuck’s sake. I fight the urge to react. Now is not the time to defend my honor. I bite my lip and listen.

      “I say we just kill him,” the fourth man says.

      The second woman nods. “Get rid of the problem.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Bee says. “If they know he’s out here, they might come looking. Like those helicopters a few months back. No, we can’t kill him.”

      “I don’t much like the idea of risking our freedom on this boy’s story,” the second woman continues. “What if he isn’t who he says he is?”

      “He is,” the black-haired woman in the car says. Her gaze is still on Bee.

      “How the hell do you know that, Vi?” Bee glares back at her.

      She pauses a moment longer than feels right, then blurts out, “Because I fucking read the papers before we, er, left the City.” She pushes her hair out of her face. “He’s one of them PCR people. It was in the news when he graduated. ‘Mayor’s Son Joins PCR’ and all that. It’s him.”

      Bee groans and strokes his beard. “Fine. So what do you suggest?”

      Vi exits the car and walks to my side. “We hold him for ransom. If he is who he says he is, we’ll get rich and buy homes in the Inner Circle. If he isn’t, well, we’d die out here sooner or later.”

      I listen to them argue all night. At some point, I drift off to sleep, only to be woken up the next morning by a soft shake of my shoulder.

      “Sweetheart, it’s time.”

      Time? What did they decide? I curse myself for falling asleep.

      “We’ll take you to the City,” Vi says, smiling. “It’s time to leave this mountain.”

      Two of the men throw me into the trunk. I hear people getting into the front. Four doors close. The car vibrates as the engine turns on. A low hum. Twigs and small branches crack underneath the wheels as we drive.

      The car rocks gently. I can see the sky through the trunk window above me. The sun is still high. I drift in and out of sleep, no matter how hard I try to stay awake. Every once in a while, I hear voices in the front. I can’t make out the words. Damn peacer car.
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      The trunk opens, and a hand drags me out. It’s dark now.

      “Move,” Bee grunts.

      He throws me onto a folding chair near a campfire. At the base of the mountains. We’ve reached the Desert Circle. Tomorrow, we will reach the City.

      Vi places a cup into still-tied my hands. Soup. I don’t drink it.

      I look around. Behind me, a path winds down the mountainside. I am thankful I was asleep for that ride down.

      “You should drink it,” Vi says, her voice gentle.

      I look up at her. Her face is kind, motherly. I don’t trust her.

      Vi shakes her head, takes the cup, and drinks. “See? Not poisoned. Now”—she presses the cup back into my hands—“drink. You need your strength.”

      The hot liquid burns my tongue. But with every sip, I feel my strength return. Hours in the trunk have left me sore.

      “Thank you,” I mutter, and Vi smiles.
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      The next day, the ride over desert sand is almost as bumpy as the ride through the mountains. I’m in the trunk again. All I see is the sky. No idea how much time has passed. I can’t hear the others in the front. No distractions.

      My thoughts wander to Chase, Zeke, and the others. What have I done? What if I make it worse?

      For hours, I slip from guilty thoughts to sleep and back. No reprieve. Nowhere to go.

      Finally, the car comes to a stop. I hear shouts outside. Panicked voices. We’ve arrived. The trunk opens. A peacer looks down at me. Derec. His mischievous grin makes my hatred for him flare.

      “Now, now.” He smirks. “Who do we have here?”

      The last thing I see is his weapon pointed at my chest.
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      “I can’t believe he really left,” Zeke says for what feels like the hundredth time.

      I don’t answer. Nate is gone, which means he left. He left me. Part of me wants to believe that he had a good reason, but most of me wants to find him and kick him. He was supposed to lead an attack team—I fought for that so he wouldn’t have to stumble through the dark. He was supposed to fight by my side, to be here through all of this.

      I feel alone and find myself unable to focus on the conversation at hand. I vaguely register the voices but can’t make myself listen to the words.

      I’m pretty sure the mayor would take Nate back. Nate can just go back to his old life, forget everything he went through, and play happy family with Susan. It’s not that easy for the rest of us.

      Deep down, I know he wouldn’t leave without some stupid, noble reason, but all I can think is that he left. It feels like he betrayed me.

      “Chase?” Zeke asks in a voice that makes it clear he’s asked for my attention before.

      I force myself to focus on him. “Sorry. I wasn’t listening. What were we talking about?”

      Zeke’s face grows stern. “We need a new team leader for the prison attack. The choice is between Tien and Georgie. Opinions?”

      I catch Tien’s eye. He’s begging me to give him the lead, but a voice that sounds a lot like Mira’s tells me that he’s about to be a father and should be there for his son’s birth.

      Before Zeke can ask me again or give up on an opinion from me, I ask, “Does Georgie have a lot of experience with something like this?”

      Eddie’s purring voice comes from a corner of the room. “Not a lot. She’s fought in some attacks, but it’s been a while since the Rebels actually did anything. She’s good, though. Smart, efficient, loyal. Doesn’t take unnecessary risks.”

      I nod. “Tien, do you want to lead the team?”

      “Yes. I think I can. I’m ready to do this.”

      With a glance at Tien, I ask, “Are you sure you don’t want to stay somewhere safer? Skye needs you.”

      “You want me to hide? I’m here to fight for Skye’s future as much as I am for Willow’s. I won’t cower in the back and risk the whole mission out of fear. I’ll be in the front lines, whether I lead this team or not.”

      His answer scares me. He’s ready to do what it takes. Mira would never forgive me if my decision killed her child’s father.

      Reluctantly, I look at Zeke. “If he wants to do it and you agree that he’s ready, I think it’s fair to let him.”

      If Tien has a team to lead, maybe he will take fewer risks for the benefit of his team. Maybe. It’s my last hope.

      My eyes find his. “Don’t make me regret this,” I whisper, and he smiles.

      “That’s settled, then,” Eddie announces. “Time to find out who’s coming.”

      After Nate’s abandonment, none of us were ready to face the others’ decisions, so we hid in this room to gain some composure. Technically, we came in here to find a suitable replacement for Nate, but I know I’m not the only one who needed a moment. Zeke might be drowning himself in responsibility, but I can tell he’s as shaken by Nate’s sudden decision as I am.
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      Twenty-nine people who can fight are left. Zeke and Eddie face the crowd in the dining hall. Tien and I stand in the first row, ready to declare our choice.

      “We asked you to make a tough decision last night.” Zeke’s voice booms. “It’s time to share it. We won’t ask you for an explanation. All we need to know is if you’ll come with us to the prison camp, stay here, or make your way back to Athens.”

      A few people shift uncomfortably, but most look determined.

      “Chase?” Eddie asks.

      “Of course,” I say, and step behind them, lean against the wall. Tien follows me.

      “Honos?”

      Bruce grins and steps forward, saying, “Aye!”

      His sister is equally motivated to join. Slowly, the ranks fill.

      Eddie eyes the man who lost his friend during the climb up the mountain. “Adrian?”

      The man shakes his head. “Sorry, Eros. I can’t. I’ll stay here. I need to radio Athens and talk to Scott’s family. I can’t shake it. But I’ll be ready when we storm the City, promise.”

      Eddie nods curtly. His face betrays no judgment, though I am quick to label Adrian as weak in my mind. I shake my head, as if shaking off the thought. It’s not fair to the man.

      Another three people decide to stay behind until we attack the City. Two women and a man. One of the women lost her husband during the original attack on the prison and isn’t ready to face her demons. The other two fought in that attack and don’t dare try again.

      That leaves twenty-five people. The number feels small, but we planned for less. This is good, I remind myself over and over. It’s exactly what we hoped for.

      “Thank you, everyone,” Eddie addresses the crowd. “We’ll leave for the prison camp in three days. Rest while you can. We’ll divide you into three teams, one following Zeke, one following Honos, and one following Tien.”

      Zeke nods and waves. Tien smiles proudly. Bruce salutes. I know Eddie asked him earlier if he’d be ready to fill the role.

      “To our luck, we have three pairs of night-vision goggles,” Eddie continues. “Our plan requires stealth, so no light unless absolutely necessary. Your team leaders will share the details with you, assign roles, and let you know anything else you need to be aware of. For now, let’s get something to eat. Enough hard decisions for one day.”

      He walks toward a woman in the first row and starts talking animatedly with her while the rest of the group disperses.

      Soon, the tables are covered with bowls and spoons, and a man carries around a pot of stew. I sit at an empty table and accept bread and my share of stew.

      Tien joins me with a grin. “This the table for the lonely people?”

      I don’t answer. Too early for jokes. As much as I want to be angry at Nate for leaving me, I miss him.

      “Chase,” Tien says softly, “I’m sure he had a good reason. I’m sure he’s fine. You’ll find him again.”

      A grunt is all I can manage in response. I know he’s right, but the head and the heart don’t always agree on things. And my heart aches with every beat and fills my chest with longing.

      Tien gives up on conversing and dips his bread into his stew. We eat in silence until Zeke and Eddie join us.

      “I wish there was less talking involved in this fighting thing.” Eddie groans. “I swear, I’ve said more words since we left Athens than my whole time there.”

      “You’re doing quite well,” Tien says. “And the people need it.”

      Eddie accepts a bowl of stew from a man who hurried over as soon as he saw them sit, then says, “I know they do. I’ll play my part, but it’s exhausting, it is.”
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      Tien shifts from foot to foot while his team gathers in the room. I asked Zeke to be assigned to Tien’s team to keep an eye on him. If Tien knew, he’d be offended, so I hope Zeke won’t tell. But Tien is new at this, and I can’t risk leaving Skye without a father.

      “You’ve got this,” I whisper, pushing aside my own preoccupation to support my friend. “Remember, you are ready for this.”

      Tien grimaces. “No clue what made me say that. I should’ve left this to more experienced people.”

      “Nonsense. You deserve this team.” I’m not fully sure I believe my own words, but Tien needs to hear them. He wanted this team, so now he has to get his guts back and lead it.

      Before he can fall deeper into his spiral of nerves, the last person idles in. Everyone looks at Tien in expectation. I give him a covert thumbs-up, and he draws back his shoulders.

      Most of the people in the room are strangers to me. Tien seems to feel the same way and says, “If we are to fight together as a unit, we better get to know each other a little. I’m Tien, your team leader. I arrived at Athens with Chase a few months ago. My wife, Mira, is pregnant with our first child.” They aren’t technically married but have taken up the habit of calling each other husband and wife ever since Mira discovered she was pregnant. “I fight for them at least as much as I fight for Willow, Chase’s daughter, and the other residents of the City.”

      He points at me, and I swallow my nerves at addressing a room full of strangers. It doesn’t matter that it’s only seven people.

      “My name is Chase. You heard my story from Zeke when we arrived here. My daughter is being held in the City, and I will do whatever I have to in order to get her back.”

      I don’t mention Nate, who is now another reason I need to get to the City. When I first found out he was gone, I felt angry and betrayed (and a part of me still does). Now, I’m mostly worried, lonely, and sure that he’s done something reckless and gotten himself into trouble.

      Tanja, the woman who declared her loyalty to me last night, is next. She tells us that she was born in Athens and fights for her younger siblings.

      Next to her, a tall woman with deep-red hair—Jennifer—has a similar story to share. She grew up with Tanja. What catches my attention as she speaks is how lean her body is. She would be considered pretty in the City, but her muscles are much more defined than those of women there. She looks like a strong fighter.

      The other four are men who trained together in Athens. Two of them fought in the original attack on the prison camp. The other two, who are much younger, were mentored by the first two. In general, our group is rather young. Tanja and Jennifer, as well as the two former mentees, are all in their early twenties.

      “Okay, now that we know a little more about each other, we should go through the plan. Here’s the general idea. As Eros mentioned earlier, there will be three teams, and each team leader will have a pair of night-vision goggles. Zeke’s and Honos’ teams will take out any external guards and disable the generator before we enter the building. We hope to enter the place without being spotted. We’ll start freeing prisoners on the ground level as soon as we take care of the guards. Let them know why we are there. Tell them we’ll tend to the wounded. Encourage them join us if they want. But don’t expect them to help. They don’t know us and have no reason to trust us.”

      One of the younger men raises his hand, as if this were a classroom. “What if they attack us?”

      Tien smiles. “They probably won’t. But if anyone raises a hand to you, knock them out. No lethal force against the prisoners unless it can’t be avoided. Even if they don’t immediately trust us, they are essential to overthrowing the City. So, the less harm we have to do, the better.”

      “Let’s hope they don’t overrun us.”

      Again, Tien smiles encouragingly, completely unfazed by the comment. “They won’t. Worst case, they’ll make their way past us and flee into the Desert Circle. Let’s hope they don’t. We’d have to round them up and explain the situation to them after the fighting is over. It would be exhausting, and the Desert Circle isn’t the nicest place to spend any amount of time.”

      A cloud of metal beetles rises before my mind’s eye at his words. No, not the nicest place at all. Compared to the rest of the Circles, we had it easy there, but that makes the Desert Circle no less dangerous.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next three days are filled with briefings, discussions, and a few arguments about who should do what in the attack. Some of this takes place in the dining hall with everyone, but most of it is between Zeke, Eddie, Bruce, Tien, and me. We meet frequently to discuss finer details of the plan.

      “I shouldn’t be here,” I say during one such meeting. “I’m no team leader.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Tien says, but Eddie cuts him off. “That might be right, but you are the reason all of this is happening, so stop selling yourself short and help us plan this thing.”

      Taken aback, I realize that he’s right. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t known about Willow’s conception. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t sat in the hallway outside Willow’s five-year exam and heard those doomed words: This one won’t go home for long. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t broken into the Hospital to switch out Willow’s blood samples.

      But I didn’t do that alone, couldn’t have done it at all without Dale, Tien, and Mira. And I definitely wouldn’t have escaped the labs without Liz, Susan, Zeke, and Nate. A lump forms in my throat. Without Nate, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have made it out of the Government Complex, let alone the City.

      I’ve trained for months in Athens. I’m stronger than I have ever been in my life. Yet the idea of facing any fight without him… I don’t like this at all. Fighting without him makes me feel exposed. Alone.

      I lose track of the rest of the conversation as I wonder what could’ve driven him to leave me behind. We would have saved Liz soon. He didn’t have to rescue her alone. There must be a deeper reason.
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      “Oh no, I didn’t want you to get caught.” Liz sits in the lone leather armchair. Knees hugged into her chest. Wrapped in a blanket. “I mean, nice of you to join me. It was getting pretty boring in here.”

      The door closes with a thud and we are alone. A glance at the camera in the corner. Not as alone as it seems. I curse my father.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Merely bored. I wish they’d give me something to read in here.” Liz smiles at me. “I’m fine, big brother. You didn’t need to come. Or be captured. Or however you ended up here.”

      She carries the blanket behind the chair. With care, she spreads it out, sits on it. She pats the spot next to her. “Come, sit. Tell me how you got here.”

      She’s not acting like a prisoner. Her demeanor is more fitting for a picnic. Reluctantly, I sit. The situation doesn’t feel right.

      She gives me a wide smile when I join her. “I’m glad you’re here,” she says and leans her head onto my shoulder. “They are listening,” she whispers.

      I lean my head against hers. A nod hidden underneath affection. I know they are.

      Her hand finds mine, squeezes. “We need to talk.” Her voice is so low, I have to concentrate. Louder, she continues, “Dad will be by to see you soon, I expect.”

      Her voice is calm, but I hear the warning behind the words.

      “How are we gonna talk like this?” I whisper.

      The sun sets over the buildings outside the window. Pretty view for a prison. Not that this room was ever meant to be one.

      “Tonight,” she answers. Barely audible.

      Before I can agree, the door opens. Three men enter. My father with his smug smile. Behind him, two peacers with weapons in their hands. I don’t know either of them. My father must have made sure there’d be no sympathy for me.

      “Hello, son,” he says in a dry voice. Disappointment shines in his eyes.

      I don’t respond. He doesn’t deserve it. Secrets and lies were all he gave me—throughout my childhood, when I moved out, during my time at PCR, all of it. He doesn’t care about me. Doesn’t care about Liz. A man who would hold his own children hostage to further his agenda doesn’t deserve a greeting.

      “Good evening, Liz. You aren’t needed right now.” He waves a hand at one of the peacers.

      The man steps closer, grabs Liz by the arm.

      “Leave her alone,” I snap. No one touches my sister. “Leave her the fuck alone.”

      I push his arm away from her, land a blow to his stomach. The air is knocked out of him. He gasps. I jump to my feet, ready to fight.

      “Jonathan.” My father’s tone is final. No sympathy.

      Two weapons are trained on me. I look from Liz to my father to the peacers. I can’t save her.

      She puts a hand on my leg, stands up. “It’s okay, Nate.” There’s no fear in her voice.

      Reluctantly, I let the man take her, escort her out of the room. Just one weapon now. Still nothing I can do. Liz needs me. Chase needs me. Willow needs me. The fucking City needs me. I’m not here to die.

      “Would you sit down, Jonathan?” my father asks. It sounds like a polite request. I know it’s not. He points at the chair.

      An image of Chase in that very chair invades my mind. I shake my head.

      My father clears his throat. The man behind him raises his weapon again.

      With slow steps, I walk over to the chair. My eyes never leave the peacer. I throw myself into the chair. I make myself comfortable. A leg over the armrest. Back slumped into the cushions. This won’t be a civilized meeting. I’ll do whatever I can to keep my father from dictating the terms. Small acts of defiance.

      His glare shows he understands.

      “We have matters to discuss,” he states. “Important matters that cannot wait.”

      Again, I don’t say anything.

      “First, we need to talk about those Rebels you and your little friends joined. Please tell me the location of their base, what their plans are, as well as what you know about their defenses, including what weapons and technologies they possess. I want to know about the people there, especially those in charge. In short, I need to know everything you know.”

      He looks as if he actually thinks I’ll answer. Silence is my weapon. So I keep it. Wait for him to ask again.

      He does, twice more. Calm and calculated. When I still don’t give him what he wants, he gestures at the peacer.

      I feel the cold steel of a pistol against my temple. I don’t flinch.

      “I’ll ask again. Where are the Rebels? Who is their leader?” A pause. He watches me. “What do they have planned? What technology and weapons do they possess? What’s their weakness?”

      I lean back. The gun barrel follows me. I smile at my father. He won’t shoot me. He needs me.

      If you wanted to eliminate the Rebels, you would’ve done so, I answer silently. Don’t pretend like you don’t have a reason for why they still live.

      “I guess their best defense are those apes you let loose.” My voice is calm. Steady.

      “Last chance.” There’s a hint of anger in his voice. He’s unable to hide it any longer.

      My father is used to being obeyed. No one defies the mayor. Or at least that’s what he thinks it should be like. But both his children disobeyed, fought against his secrets.

      He raises a finger. “Plan B.”

      A needle pierces my neck. Heat spreads from the site. My body shakes, convulses. There’s no pain. Not yet. After a moment, I regain control of my limbs. I force my body to relax, or at least to look relaxed. I know what’s coming.

      “Charge,” he instructs, his gaze directly on me. His smile is back. He feels in control again. He is in control.

      I don’t react.

      “Tecjections, such a wonderful invention. I’m sure you know what they do by now.”

      He searches my face for a reaction. I hope I manage to hide my fear. Images of Chase in this room rise in my mind.

      “We tortured your little friend with these. You should have seen her scream and writhe. Almost as fun as sending Mr. Lompoc in to break her. And Susan believed me when I told her he’d been acting of his own accord, that he’d been suspended from the PCR.”

      He knew. The asshole knew. He sent Derec to—I can’t even think about it. If it hadn’t been for Susan’s actions while Chase was defending herself… 

      I fight the anger building inside me. He’s doing this to raise my temper, to get a reaction. I can’t let him succeed. With immense difficulty, I push aside my feelings. Bury them deep. Now is not the time. Derec will pay. But I can’t think about it now.

      “The worthless worm fought the impulses,” he continues. “If it hadn’t been for the help of Susan, we would have broken Mrs. Hunter.”

      No, he can’t know about Susan’s involvement. She wasn’t supposed to get caught. Fuck, no.

      “What did you do to her?” I ask, unable to keep the question in. Or the panic.

      My father’s lips lift. A satisfied smile. He made me talk.

      I curse my own weakness. I let him get to me. The fact that Susan was discovered caught me by surprise. Fuck.

      “Let’s just say she is in a safe place where she won’t do any more harm,” my father answers. “It was quite a surprise when we found out she was involved in Mrs. Hunter’s escape.”

      What did he do to Susan? Where did he take her? My thoughts race. Is she even alive?

      My body explodes with pain. Pure agony. My skin is on fire. My veins throb. I clench my teeth, muffle my scream. I lose muscle control. My legs shake, my chest heaves. Writhing, fighting the pain, I slide off the chair. The floor is cold.

      And then nothing. Blackness.
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      My mother sits in front of me. A curtain of long shiny black hair. Dark-blue eyes like mine. She smiles at me.

      Static fills the air. My vision blurs.

      My mother smiles at me. Amber hair. Green eyes. A soft smell of trees. She talks about going to the rooftop garden later.

      Static.

      The images of the two women overlap. Like a bad connection on a TV. One second, my mother smiles at me. She has dark-blue eyes and black hair. Static. The next second, she has green eyes, amber hair. Not like me.

      My father enters the room. The image is blurry. Is his hair black? Gray? Glasses appear and disappear on his face.

      Static.

      The image focuses. My father smiles at my mother. The light catches in her amber waves. She takes my hand. Soft. Warm. I let her guide me out of the room. She promised the rooftop gardens. I’ve never seen a tree.
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      I wake to find my father gone. Liz is curled up next to me. Every inch of my body hurts. I reach for her hand, give it a gentle squeeze. She stirs but doesn’t wake up. The thin mattress is uncomfortable, increases the pain. I won’t be able to fall sleep again.

      With my lips close to Liz’s ear, I whisper, “Liz, wake up.”

      She opens her eyes, blinks. When her gaze finds mine, I see her fear. With a finger, I move a hair out of her face. She moves closer to me—no, closer to my ears.

      “Before they caught me, I found their secrets, a lot of them.” Her voice is so low, I wouldn’t be able to hear her if her mouth wasn’t right next to my ear.

      I close my eyes, pretend to fall back to sleep. Give her the slightest nod.

      She yawns. Her warm breath tickles against my skin. “I found…” She hesitates.

      I squeeze her arm to show her I’m listening.

      “There’s so much. Dad… he’s not a good man. I can’t believe all the things I found. It’s horrible.” She shivers. “Let me start at the beginning. Dad wasn’t elected mayor. The elections were rigged. He shouldn’t even be mayor. It’s all fake, everything.

      “He was working with the scientists long before he came into office. The pills they give us against the Disease lose efficiency. They have to up the dosage for everyone in the City every few months. Soon, they won’t be able to keep up. That’s why they’ve been working on an alternative.” She hesitates. “Nate, there’s something I need to tell you. I don’t know how to say it…”

      “Just tell me,” I whisper. Voice kept low. Moving my lips as little as possible. I don’t turn. I don’t open my eyes. To the cameras, I’m asleep.

      “Willow. You know she was planned by the government. For decades, they checked the genes of everyone, ran tests on everyone’s blood to see who was resistant to the Disease. Chase is immune. So are you.” She takes a breath. “Dad used you. You are Willow’s father.”

      I gasp. My eyelids fly open, and I look at her. I don’t care about the cameras. I need to see her face. She retreats a little but meets my gaze. There are tears in her eyes. Without a doubt, I know she is telling the truth.

      “It’s why I asked you about having children before you left. You thought I was pregnant, but that day I’d seen your name on Willow’s record.”

      She pauses, gives me time to digest. I can’t think. My thoughts chase each other in my brain. I’m a father. Willow’s father. The father of Chase’s daughter. A flutter runs through my stomach. Nerves. Fear. Excitement. It all mixes.

      And then a thought cuts through the chaos. A single fear pushes away everything else:

      “Did they plan for me to rescue Chase and fall in love with her?” I ask.

      The idea scares me. I love Chase, but if our relationship was arranged by my father… no, it can’t be true.

      Liz shakes her head. “They didn’t know Chase had any idea about the pregnancy being artificial. They didn’t expect her to break into the Hospital. And after they caught her, they sure as hell didn’t expect her to break out, let alone flee the City. No, all of that was a shock to Dad.

      “But there’s more. You’ve been in the Circles outside the City, you know what creatures live there. But I found out why the TEACH program exists. Originally, those Circles and animals were a defensive measure, a pet project of the City’s first lead scientist. He went a little mad, became obsessed with controlling nature.

      “He built the Circles, where he controls everything. He extinguished all life that existed there, poisoned the soil to prevent critters from settling back in. He reset the area to zero—zero life, zero nature. Then he recreated it. The desert with its storm, the mountain snow that doesn’t kill plants, he designed it all.

      “He gathered animals from different parts of the world, bred them, experimented on them. For years, his experiments failed. It took two decades until he succeeded with the desert beetles. After that first breakthrough, the rest followed quickly.

      “Dad dreams of weaponizing the animals, controlling them to fight for us instead of for their own survival. He wants the scientists to control them enough to march them on the Rebels. That’s why he’s never ordered a direct attack on the Camp. He’s been letting them grow—not too much, just enough. He wants to test his weapons on them.”

      “Test them?” I interrupt. “For what?”

      Liz squeezes my hand. “He wants to take over other cities.”

      I wonder why my father asked about Athens. Then, I gasp. “There are other cities?”

      “Many,” she answers. I feel her breath against my neck. “The world isn’t empty. Many cities are isolated like ours. Closed systems to ensure their residents’ safety. But there are still places in the world where people are free to come and go. Nate, it sounds beautiful.”

      There’s something else out there. There’s a world outside of our own.

      “We’ll make sure to see it someday,” I whisper. “We will.”
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      A green hue hangs over the desert as I hold the night-vision goggles to my eyes. Dunes block my view, but I can make out the top of a building in the distance. The square shape stands out vividly against the smooth, rounded dunes.

      I hand the googles back to Tien, who puts them on. Their large frame makes his head look distorted. I have to suppress a giggle. This is not the time for humor.

      We left the barracks this afternoon to ensure that we would be well out of the Mountain Circle by the time the sun set. As we found during our escape from the City, the Desert Circle isn’t much more dangerous at night than the day, and we wait for the predawn storm to help us mask our attack.

      What little moonlight there is glints on a shape in the distance, but it disappears as quickly as it came. For a moment, I think I see a cloud of beetles hovering ahead, but it’s just my mind playing tricks on me. Or at least, I hope so. Without the night-vision goggles, I can barely make out anything. The prison is hidden in darkness, and only the closest dunes stand out against the black horizon, knobbly trees interrupting the curves at random intervals.

      Thunder tears through the silence. Tien raises a fist and draws a circle in the air. We are ready to move. I can barely see Zeke and Bruce as they give the same signal and their teams fall into line behind them.

      I came up with the idea to use the storm to our advantage last night. The good thing about an artificial storm is the predictability. When we camped in the desert while Zeke recovered, the storm hit our camp at exactly the same time each night. The clouds move in a perfect circle around the City.

      The soft sand shifts under our feet as we run, turning every step into what feels like three. Soon, though, the building’s twelve stories tower ahead. The sheer size of the prison makes me shiver.

      Bright lights illuminate the front and back of the building where guards sit on chairs. They don’t even bother standing at attention. One of them looks like he’s nodding off. Good for us.

      Tien takes off his goggles and allows Bruce’s team to take the lead. We crouch and watch in silence as Georgie pulls her bowstring, holds for a few breaths, then looses an arrow. Moments later, her second arrow speeds through the night. After a moment, Tien whispers, “She did it. Zeke’s up.”

      Bruce and his team vanish behind the building, and Zeke leads his men toward the front. Not a sound escapes the guards as Zeke and another fighter take them out. They didn’t see us coming. Just like the scientists in the mountain lab we encountered on our way to the Rebels, these men are used to being guarded by solitude outside a city that locks its residents inside its walls.

      Zeke signals that the coast is clear, so Tien leads us over the last dune to join Zeke by the front door. Bruce’s team appears around the corner, and Georgie shoulders her bow with a broad grin on her face.

      “That was easy,” she says in a low voice when she reaches Zeke and Tien.

      “Don’t get complacent,” Zeke warns. “Stay vigilant.”

      Georgie dips her head, but the grin doesn’t leave her face. “Yes, sir.”

      At Zeke’s signal, his team vanishes through the unlocked door, into darkness. Tien waits until Bruce takes his group inside, then we enter.

      Blocked by the walls, barely any moonlight follows us into the building. The further in we go, the darker it gets. Soon, I can barely see my hand in front of my face.

      I hear Tien put on his night-vision goggles. I place my hand on his shoulder and allow him to guide me. I feel Tanja’s warm hand on the back of my shoulder, connecting the line. Like a strange caterpillar, we edge forward, slowed by the lack of orientation and the reliance on the person in front of us.

      When Tien slows to a stop, I adjust my own pace and feel those behind me follow suit. Muffled sounds in the darkness ahead tell us that someone is putting up a fight. Tien leans close to me and whispers, “Bruce took out two more guards. He’s taking his team to the upper four levels. Zeke, for the middle four. The lowest four floors are ours to cover. Let’s go.”

      A light bursts through the darkness, blinding me. Somehow, the sudden brightness is worse than the absolute darkness.

      “Turn that off, you fucking idiot.” Tien whips off his goggles and whispers to a man at the end of our procession, “Turn that the fuck off.”

      The man’s face is a mask of panic. His flashlight exposes our surroundings. A large, open space lies ahead. An atrium. Rows and rows of doors are interrupted by hallways leading away from the atrium on each of the twelve stories that line all sides.

      Tanja reaches over and covers the flashlight. She forces it out of the man’s grip. Her fingers glow orange over the bright beam. She fumbles with the button until the light disappears.

      “Calm down,” she whispers

      I can’t see anything in the renewed darkness, but my other senses take over for my lack of vision almost immediately. Barely audible footsteps, slow and careful, come from above. I strain my ears for the sound of a fight or the quick, heavy footsteps of guards. Nothing. Not even the inmates make a sound.

      The smell of rot wafts through the atrium. To my surprise, I feel Tien pass me the night-vision goggles. The interior of the prison is bathed in an eerie green as I put them on. Our party waits as I study features I didn’t notice in the brief blast from the flashlight.

      The smooth metal of each cell door is interrupted by two square flaps of the same material—one at eye level, the other at waist level. I suspect the bottom one is used to deliver food or bind the prisoners when necessary, while the top looks to be for surveillance. No light leaves the cells, and there were only tiny windows on the outside. Living here must be even worse than I imagined.

      My gaze follows the rows of cells up to the ceiling where PCR is written in gigantic golden letters. Underneath, the slogan “For the City” is in smaller, slanted writing. My skin erupts in goosebumps.

      Tien nudges me and points to my right. I look where he indicated and gasp. Three people—two men and a woman—are strung up, their forms disfigured by injuries. The atrium floor below them is brown where their blood mixed and dried with that of those who hung before them. It explains the foul smell of decay in the building. I avert my eyes and take off the goggles.

      Tien puts them back on and leads us toward the first hallway. After an initial visual sweep, he instructs me to turn on my flashlight. I cover most of the glass with my palm, leaving only enough light to walk without his guidance.

      The hallway stands empty. More doors like those in the main hall line the walls. I wonder how many people this place can hold—and how many are here.

      Three doors lack the flaps set into those that contain prisoners. Tien points to the closest door, then at Tanja and me. She and I stand on either side of the door. I open it, allowing Tanja to peer inside.

      “Clear,” she whispers. “Just storage.”

      The next door reveals an empty lunchroom. Magazines are spread on a low table next to a couch. A tiny kitchen is covered in grease and dust.

      Tien and one of the mentors take up positions around the third doorway. Light spills out of the room when Tien opens the door. Three guards sit around a table, a game of cards between them. A stack of food coins lies in the middle of the table. They look at us with startled faces, then jump from their chairs.

      One of them reaches for something at his belt but doesn’t grab it before Tien is on him, sinking a knife into his neck. Tien’s face contorts, but with a shake of his head, he returns to normal.

      Before I can take stock of the situation, all three men lie dead on the floor, blood pooling over the gray stone.

      “I hate doing that,” Tien declares.

      “Necessary,” I answer, though I agree with his reluctance.

      The rest of the corridor is empty, and we repeat the process with the rest of the hallways on this level. They all are set up the same way: storage room, lunchroom, guardroom. We kill the guards before they can call for help, one hallway after another, one level after the next.

      On the third level, we separate into two groups. Along with one of the mentors, Tanja, Jennifer, and I rush through the dark. The limited light passing through my palm illuminates our direct perimeter.

      We check the storage room and lunchroom, then edge to the third room where we might find guards again. The door opens before we can touch it, and three men rush out, each with a gun trained on us. They were warned.

      With a whir, light erupts from above. The brightness disorients me, and I feel something hard connect with my head. I blink to rid myself of the stars swimming through my vision. With my left arm, I block the next blow.

      I hear doors open in the distance. The sound of heavy footsteps follows. They know we are here. No need to be stealthy, then.

      I raise my weapon and shoot the man charging me. He slumps to the ground and moves no more. I shiver but force down the emotion.

      Tanja is fighting an older guard, his scraggly gray beard wet with blood from her blows. She’s got this, so I scan the room. More men spill in through the doors, and I choose my next opponent. His hand is wrapped around a baton, and his eyes search for a victim. He raises the weapon toward Tanja, who is still fighting the bearded guard.

      Before his baton can connect, I shoot him. His weapon clinks when it hits the floor. His body lands next to it, and his cold, dead eyes stare at me in accusation.

      I shake my head. Now is not the time for emotions.

      I shoot another bullet at a man who threatens Jennifer, and another at the guard who spills out of the rooms after him, and another, and another.

      Bodies line the hallway floor. I did not kill all of them, but it doesn’t matter. I feel sick. Again, I ignore my feelings and focus on the fight at hand.

      When my clip is empty, I fling the gun onto the floor and join Tanja, who is fighting another man. Her lip is bleeding, and her hair clings to her sweaty, bloody face. I grab one of the batons from the ground and hit him over the head. He sinks to his knees and blinks rapidly but recovers a moment later. Tanja smiles before she knocks him out with a well-placed punch.

      I hand her the baton, and she turns toward her next opponent—another man. Are there no women guarding the prison?

      We fight until no more guards are left standing. As soon as the fight is over, I sink to the floor, overwhelmed by the scene in front of me. A few dozen guards lie on the ground, blood pooling between them. I spot a small figure dressed in gray lying among the bodies. One of ours.

      I crawl over and push the body of a guard away. Tears fill my eyes. It’s Jennifer. Her hands clutch her stomach. Blood spills around her fingers, and we both know there is nothing we can do.

      “Tanja,” I shout.

      She turns, and her face falls when she sees me on the ground. She kneels next to me and pulls her friend’s head onto her lap. Gently, she pushes strands of hair off Jennifer’s face and whispers to the woman.

      I sit there, unable to move, unable to help, unable to do anything but watch as Jennifer’s life ends.

      Tien walks over and places a hand on my shoulder. “Come on, Chase.”

      I shake my head but let him pull me up. He guides me out of the hallway, away from the bodies, and down to the first-floor atrium where Zeke, Bruce, and their teams have gathered. Tien holds me close while we walk, whispers things I don’t hear.

      When we reach the others, Zeke looks at me in concern. “Are you okay, Chase?”

      I can’t find words, so Tien answers for me, “We lost one of ours.”

      But Tien doesn’t understand. It’s not just about Jennifer. It’s about all the men I killed. They were humans who fought for what they thought was right. They didn’t have to die. They didn’t have to fight us.

      I shake my head to regain my composure. “So many are dead.”

      “We lost only two of our own,” Zeke says. “We won.”

      “It doesn’t feel like winning.”

      Tien pulls me closer, holds me tight. “It’s okay, Chase. We had to fight them. They wouldn’t have surrendered. You know that.”

      While I know he is right, it does nothing to quell the nausea. I killed men, and I might kill more when we take the City. I turn and vomit into a corner until my stomach is empty and the feeling of disgust eases some.

      Tien hands me a handkerchief from his pocket.

      I wipe my mouth. “I don’t like killing.”

      Zeke smiles at me with more understanding than I thought possible. “We all hate killing. You have to remember what we fight for. Think about Willow. You are doing this for her.”

      Suddenly I realize we are one step closer to rescuing my daughter. It might not be pretty, but it is progress. Hope pushes away the last of the sick feeling in my stomach, and I nod.

      I turn to Tien. “Can you check on Tanja?”

      The idea of going back into that corridor seems impossible to me. I’m not ready to face all that death again. To my relief, Tien squeezes my arm and waves for the two mentees, who are leaning against a wall nearby. They follow him upstairs.

      Soon, they emerge. Tien leads Tanja, much like how he led me minutes ago, while the two men carry Jennifer’s body.

      “I couldn’t leave her like that. Not with all the other bodies,” Tien explains.

      The five of us carry Jennifer out into the desert and lay her next to the man we lost tonight. We stand around them in silence.

      “I wish we could bury them properly,” I say, knowing it’s not possible.

      “At least she’ll be able to see the stars.” Tanja sniffs. “She would like this much better than that blasted corridor. She would understand.”

      I don’t tell her that I don’t believe the dead can see. I don’t tell her that the bodies will likely be ripped apart by technologically altered beetles and birds before long. I don’t say anything.

      Believing is what keeps Tanja together, and her words seem to soothe some of those around her. I wish I could believe as well.

      One by one, we leave the site and return to the bright light of the prison.
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      Zeke, Bruce, and Tien fill each other in on their respective attacks. It turns out we all fought similar battles: The guards initially didn’t know we were coming, but something tipped them off once we were inside.

      “Probably cameras,” Tien says. He curses himself for not thinking of them sooner.

      We should have considered cameras. The whole City is covered in them. How did we not expect cameras in the prison?

      “If there are cameras, the City knows we are here,” I add.

      Tien readjusts his beanie. “We should get a move on and release the prisoners.”

      Zeke agrees. “Let’s head to the control room and see what we can do.”

      Everyone follows Zeke to the second floor. We line up while Zeke and Tien investigate a room with large windows facing the atrium below.

      After a minute, Zeke beckons for me. “Chase, can you get in here?”

      I leave Tanja with the two mentees and head inside. A control panel with hundreds of buttons sits below monitors that line the wall opposite the windows.

      “If we just open the doors, there will be panic, and people will run. Some might even get hurt,” Zeke explains. “We can either speak over the intercom and open the doors all at once or talk to the prisoners in person and individually release them. What do you think?”

      I look out the window into the wide-open space with the rows and rows of doors. It would take forever to go one by one. But if I was locked up, I would much prefer a real person telling me what’s going on instead of a disembodied voice from some intercom.

      “If we do it in person, they’ll be more likely to trust us,” I say. “But we don’t know how long we have before PCR reinforcements arrive. Let’s start with a few doors, see how fast it goes. Maybe the freed prisoners will agree to help with the rest.”
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      A woman cowers in the far corner of the cell, clutching her knees to her chest and rocking back and forth. The artificial light is bright and cold. There’s a bucket in one corner and a thin mattress in another. There’s no comfort here. No bed frame, no chair, no personal belongings.

      The woman doesn’t look up when I enter the room, but her rocking increases with every step I take.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to free you.”

      Her eyes are sunken from lack of sleep and food, and when she finally looks up, there is no will to fight left in them, no will to live. I can’t imagine the horrors she must have been through to have lost all hope.

      “It’s okay,” I repeat, and take another step toward her. “The guards are gone. No one will stop you from leaving. We are here to help you.”

      Her thin body shakes, and she holds her knees tighter. I kneel in front of her to match her eye level. Her gaze holds many questions.

      I speak softly, careful not to scare or startle her. “My name is Chase. The City took my daughter, and I was forced to flee. I found a Rebel Camp outside the City filled with others who had fled. We have come to free you and everyone else from this horrible, horrible place. Can you tell me your name?”

      After a long moment, she answers, “Carol.”

      “It is nice to meet you, Carol. Would you like to get out of here?”

      She looks at her knees. This makes her seem to shrink into the corner, get smaller before my eyes. She gives me the slightest nod.

      I smile at her even though she isn’t looking at me. I hold out a hand. “Come on, then. Let me help you up.”

      Carol sways as I help her to her feet and out of the room. She shivers as we walk down the hallway. To my relief, Tanja rushes over and holds out a blanket. I accept it from her and wrap it around Carol, whose eyes dart around the hall, as if searching for danger.

      “It’s okay,” I say again. “These are my friends. We are here to help.”

      She clutches the blanket closer around herself but allows us to guide her into the atrium where we find more gathered prisoners. She joins the few dozen people wrapped in blankets or jackets sitting along the wall.

      Near Tien and Eddie, men and women look ready to help. The biggest difference between them and those sitting by the wall is in their eyes. There’s still fight there. They either haven’t been here long or they were harder to break.

      I notice someone took down the three hanging bodies. I don’t see them anywhere. Smart move, I think. These people don’t need that reminder.

      I join Zeke in the control room for a status update. The time I spent in the cell with Carol felt like forever.

      “How is it looking?” I ask.

      Zeke looks up from the control panel. “Mixed. One man attacked Georgie when she tried to release him. We had to knock him out. He’ll come ’round and hopefully be a little calmer. Most are eager to get out.” His eyes light up. “Some are even ready to join us from the looks of it. It’s going better than I’d thought.”

      “The woman I released was in bad shape. She could barely walk.”

      With a glance out the window overlooking the goings-on, Zeke answers, “Some are. Some need medical attention we can’t give. Tanja is searching for supplies with a few others. I think she needs the distraction. Let’s hope she finds something we can use to help them.”

      Zeke points at the window. Through it, I see three of the former prisoners have joined the efforts. They vanish into another corridor. Zeke presses a few buttons, and soon, they return with six more people.

      “Looks like they have a much easier time convincing each other.” Zeke grins. “This’ll speed things up all right.”

      “Less trust issues,” I say. “It took me a while to convince that woman to stop being scared of me.”

      “These people have been through a lot.” Zeke’s grin has vanished from his face. “I can’t even imagine.”

      I nod. “The whole place smells of death. Did you remove the hanging bodies?”

      Zeke’s gaze grows distant. “I couldn’t stand to look at them any longer and felt that it might be worse for the survivors who might have known them. Eddie and I moved the bodies outside.”

      I place a hand on his arm. “Thank you.”

      “How much more death will we have to see before the end?”

      The question surprises me. Zeke always acts as if nothing can destroy his good mood. I tighten my grip on his arm. “I have a feeling this is just the beginning. But someone told me to remember what we are fighting for.”

      He smiles weakly. “Sounds like a wise person.”

      “Very wise,” I answer with a smile. I clear my throat, then continue in a more serious tone, “Believe me, I remember, but I puked in the corridor earlier after killing a few men who meant us actual harm. There are moments when I wish it wouldn’t be this hard to defend ourselves and to fight for what we believe in. Though I hope that stays hard.” I loose a sharp breath. “I hope killing never gets easier. If it does, I might be able to save the City but I’m not sure I’d be able to save myself.”

      Zeke pulls me closer. In the corner of my mind, I realize this is the first time Zeke and I have shared a hug.

      “I miss Nate,” he admits in a whisper, without letting go.

      I bury my face in his chest, fight the tears, and let the pressure of his hug comfort me. “I’m sure he had a good reason to leave,” I say, as much for his benefit as for mine.
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      The atrium fills with freed prisoners. Many of them are in as bad of shape as Carol, some worse. There are some who help us release the rest, and the process is sped up significantly.

      Soon, I reach one of the last rooms and wait until the door slides open with a hiss. A man, naked and shivering, lies on his side, his back facing the door.

      “I’m here to help,” I say for what feels like the millionth time, and lay a blanket over him.

      He doesn’t react in any way.

      “My friends and I are freeing everyone held here. We would like to get you out as well. We have a safe place where you can recover until you are strong enough to go back to the City or wherever else you want to go.”

      Slowly, he rolls onto his back. I gasp. Despite the sunken eyes and thin, stretched skin, the man reminds me of—

      I shake my head and push the thought aside. This man has nothing to do with Nate. He can’t. I just miss Nate. That’s all.

      He speaks, but his voice is too faint.

      I lean closer, place my ear right over his mouth. “Please, say that again, sir.”

      “You need to leave me,” he croaks. “I’m too weak.”

      I retreat and shake my head. “No, sir. We can carry you. We won’t leave you.” My voice is thick.

      He coughs, and blood splatters the blanket. His dark-blue eyes lose focus before they find mine. His breath wheezes in his chest. I know we won’t be able to save him.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper anyway.

      The man closes his eyes. Another cough adds more red spots to the blanket. His familiar eyes find mine again. It’s hard to see this much pain behind the dark-blue color that reminds me of the people I love most.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      He coughs. Then there’s a sudden strength in his voice when he says, “Tell my son I love him.”

      Before I can ask him for his son’s name or where to find him, life vanishes from his eyes and he grows still.

      I don’t have to ask for help. Tien walks in with a man whose name I don’t remember, and they carry the man’s body out of the building.

      I follow them out into the sunlight, which seems to mock us with its brightness as it shines on the bodies of our lost fighters and prisoners who didn’t survive their incarceration. So much death.

      Tien leads me back to the control room. I sink into a chair and bury my face in my hands. So much death.

      “Are you okay, Chase?” Zeke asks gently as he kneels next to me.

      With a deep and steeling breath, I look up. “I watched that man die. And he… his eyes… they… he looked…” I don’t finish the thought, and Zeke doesn’t press me.

      He points at one of the monitors on the wall. “I know. I watched. I’m so sorry.”

      He hugs me. Warm, strong, comforting. I lose myself in the embrace. I’ve seen enough for one day. I’m ready to go home—wherever that is.

      I cry into Zeke’s arms until the tears run dry. Zeke waits while I calm down and dry my face.

      “Ready?” he whispers.

      “Ready,” I answer. Well, as ready as I’ll ever be.

      Together, we step into the atrium where hundreds of ex-prisoners have gathered with our fighters. It looks like no one left. Every man and woman stayed—those who survived, that is.

      I join Tien in the back of the room. Zeke makes his way onto a small platform. He faces the crowd as Eddie steps up next to him. Together, they address the gathered people.

      “First of all, let me reemphasize that all of you are free now,” Eddie says. “You don’t owe us anything, nor do we expect anything from you. You are free to do whatever you want.”

      Zeke gives his most infectious, honest smile and says, “We will treat your injured as best we can with the resources at hand, then escort you to our barracks in the Mountain Circle. There, you’ll have beds and time to recover.” He looks at a group of ex-prisoners standing in the front. “Those of you who are strong enough, please help us carry supplies to support your fellows. There are rows and rows of cans in the kitchen. We will show you where to find them.”

      Eddie places a hand on Zeke’s. “What I said before is the truth. No one will force you to join us. You are free to choose what you want to do next. You are free.”

      Zeke lets his gaze wander over the room. “Many of you have friends and family in the City, and I know it’s tempting to head right toward them. We wouldn’t blame you if you did. However, it would likely be your final act. If you come with us to the barracks, we’ll help you recover before accompanying you to the City.

      “We will fight with you. We will fight for you. We will fight for everyone in the City. As Eros—” He turns to Eddie and whispers. Eddie nods. “As Eddie here explained, you are free. You can do whatever you want. We won’t force you to come with us.

      “But we ask that you wait a few days before heading to the City. We’d like you to storm the City with us. We are stronger together. We ask you to fight with us if you are able. If you don’t want to fight, you can share your story. Spread what happened to you. Tell everyone who will listen.” He pauses. “We’ll talk more about our plan for the final push on the City soon, but for now, we should head for the barracks before any reinforcements arrive.”

      With that, he and Eddie step down and join Tien and me in the back.

      “We should take some fresh supplies,” Zeke says. “There were some good cans back there.”
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      The sun shines bright when we gather around the bodies of the dead to pay our final respects. A woman throws herself onto one of the bodies and wails, her pain loud in the quiet desert.

      We head back to the barracks. Those who are strong enough help others by supporting them with arms around their waists or by carrying their loads.

      Zeke and Bruce pick up a stretcher—well, a makeshift stretcher of blankets and broomsticks—carrying a young woman with a missing leg and a swollen face. Despite her injuries, she’s awake and smiling. We are leaving the place where she suffered these injuries—and probably many more the eye can’t see.

      Like her, the rest of the ex-prisoners seem hopeful. I pray to gods I don’t believe in that whatever are bringing these people into will be better than what we rescued them from.
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      “How do you think they did it?” Liz whispers into my ear. “Willow, I mean.”

      I shrug.

      The room is much like it was when Chase was held here. The only difference is that they added two mattresses. Thin and narrow, but enough. Maybe it’s because we are the mayor’s children. Maybe someone took pity.

      Following Chase’s example, we sit behind the only piece of furniture in the room, the leather chair. We make sure our legs are exposed. Make sure the idiots know we didn’t escape. The chair hides our faces from the cameras. As long as we keep our voices down, we can talk.

      Liz shifts uncomfortably. She looks at me. “Think, Nate. Are you sure they never got their hand on your, er, you know…”

      And then I remember. The doctors said they had to analyze my sperm during my annual examinations. They took my fucking sperm. They used it… Willow is my daughter. It can’t be right. It just can’t be.

      I don’t answer Liz, but she reads my face. Gently, she places a hand on my arm. She doesn’t say a word, just waits for me to process. But how can anyone process this? I’m a father—not just any father. I’m Willow’s father.

      “Why would they do that?” I ask after a long moment.

      Liz shrugs. “I don’t know for sure, but Susan had an idea.”

      “Susan knows?”

      Liz averts her gaze. “When you were gone… well, we talked a lot. She told me a lot of things I shouldn’t have known, so I shared some secrets I found.”

      “Where is she?”

      Liz looks at the chair. “It’s okay. She wasn’t killed.

      I frown. “You heard Father.”

      Liz shakes her head. “He just wanted to hurt you. It’s okay. She was reassigned. They don’t know she was involved with Chase’s escape, but I think they suspect.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Reassigned?”

      Liz’s eyes find mine. “Yeah, she isn’t allowed to work on experiments anymore. No access to the labs. She now works in the market. I think her father’s position is the only thing that kept her safe.”

      Susan selling food. What a waste of her intellect. Guilt gnaws at my insides. If she hadn’t helped us, she wouldn’t be in trouble now. The logical part of my brain reminds me that she was the one who came to us for help, that she was the one who initially wanted to rescue Chase. It doesn’t lessen the guilt.

      “Is she okay?” I ask.

      Liz nods. “She’s fine. She’s safe. I visited her a lot after her shifts. She misses the labs, but she knows how lucky she is. She said she would be dead if it wasn’t for her father’s political influence.” Liz looks at me intently. “And all this will be over soon, right?”

      Another lump forms in my throat. “They are working on it, yes.”

      To change the subject, to avoid admitting that I walked out on Chase and the Rebels, I add, “You were going to tell me something. Susan’s theory?”

      Liz hesitates. I know she’s considering pressing the subject of the Rebel attack. But she finally says, “Susan thinks it is all connected to the Disease medication. She said soon the City won’t be able to up the dosages enough to keep people healthy.”

      “How soon?”

      Liz shrugs. “No one knows—or at least, that’s what Susan heard.”

      “Explains why they force people into matches. They must be looking for a biological cure. What I don’t get is, why didn’t they match Chase and me?”

      Liz lies back and stares at the ceiling. “We don’t know. We had some theories, but none of them made much sense.”

      My head spins. I’m a father. And I’ve been on the run with the mother of my child. It’s too much coincidence.

      “Are you sure they didn’t plan for me to rescue Chase?”

      Liz’s hand finds mine. “Would it matter?”

      “Of course it would. If Father arranged this… if he wanted me to… I thought it had been my choice to be with her. I thought it was real.”

      “It is real.” Liz squeezes my hand. “Even if they orchestrated this—which I am sure they didn’t—you guys are in love. No one can force your feelings.” She turns her head to face me. “You love her, don’t you?”

      I nod. “More than I thought possible.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter.” She smiles. “As I said, I don’t think they had this planned. Look, Susan and I talked about it. It seemed such a strange thing to happen.

      “Susan said they were really worried when Chase broke into the Hospital. They tortured her to find out what she knew. They couldn’t have known that Susan would alert you—and they still don’t know it was her.” She pauses. “After you left, Dad was devastated. He didn’t expect you to go. I’m sure of it. No one did. They had dozens of meetings about it. No, I’m sure they didn’t plan for you to run off with Chase.”

      “When I first saw her, she seemed familiar. I think I saw a picture of her when I was younger. I had a dream about it recently. It felt real. More memory than dream, I think—I don’t know. Dad met some people at home, and I woke up, snuck up to the voices. I wasn’t supposed to see it. It might have been nothing but a dream.” I press my eyes shut. “I can’t remember much from when I was little. But I’ve been having some strange dreams recently.”

      Dreams. Memories. They melt together.

      Liz whispers, “Don’t give up on Chase because of this, please. I want you to be happy. Don’t let Dad ruin that.”

      I bite my lip. It hurts. I relish the pain.

      “Nate?”

      “What if seeing her photo when I was younger influenced me?”

      She tightens her grip on my hand. “There are millions of reasons why we fall for someone. Don’t worry about what made you love Chase. What matters is that you did. Stop beating yourself up. We’ll figure all of this out. Don’t let it destroy what you two have.”

      Liz is wrong. It all matters. I need answers. Truth. And I’ll find them. I’ve had enough of my father’s secrets and lies. One thing I know to be true: I love Chase, no matter what.
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      “It’s good to see you, son.” My father stands in the middle of the room, two peacers behind him. Black-rimmed glasses. Perfectly parted gray hair. Smug expression.

      Liz and I sit up on our mattresses that we moved to the wall. We slept with our backs against the cool surface. It’s as comfortable as we could get in this room.

      Liz reaches for my hand. Support. A lifeline.

      “You gave us quite a bit of trouble, Jonathan.” His tone is conversational. It’s dangerous. “Why don’t we have a little chat?”

      I grunt. “Not interested.” If I want the truth, I won’t get it from him.

      My father takes a step closer. “You will talk to me.” His voice has lost its friendliness. “I would rather talk in a civilized fashion, but you will tell me what I want to know either way.” He snaps a finger at one of the peacers, who points his gun at Liz.

      “You wouldn’t hurt your own daughter,” I say, willing it to be true. But I know there’s nothing my father wouldn’t do to get what he wants.

      “Don’t underestimate me.” His voice is cold. “Elizabeth doesn’t matter. She’s her mother’s child—weak, useless.”

      Liz spits at him. “You asshole.” Her eyes glint with tears. Anger, resentment, frustration. She still wants our father to be proud of her—like I did for all those years. She wants him to care, to love her. He never will. Our father is incapable of love. Any semblance of love in his heart died with my mother.

      The peacer pulls Liz to her feet, throws her into the leather chair.

      “We could inject you again and force the truth from you that way,” my father says. “But I believe there is a more effective way.”

      Every fiber of my being wants to tear him apart. That smug grin. The cold eyes. Secrets and lies.

      Another snap of his finger, and the door opens. Derec steps in.

      Hatred bubbles inside me. My lip twitches into a snarl.

      “Thank you for joining us, Mr. Lompoc,” my father says.

      Derec inclines his head. “It’s my honor, sir.”

      The smug little prick. A perfect companion for my father. I rise to my feet, but the second peacer throws me back onto my mattress.

      “No,” my father says, “sit, please. I want to have a civilized conversation.”

      Civilized? He threatens Liz. He brings in the man who tried to rape Chase. I’ll give him fucking civilized.

      I lean against the wall, pull a knee up. My body is calm. My mind races. “What do you want?”

      “It’s time you learn the truth about yourself.”

      With a scoff, I answer, “You don’t even know what truth is.”

      Derec takes a few steps toward Liz.

      I want to jump up, tear him limb from limb. Instead, I look at my father and repeat, “What do you want?”

      “It’s simple. You will listen to me while I tell you what you need to hear. Then you will answer my questions. Each and every one of them. The alternative is that Mr. Lompoc will have some fun with your dear half-sister. Do you understand me?”

      Rage keeps me from answering.

      My father smiles at Derec.

      Derec circles to the back of Liz’s chair. His fingers trail along the armrest as he walks. Liz shrinks away. A grin splits his face. The man enjoys this. The tease. The game.

      He leans toward Liz, his grin wider than ever. “Pretty girl. Oh, I hope your brother doesn’t talk.”

      “As I said, Jonathan,” my father continues, “you will listen. You will answer my questions. Do you understand me?”

      I grit my teeth. A reluctant nod. He’s in control. He knows it.

      “There are some things you need to know. I’ve kept them from you since you were a boy and never intended to share them with you, but in light of recent events, it seems it’s time to tell you the truth about who you are.” His eyes are fixed on a point above my head. “First, I am not your biological father.”

      My mind goes blank. Prius Ashcroft, mayor of the City, raised me. All my life I hated the connection. But now that he denies it, it’s hard to believe.

      When I don’t react, he continues, “You were born outside the matching system. Your mother and father met in secret, and when your mother got pregnant, she pretended you were the son of her match. Your birth parents continued their affair and avoided detection for years. To be honest, it was impressive. No one has ever evaded us that long.”

      Or they haven’t been caught, I think. I hope there are more happy couples out there. More who rebel.

      “We found out at your five-year exam. Your blood type didn’t match either of your parents’. You couldn’t be your father’s son. Your mother must have been with another man after she had been matched.” Satisfaction coats his voice. “We tested your genes. Your mother was a match, but the man who claimed to be your father was not. It’s actually ironic, she gave us the idea for the ruse with Chase.”

      Which didn’t work. Chase knew that Dale wasn’t the father. He couldn’t be. The City failed. But that doesn’t seem to matter.

      My father paces the room as he talks. “We didn’t alert either of them to the tests or the results. Instead, we traced your mother until she was stupid enough to lead us to your biological father. They were clever about it. But not clever enough. She was a seamstress—just like Chase—and he worked at the company who supplied the fabric. They met after work and during breaks in an abandoned apartment building next to the factory. It’s why we didn’t catch them, their contact was expected.”

      Expected? The City matches spouses, that much I knew. Now it sounds like they also monitor and control friendships, work relationships, even random encounters.

      Derec stands behind Liz’s chair. Ready for a command from my father—no, from the mayor. The man who raised me. Not my father.

      All of it feels unreal. Is he telling the truth? Is this another scheme to gain my trust?

      “After the exposure, your parents were removed from the City,” the mayor continues.

      Removed, such a nice way of saying they were killed. Or sent to the prison camp. Could they still be alive? Could his story be true? Or is Prius my biological father and he’s making this up?

      I’m torn. Don’t know what to believe. Don’t even know which version of the truth I’d prefer. It all feels wrong.

      “You were supposed to go to an orphanage. However, after finalizing your five-year exam, we discovered your immunity to the Disease. This led us to investigate further, and it was decided to keep you as close as possible. Your mother—well, my first wife—and I adopted you.

      “Those who knew about your birth parents were taken care of. We told people you had been under medical treatment and thus been kept a secret. Over time, people forgot about it and accepted you as our own. Those who didn’t were convinced or removed.”

      I remember my mother taking me to the rooftop gardens. She always treated me like her own. How could she have kept this from me? Did she? I’m still not convinced any of this is true.

      I exchange a confused look with Liz. If this is true, she’s not my sister. No, she’ll always be my sister. Blood doesn’t forge that bond.

      “My wife loved you like a son. For years, she convinced herself that you were hers. I believe she often forgot that she hadn’t given birth to you. It ate away at her, the lingering feeling that it wasn’t really true. It drove her mad. When she got sick, she wanted to tell you the truth. She took you up to the gardens to share the secret with you. I couldn’t let that happen.

      “I joined you on the roof before she could talk to you—a father checking on his wife and son. After that, we kept a close watch on her, made sure not to leave her alone with you. But she got more and more desperate. In the end, we had to solve the problem once and for all. I hated the idea of harming the woman I had spent so many years with. But she was already sick. She would have died eventually.” He pauses his pacing, turns to the window, and continues in a lower voice, “We just sped up the process.”

      Anger fills me. It doesn’t matter if the woman was my birth mother or not. She raised me, loved me, acted like a mother. She was good. Kind. I loved her. And he killed her.

      My rage convinces me my father—no, Prius—is telling the truth. He’s not my biological father. Pieces of the puzzle are still missing, but I feel the truth in his story.
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      The moist smell of sweat and sickness envelops the barracks the next day. There are too many people in this small space, most of which are in bad condition.

      I make my way through the dining hall and join Zeke. He and Eddie are immersed in the maps again and barely look up when I join them.

      “We’ll go in through the church, and then—” Zeke states, but Eddie interrupts him. “The church? Doesn’t the City know about that? They’ll expect us to use it.”

      “What does it matter?” Zeke counters. “Even if they do, it’s our only way in.”

      “No, it can’t be. I bet if we ask these people”—he waves a hand over the room—“one of them will know another way in.”

      “Another way the peacers know.” Zeke’s annoyance is obvious. “We don’t know for sure that they found the church, and if any of these people know another entrance, it would be one the peacers used.”

      “Guys,” I say calmly, “stop arguing, please. There is no perfect way to do this. We’ll have to trust our guts and go with the best plan we can think of. As long as we are prepared for the possibility of PCR knowing about our chosen entrance, it’ll be fine.”

      Zeke looks up as though he’s just noticed I’m here. “Sorry, Chase. You’re right.”

      Eddie nods. “Yeah, it doesn’t really matter. And”—he turns to Zeke—“you are right too. We have a chance with that church that we don’t have with any other entrance.”

      “You are both right,” I say. “We should ask if anyone knows another way—one that the peacers might not know about. But if no one does, we should use the church.”

      Before either of them can argue with me, I walk away. I don’t have a particular destination in mind and slowly walk between the men and women camped out on the floor.

      I jump when a hand touches mine. A man looks up at me. His dirty, dark hair is streaked with gray.

      “Would you stay for a moment, miss?”

      I nod and sit cross-legged next to his bedding. Many of the men and women we rescued have lived in solitude for far too long and crave our company and conversation. I’ve talked to many over the past few days. The other Rebels have had similar experiences.

      “May I ask you something, sir?” I ask.

      His eyes widen, and he bows his head. I’m sure he fears questions about his time at the prison.

      “Why do the ex-prisoners avoid talking to each other?”

      My question takes him by surprise, and he gathers his thoughts before he answers, “You don’t understand what it was like.” He pauses and scans my face. “Would you care to hear my story? It might help you understand.”

      I’m not sure I want to put him through the experience, but I’m intrigued. “If you are up for it, I’d be honored.”

      He lies down, crosses his arms under his head, and looks up at the ceiling. “I better start at the beginning, then.” He clears his throat. “I lived in the City with a beautiful woman. We were happy. Our little house in the Middle Circle was exactly right for us—not too big, not too small. Our food coins lasted us well through the month, and we always had some left over. I had a job at one of the markets. A good job. Jo works—worked? I don’t even know. She worked at the Hospital. We were about to have a baby. Well, we were trying at least, had been trying for months. I always wanted to be a father.

      “One day, the mayor visited our little home. He asked to speak with Jo in private. I didn’t like leaving her alone with him and, at first, refused to leave the room. It took one damn look from him to make those PCR guards escort me outside. When I asked her about it, she said it had been about work. She said he was looking to promote her. I had a bad feeling about it all. The mayor wouldn’t come to tell her that, would he now? No, I don’t think so—and I’ve had a lot of time to think.

      “A few weeks later, I had almost forgotten about the mayor’s visit. Almost. Well, PCR came to my work, picked me up. She must have been worried sick when I didn’t show up that night.

      “I never went home. They knocked me out. I woke up in that prison. At first, I shared a cell with another guy. Nice guy. Told me his whole story that first night. Even told me some things you’d never share in the City. He made me trust him. After a few days of him sharing shit, I started to share myself. I figured none of it mattered anymore. I told him things I thought were wrong with the City. At first, I was careful, but, damn, I trusted that asshole.”

      I fight not to interrupt, not to ask questions. I do my best to sit still and listen.

      “I told him things I shouldn’t’ve said. The next morning, the guards placed me in another cell. From that point on, I was alone. The worst thing, he was a guard pretending to be my cellmate. They tricked me. Made me tell them things they could use against others.” He opens his eyes and looks at me. “It’s why it’s so hard for us to speak with each other.”

      “Then why do you trust me?”

      “Oh.” He laughs. “Don’t think it hasn’t crossed my mind that this whole rescue is another setup. But honestly, I’ve got nothing left to lose. Also, never seen no woman PCR guard. My gut tells me this is the real deal.”

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “It is. You really are free.”

      He grabs my hand and holds it for a moment, then smiles at me. “Thank you, miss.”

      “Chase,” I say. “What’s your name, sir?”

      “Josh,” he answers. “My name is Josh.”

      “It was a pleasure meeting you, Josh.” I shake his hand. “Thank you for telling me your story.” I hesitate. I don’t want to get his hopes up, but something doesn’t let go of me. “Can I ask you one last question?”

      “Anything, my dear.”

      “Would you be willing to share your wife’s full name with me?” I pause, unsure if I should share my reasons. But this man has been lied to for too long, so I add, “I think I might know her. I don’t want to get your hopes—”

      “You know my wife? That would mean she’s alive!”

      Too late, his hopes are up. Damn, I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I search for the right words to calm him, to tell him it’s probably not her.

      “Josephine. My beautiful, beautiful Josephine.” There are tears in his eyes.

      Liz’s mother’s name is Josephine. Could it actually be the same woman? How many Josephines work at the Hospital? And Nate’s dad visited them in person. He knew her. It can’t be a coincidence.

      “Miss?” he asks, and I realize I’ve been quiet too long.

      “Josh, I believe I know your wife.”
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      “We’ve got a plan,” Eddie says. He looks happier than I last saw him when I rejoin him and Zeke.

      “Chase, are you okay?” Zeke asks when he looks up at me.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I’ve had an emotional moment with one of the men we rescued. You know Liz’s mom, Josephine, right?”

      He nods. “Yeah, of course. What about her?”

      “Well, I just met her first husband.”

      I tell him all about Josh’s story and why I think he’s Josephine’s first husband. Zeke is as surprised as I am.

      “I wonder how many more people we’ll be able to reconnect when we take this bunch back to the City,” Eddie says.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Anyway, you said you have a plan?”

      He gives me a smile, then turns his attention to the maps. “Yes, we do indeed. Zeke, tell her.”

      Over the next hour, Zeke fills me in on the plan, and the three of us discuss the smaller details.

      “The best news is that Artemis is sending more Rebels to join us now that the prison fight is behind us,” Eddie finishes with a smile.

      I feel my heart rise at the prospect of finally getting my daughter back. I have hope that we stand a chance. We can do this.
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      Later that day, we gather everyone in the dining hall. It is the only room big enough to talk to everyone at once. Some people are still too weak to walk, so volunteers help those who couldn’t join us on their own.

      Expectant eyes look up at Zeke, Eddie, Tien, and me as we stand in front of the large group of people. The remaining Rebels stand to the side, not wanting to join us in the front.

      “You guys are the leaders here,” Tanja had said. “We’ll be over here while you fill everyone in.”

      Bruce agreed. “Don’t want to intimidate them with too many people.”

      Zeke tried to convince Eddie to take the lead this time, but Eddie bowed out. “I don’t want the attention. Plus, you are much better at talking. You tell them.”

      So when everyone is calm enough to listen, it is Zeke who addresses them. “Thank you all for agreeing to listen to me.” He looks around the room. “Many of you have been through more than a lifetime’s worth of pain and sorrow, but as I said at the prison, we are fighting to get back what the City took from us. If it’s up to us, Mayor Ashcroft won’t be in charge much longer. In a few days, we’ll be marching on the City to end its oppression once and for all. And we will need your help.”

      He looks at me nervously, and I smile at him in encouragement.

      He continues. “I want you to know that we don’t expect anything from any of you. But if you want to help us, if you are willing to fight for those still in the City, for each other, for a better future, then we welcome your help. We know some of you have been through a lot and aren’t up for a fight but still want to help. Don’t worry, there are things you can do.

      “Our first step will be to determine who will fight—I won’t pretend that won’t be dangerous—and who will come but not fight. Those who can’t or don’t want to go to the City can stay here, and we’ll make sure there are enough supplies and people to care for you. We are arranging for the rest of the Rebels to join us. They will be here in a couple of days. They are bringing doctors and nurses and medical supplies.

      “They are also bringing fighters. But it won’t be enough. Without your help, we can’t do this. If you are willing to fight with us, please join Tien and me here tomorrow morning. If you want to join us in the City but are not up for a fight, meet Chase and Eddie in the room next door. In the meantime, if you need anything, we are here. We’ll do what we can.”

      I’m surprised he doesn’t end his speech with his typical motivation. He has a way with words, and I’m sure if he did encourage them, more people would follow him.

      When I ask him about it later, he looks worried. “I know. I didn’t want anyone to join because I said the right words. They need to fight because they want to. They’ve been through so much, I can’t push them to go through more.”

      I understand. Zeke did the right thing. This way, it will be their decision. They will want to fight with us, not for us. They will fight for themselves, for their families and friends, and for each other. It makes all the difference in the world. I just hope it’s enough.
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      “Why don’t I remember any of this?” The first words I speak since my father—no, Prius—began his story. “You said I was six. I should remember my parents.”

      Fragments of my dreams return. Were they memories?

      “You can’t remember any of it because we made sure you wouldn’t. Your therapist and the scientists at the lab worked together to suppress the memories. We added a dose of the memory suppressant to your Disease medication to ensure none of it would resurface.” He chuckles. “We actually had to do the procedure twice. A few years after you came to us, you woke up in the middle of the night and walked in on a meeting I held at our home. You saw some things you weren’t supposed to see.”

      The dream about seeing a younger Chase, could it have been real?

      I exchange another glance with Liz. Her eyes are wide. Her face is pale.

      Derec stays motionless. Strong shoulders pulled back. No expression on his face.

      “It doesn’t matter if you believe me now. You will,” my father says.

      Not a request, a declaration. Not hope, knowledge.

      He snaps his fingers at the camera, and a scientist shuffles into the room. Not any scientist. Goodman, Susan’s father. Glass and metal rattles as he pulls a cart behind him.

      “Good, you are here. Thank you for coming, Mr. Goodman,” my father says, barely hiding the smirk on his face. No, not my father. “Can we begin?”

      Mr. Goodman nods and picks up a syringe from the cart. He fills it. Holds it up to the light. Taps it twice. He turns to me. Apprehensive, he exchanges a look with my father—Prius.

      Good. I draw my shoulders back. I am not afraid. I am not afraid.

      “You may start,” Prius instructs.

      Goodman takes a hesitant step forward.

      “I won’t let you,” I say. “You can’t force me. I don’t want whatever is in that syringe.”

      Derec laughs.

      My father—Prius ignores him and steps up to me. “You don’t really have a choice, Jonathan.”

      Goodman flicks the syringe. A single drop slides down the needle. He stands beside me.

      “No.” I hold up a hand. “You can’t force me.”

      The moment I say it, I regret it. Derec’s face splits into a grin. An evil grin.

      No. No. No.

      “Mr. Lompoc, would you show my son that he does not really have a choice in the matter?” He sounds almost bored. Fuck him.

      Derec steps around Liz’s chair. The chair Chase once sat in. The chair where he touched her.

      “Don’t you dare touch my sister,” I spit. “Get away from her, you filthy piece of shit.”

      I lunge toward him. Two peacers block me. I push through them, knock one of them to the ground. I won’t let him touch Liz.

      “Jonathan,” Prius snaps. “Calm down.”

      His voice pierces my veil of anger. I barely notice the peacers who, again, step in front of me. Weapons raised.

      “Stop resisting,” he continues. “As I said, you don’t have a choice.”

      I collapse against the wall. Resigned. “If I let you do this, you can’t touch her.” It’s a plea more than an actual negotiation. I don’t hold any chips.

      He doesn’t say anything, merely gestures at Goodman to proceed.

      I don’t watch as the needle pierces my skin. I don’t flinch. I don’t react at all. I’m dead inside. I hear screaming, barely notice it’s me.
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      I run through tall grass. Mommy laughs as she catches me.
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      Daddy pulls me onto his lap, opens a book.
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      I sit on the kitchen counter and stir a pot of steaming soup. Mommy pets my head.
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      I stumble into the kitchen. Yawn. Mommy and Daddy stop talking. Smile. They tell me they love me.
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      Sand flows through my hands. I giggle as it tickles my skin. I look up, and Mommy waves and smiles. A man in a dark cloak stands behind the bench. He doesn’t smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two men enter my home. Dark cloaks. Sunglasses. They look grumpy. Mommy and Daddy jump up, step in front of me. Yelling. I don’t understand the words.

      A man hits my dad. He stumbles to the ground. He looks like he’s sleeping. The man made him tired. That must be it.

      One of the men hugs my mom as she cries. The other man picks me up.

      I hear Mommy cry as he takes me away. I don’t want to go with him. I cry too.
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      A woman in a white coat holds out her arms. The man in black hands me to her. She pets my head and I cry. Where’s my mom? The woman hugs me tight. She’s warm and soft. Friendly. Like Mommy but not my mom.

      She sits with me on a bed, hands me a cup of something warm. It smells sweet. “It’s okay,” she says. Her voice is soft. “It’s hot chocolate.”

      It tastes even better than it smells. I drink until I’m tired. So tired.
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      It’s dark. I can’t see anything. There is nothing. No one. I am alone. I want my mommy. I want my daddy. I don’t want to be alone.

      A door opens, and light blinds me.

      A man looks into the room. He smiles at me. “Why don’t you come out here?”

      I don’t want to go. I want to stay here. I don’t know the man. He’s not my dad. I want my daddy.
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      A woman sits next to me on the bed. She’s not my mom. But she looks nice. She smiles. She gives me more hot chocolate. She has some too. Her hand smooths my hair, just like Mommy used to do.

      I miss my mom. No one tells me where she is.

      The strange man comes back in. “How is he doing?” he asks the woman.

      She sets down her mug, stops petting my hair. I don’t want her to stop. “He’s going to be fine,” she whispers.
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      I wake up and Mommy is by my side. She pushes my hair out of my face. “Did you sleep okay, sweetheart?” she asks.

      Daddy comes in, and she stands up. They whisper. I can’t hear what they say. Mommy looks at me. I think she’s worried. Or is she sad? Why would she be sad?
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      Mom and I walk through the forest on the roof. “There’s something I want to tell you,” she whispers as she kisses the top of my head. Her eyes glimmer. She smiles at me, kisses me again.

      “Is everything okay, Mommy?”

      She pulls me into a hug. Tight. Warm. Soft. Her next kiss is wet.

      Suddenly she lets go. She turns away, wipes her face.

      Dad is walking toward us. He puts a hand on my shoulder, looks at Mom.

      “Mommy, what do you want to tell me?”

      She smiles. “It’s nothing, sweetheart. Do you want to go visit the animals again?” She looks at Dad, who still holds my shoulder.

      His grip hurts a little. I pull away, run over to Mom. “Can I pet the monkey this time? Please, can we go?”

      She laughs. “I’ll ask and see what we can do, okay?” She smiles.

      Dad follows, and for the first time, he comes with us. He’s never visited the animals with us.
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      I’m lying on the floor, knees pulled into my chest. I cradle my head. Tears run down my cheeks. Sobs wrack my body. Memories race through my mind. It’s too much.

      “You fucking asshole,” I hiss at my father—no, at Prius—without looking up. My voice is weak. My hate isn’t.
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      My father rushes to the door, shock on his face. I catch a last glimpse of the woman’s face on the screen. My father’s fingers dig into my shoulder.

      “You shouldn’t have seen that,” he says as he steers me down the hall.
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      Two men in white push me into a chair. One of them holds up a needle. “Are you sure you want to do this, Mayor Ashcroft? I’m not sure a second course of treatment is advisable—”

      My father cuts him off. “Do it. We’ll up his therapy after. It will be fine. And no more animal visits for this one. The lab might trigger the memories.”

      I wince as the needle jabs into my arm. And then the world goes black.
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      “Nate.” The thick voice comes from far, far away.

      “Nate.” Again, a voice through the clouds. Something shakes me. Every inch of my body aches.

      “Nate.” This time I recognize the voice. Liz.

      I grunt.

      Liz sobs. “Nate, wake up. Please.” She’s begging—begging me, begging anyone.

      I force my eyes open. Even my eyeballs hurt. “What… happened?” I manage.

      My sight is blurry. Liz’s face swims in front of me. I fight to sit up. Pain everywhere. I slump against the cold wall. Slowly my vision focuses. I’m still in the room with the chair. Liz is still here. My father—Prius and Derec are gone. The guards are gone.

      “What happened?” I repeat.

      Tears stream down Liz’s cheeks. “Oh, Nate.”

      “What the fuck happened?” I ask again, stronger this time.

      “Dad—he—they—” She breaks off, unable to finish the sentence.

      “Please, tell me.”

      “After he injected you, you—you screamed. You rolled around on the floor. You were in so much pain. You shouted at Dad a few times. You seemed most present then. When you went quiet, I thought you’d… I fought to get to you.”

      I notice a bruise on her chin. Anger floods me. “Derec,” I snarl. “I’ll kill him.”

      She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. I needed to help you. They didn’t let me. The peacers forced me back. Dad, he—he just laughed.”

      I pull her next to me, her head on my shoulder, the way it was so often when we sat in my home watching TV. Comforting.

      “When you went quiet, they left.” Her voice is soft, almost weak. “You didn’t react. You were too far gone. Nate, you—” She breaks off again.

      “Liz, it’s okay. I’m here.” But it’s not okay. Nothing is okay.

      “I can’t believe you aren’t my brother. It’s all a lie. All of my life—”

      “Stop, Liz. It’s okay.” I hold her tighter. “I don’t care. You are my sister. I will always be your brother.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When the sun shines through the large windows, Liz stirs. She yawns. Her eyes find mine, and sadness enters them.

      “Did you get any sleep?” she asks.

      “Enough,” I lie. I managed only a little sleep. Nightmares kept waking me.

      The look she gives me tells me she knows I’m not being truthful. “Why do you think Dad wanted you back? Why does it matter that you know about your birth parents?”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure. Maybe he knew I’d remember when I ran out of their pills.”

      She stares out the window, over the City. “But why bring you back?”

      I spent all night mulling these questions over. “I think he didn’t want me to tell the Rebels. I’m not sure why, but it’s the only reason I could come up with.”

      My head throbs. Memories still invade my mind. Moments I’d forgotten. Little things like eating cookies with my parents—my first parents. Years of memories flooding back.

      “Are you okay?” Liz asks.

      “It’s just… it’s a lot,” I admit.

      “What is it like?”

      I look up at her. “I don’t know. It hurts. It’s confusing. Like my memories were dammed up. Stuffed into a small part of my brain.” I shake my head. “For months, memories trickled through. Mostly in dreams. Yesterday, they opened the fucking floodgates.”

      “What do you remember?” Her voice is hesitant. As if she isn’t sure she wants to hear my answer.

      We talk for hours. I tell her everything I remember. Talking it through sorts some of the memories. Gives them less power. Takes away the hurt—or at least dulls it. I don’t think the pain will ever go away.

      Prius isn’t my father. He took me away from my parents.

      “Do you think your parents are still alive?” Liz asks.

      I haven’t let my mind go there yet. I’m not sure I want to think about it.

      “Sorry,” Liz mutters.

      I look up at her. “No, don’t apologize.” I sigh. “Chances are he killed them. If they are alive—if they survived, they are probably in the prison camp.”

      “Prison camp?” Liz gasps. “I thought there were no prisoners in the City. Isn’t that what PCR is for, to prevent crimes from even happening?”

      I laugh. It’s not funny. “Yeah, that’s a lie too.”

      Liz closes her eyes. “I’m beginning to wonder if anything is true at all.”
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      The next day, I feel nervous as I walk to meet those who want to help but aren’t ready, physically or mentally, to fight. When I open the door, the room is buzzing. The ex-prisoners are finally talking to each other.

      Eddie is lounging, legs crossed, on a table at the front of the room, talking with a small group. When the door falls shut behind me, he looks up and greets me with a big smile. He excuses himself, jumps off the table, and joins me.

      “Not a bad turnout, is it?” He grins.

      “I’m surprised so many came,” I whisper.

      “You forget the City has put them through hell. You’re not the only one who hates the government. From what I’ve heard in the last few minutes, these people are more than ready to do what they can to overthrow the mayor and his damn PCR.”
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      The Rebels arrive a few days later, as promised. The lessons we learned on our way to the Mountain Circle barracks made their journey safer. They brought more guns to ward off the tech-apes and managed the trip without casualties. Artemis stayed behind, but a vast number of people came—fighters, doctors, even a few merchants.

      “You should never pass up an opportunity to be the first to reach a new market,” a jewelry store owner, who sells pieces made from Outer Wall rocks, explains with a wink.

      Within hours of the Rebels’ arrival, we have a room set up for the doctors to treat those who need urgent help. While everyone is happy to see more fighters, it is the healers who are most needed.

      Tien rushes to meet one of the doctors. When he comes back, his face is red, and his grin wider than I’ve ever seen.

      “How’s Mira?” I ask.

      “She is getting big. She and the baby are well. One of her doctors stayed with her to make sure they stay that way.”

      I grin back, the happy news a break from all the planning and preparing. I realize just how much I needed to hear something happy, something normal, something that has nothing to do with our mission.
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      We are ready to leave for the City two days later. The doctors stay behind with volunteers to care for the weak and wounded. They have enough supplies for a few weeks. If things go well, they won’t need more than a few days’ worth, but—

      I shake my head to stop myself from thinking about what all could go wrong.

      Carts are loaded with tents, blankets, and supplies. I hope tents will be enough. We don’t know if we’ll meet more than techmut-beetles in the desert. Again, I shake the thoughts away.

      We leave right after the morning storm to travel in as much daylight as possible. The barracks are right at the Mountain–Desert border, but we’ll need two days to reach the City with this many people.

      The fighting groups are led by Zeke, Tien (who looks even more nervous than he did when we stormed the prison and answers my “I believe in you” with a weak whimper), Bruce, Georgie, and a few of the Rebels who joined us with the doctors.

      The mayhem squads—our nickname for those of us who will be spreading the news about what the City has done—follow me, Eddie (who still doesn’t consider himself a fighter), Tanja (who has had enough fighting after losing her friend), and two freed prisoners. Eddie thought it a good idea to have some squads led by the prison escapees to make it clear that we are not completely in charge.

      After an hour of walking, Tanja catches up to me, her squad mingling with mine.

      “How are you holding up?” I ask.

      “Bored. There’s too much sand in this desert. I’ve been around enough sand, living on the beach all my life.”

      I chuckle. “There’s a lot more sand to come before we reach the City.”

      An annoyed grunt from Tanja tells me she knows this but doesn’t want to think about it.

      “Are you ready?” she asks after a few minutes.

      I shrug. I’m not ready. I don’t think I’ll ever feel ready. “I don’t have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice,” Tanja says.

      “You don’t have children, do you?” I ask with a smile. She shakes her head, so I add, “Then you won’t understand that there is no choice. They have my daughter. I have to rescue her.”
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      That night, we set up the tents between a few naked, knobbly trees. They won’t provide any cover from the tech-beetles, but the illusion of their protection is better than nothing.

      I sit with Zeke and Eddie outside their tent and look out over the camp—tents glowing from the lights inside, nervous chatter, even some laughter. I’m sharing a tent with Tanja, who is fast asleep, but what we are about to do makes it impossible for me to find sleep—especially without Nate.

      “I miss him,” I admit to Zeke and Eddie.

      Zeke looks up as if to say, Who?, but when his eyes find mine, he scoots closer and puts his arm around me. “I miss him too.” He strokes my back. “I’m sure he’s fine. We’ll be in the City the day after tomorrow. We’ll find him. We’ll find Liz. We’ll find Willow.”

      I lean my head against his shoulder. I hope he’s right.
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      The storm whips my tent, dumps water onto its roof. Shrieks fill the camp when the first drops hit.

      “They are scared,” Tanja says, lying next to me. “One of them told me that they could hear the storm in the prison camp. Every morning, when it was over, their shift started.”

      The darkness around us is absolute, and I suddenly feel cold. It’s hard to think about what those we rescued have been through—impossible to understand how they must feel.

      “I wish there was something I could do. I hate sitting here and doing nothing,” I say.
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      As soon as the storm passes, I rush over to Zeke and Eddie, who are already waiting outside their tent. I tell them about the significance of the storm for those who came from the prison.

      Zeke sighs. “That makes it even harder for me to stir them into motion now. We need to get going. If we march through the day, we’ll be able to reach the Wall before dark.”

      Eddie puts a hand on his shoulder. “Talk to them. Tell them you understand. Make them feel like more than prisoners.”

      Zeke looks at the sand by his feet. “You know I’m not good with feelings.”

      Eddie smiles. “Oh, I know. How about this, I talk to them about the touchy-feely stuff, then you come in with one of your speeches that inspires people to follow you anywhere?”

      Even though he still looks uncomfortable, Zeke agrees.

      “They already made their decision,” I say. “When you asked them to come with us, you did the right thing by giving them the choice. But they are here now, and they need to hear you lead us. They need to hear they are needed, wanted. They need to hear they will make a difference.”
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      Soon after, we are gathered around Zeke and Eddie. The tents that survived the storm’s onslaught are neatly stacked onto the carts. We are ready to leave—physically, at least.

      Eddie starts the speech for Zeke. “I know you are scared. I know you hate the storm. But that was the last time you’ll meet the storm in this circle. Tonight, we’ll reach the City and sleep under a real roof. We may still hear the storm, but we’ll be safe. You’ll be home.”

      I watch the crowd around me. As Eddie talks, everyone grows less fearful, and when Zeke takes over, they are filled with strength and determination. It’s Zeke’s best speech yet.

      He finishes, saying, “Let’s fight for those we lost. Let’s fight for a better future. Let’s fight for our city!”

      His words are answered with shouts and roars. Now we are ready.
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      The sun is relentless, and we make our way through our water stores quickly. By midday we need to take stock of the remaining water and assign rations for what’s left. There won’t be any chance to refill them until we reach the City. We’ll need to make do with what we have.

      Later in the afternoon, I pass the last of my water to Josh, who insisted on joining my squad after the storm last night. He explained he wanted to be with someone he trusted, and apparently I qualify because I know his wife.

      “No, no. You drink that, dear,” he argues.

      “I’ve got more,” I lie and push the bottle in his hand. He needs it more than I do.

      Gasps flow through the crowd around us. I look up to see the City in the distance. Only the top of the Outer Wall is visible behind the high dunes, but we are close. Looks like Zeke will make good on his promise to get us there by nightfall. The sun is setting behind us but not yet close to the horizon.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say to Josh and Tanja. I sprint past rows of people until I reach Zeke and Eddie. “Do you see it?” I pant as I point to the distant, looming Wall.

      They nod, both grinning. Zeke draws himself upright, clearly motivated by the end in sight. “We’ll make it. And so far, no one knows we are coming.”

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      “They haven’t met us yet,” he says simply.
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      We reach the Outer Wall as the sun touches the horizon, but it takes us another hour to find the door to the tunnel.

      “At least we have flashlights this time.” Tien smiles as he pulls the door open.

      My stomach clenches as I think of Nate and how scared he was in the tunnel’s total darkness when we left the City.

      The trapdoor is much easier to find from this side because the bottom is clearly marked with a giant red X.

      “X marks the spot,” Zeke jokes as he pushes it open.

      He and Bruce are first through the door to check that the church is clear. Even after they confirm no one is waiting for us, we send the fighters through next. Just in case.

      Finally, Tien and I follow the last group up. With this many people, the church looks much smaller than it did when we first came through. As Zeke predicted, there are two bathrooms (with three stalls each, which is way too few for this many people, but it will do) and running water. We make sure to stay away from the front door—still damaged at the hinges from Zeke’s kick during our escape, but miraculously intact.

      Tonight’s mood is much better than last night’s. A roof above our heads and a much quieter pass of the storm makes everyone feel safer. But nerves slowly set in, and less people manage to sleep.

      We wait for an hour after the storm, until the sunlight creeps in through the large windows of the church.

      “It’s time,” Zeke says to me, Eddie, Bruce, and Tien. “It’s time,” he repeats much louder, and silence falls.

      Without another word, fighting groups and mayhem squads form. I join mine and smile at Josephine’s husband right behind me.

      “All of you know what to do. Let’s show these bastards this is not their city.” After only a moment of the slightest hesitation, Zeke strides toward the door and steps out into the morning light.
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      “Tell me what you know about the Rebels. Where’s their base, son?”

      I growl. “Don’t call me son. I am not your son.”

      The man who pretended to be my father stands in front of me. Mr. Goodman is in the corner, ready with another syringe. I don’t ask what’s in it. I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. Liz is by my side. Derec isn’t here. Not yet. My hand balls into a fist.

      “I raised you, boy. I get to call you whatever I want. So tell me, son, where are the Rebels?”

      I feel my temper rise. Fight to keep it down. I can’t explode. It would put Liz in danger. No, I have to cooperate—or pretend to.

      “You already know where they are,” I answer. Slow. Calculated. Controlled.

      Prius raises an eyebrow. “I do?”

      I groan and close my eyes. Patience. “I found maps in the labs. They led us to the base. You know where it is.”

      “Don’t try and trick me. It won’t work.” He leans against the wall. “We’ve sent helicopters a couple of times. Nothing.”

      I fight the urge to smile. Good, Athens’ defenses are working. They sounded ridiculous. Unreal. But they work.

      “We followed the map to find it,” I say. “I can’t help you if you don’t look hard enough.”

      “I wish you would cooperate. I don’t want to hurt you.” His eyes find Mr. Goodman’s, who steps closer.

      “You don’t have to,” I say, smiling.

      I don’t know what makes me smile. I know whatever he has planned won’t be pleasant. I know he’ll go for Liz if he can’t break me. I shouldn’t be smiling. But defying him makes me happy. Finally, I can go against his will. Not just ignore his wishes but defy him. All the way.

      “Liz, dear,” Prius says, “would you do me a favor and tell your ‘brother’ to cooperate with me? I don’t want to hurt him, but I really, really don’t want to hurt you.” A practiced pause. I have listened to too many of his speeches for it to fool me. “But I will if he forces me to.”

      He faces me. “If you don’t tell me what I want to know, I’ll hurt you. Then I’ll hurt her. In the end, you will tell me.”

      “Do you really not give a shit about your children? Not even the biological one?” I ask. My voice is calm. My insides are writhing. I have to protect Liz.

      “I care about both my children.”

      “You don’t give a shit about me. I’ve always been a pawn to you. Marrying me off to Susan for the political support of the scientists.” I indicate Goodman. “No, you never gave a fuck about me. I did think you cared about her, though. Liz is your daughter. She doesn’t deserve an asshole like you for a father. Maybe it would have been better if you hadn’t gotten rid of Josephine’s first husband.” Liz told me that he left, but Prius’ face tells me my hunch was right.

      Livid, he steps closer. Neck vein pulsing. Close to explosion point. Good, if he’s angry at me, he won’t hurt Liz. He needs control for that. I raise my hands as he rushes me. I don’t fight him, just push him away.

      “Sir,” one of the peacers at the door shouts.

      He doesn’t react to the peacer. He grips my shoulders, shakes me. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that,” he spits. Barely enough control to force out the words.

      And then, everything happens at once. Alarms blare. The peacers pull my father out of the room. “Sir, we need to go. Now.” Shouting barely audible over the loud siren. Liz covers her ears. Goodman runs out of the room, following the mayor. A good puppy.

      The door doesn’t close.

      “Let’s go,” I shout.

      Liz is already at the door. She beckons for me to follow.

      We make our way down the hall. Commotion everywhere. Alarms blaring. Lights flashing. Peacers, scientists, assistants—all running for the exits. No one pays us any attention.

      We reach the lobby and burst out into the sunlight. I spot Prius in the distance, being escorted home by two peacers. Coward. Won’t even face whatever this is. I start to follow.

      “Nate.” Liz pulls my elbow. “Let him go. We need to get out of here.”

      I shake my head. “I’m done running.”

      “He’s not worth it,” she urges. “Come with me.”

      I can’t. Every ounce of my body is drawn toward him. The man kidnapped me. Lied to me my entire life. I can’t.

      “Liz, go. I’ll meet you at my house as soon as I can. Find Susan, your mother–take them there.”

      “Nate,” she pleads, but I’m already running.

      “Go, I’ll find you!”

      With a final glance, I leave her standing in front of the Imperium.
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      Zeke’s fighting group vanishes through the door, pulling it shut behind them. I fight the urge to follow and shift my weight from foot to foot as the rest of the fighter groups and mayhem squads disappear. With the agreed-upon ten-minute wait between each exit, time passes slowly. When all the others have gone, I usher my squad out the door.

      The street outside is nearly empty, only a few people on their way to work. They don’t pay us any attention. Either they don’t notice us or they don’t want to get into trouble for seeing us.

      We rush through the City. No one says a word as we make our way toward the giant, triangular apartment building I used to live in. When it looms ahead, my heart skips a beat. It feels wrong to be back here. Without Willow. Without Dale.

      “Okay, guys, you know what to do,” I say.

      A few good-byes and curt nods, then the squad disperses into the surrounding streets.

      I stand alone in front of the apartment building. Hesitantly, I put my hand on the doorknob. What if they took my handprint out of the system?

      But the door opens, and a cascade of envelopes are released from the mailbox next to the door. I step over the mail, don’t even look at it, and make my way inside. The elevator doors slide open, and the grinding sounds of the ancient elevator accompany my ride to the twenty-third floor.

      With a heavy heart, I walk to my apartment a few doors down the hall. The building door opened at my touch. Maybe this door will too. Did they assign it to someone else? Or are all my things still there? Dale’s things? No, I can’t go in there. I can’t face that.

      I turn and walk back to the elevator, then past it. I knock on the doors of people who know me. Mrs. Rodgers, the family across the hall, and a woman I never spoke to but saw a few times open their doors.

      “Chase?” Mrs. Rodgers asks. Confusion is evident on her face. “I thought—”

      “I was dead. Yeah, I know,” I interrupt before she can start one of her monologues. “I’m not. I fled the City. But I’m back now. They have Willow.” Damn, I’m doing a bad job at explaining this. “Let me start at the beginning.”

      I tell them everything they need to know about Willow, my flight from the City, the prison camp—everything I can think of. Their faces change from confusion to shock to anger as I talk.

      “Why are you here, dear?” Mrs. Rodgers asks. “You were out. You should’ve stayed out. They’ll kill you.”

      “They have Willow. I had to come back. And I’m not alone.”

      “You aren’t?” the young woman inquires.

      I shake my head. “There are quite a few of us. Some of them are Rebels, some are people we freed from the prison camp. We are all here to fight.” I smile at them. “And you can help.”

      “How?” the father asks as he pulls his children closer.

      “Spread the word. Share the story. There will be a battle here today. Those who can’t or don’t want to fight should get as far from the Government Complex as possible, head to the church behind the Old Market. Those who want to fight should get to the Hospital Square.”

      The man turns to his wife, tells her to take care of the children. With worry on her face, she kisses him good-bye, then says, “Mrs. Rodgers, you should come with us.”

      I’m glad they believe me, but I can’t wait for them to figure out the details. I have things to do, places to be, and this took longer than I thought it would.
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      By the time I reach the square in front of the Hospital, Zeke is already there, positioned in a side alley.

      “Any trouble so far?” he asks, not looking away from the Hospital entrance.

      I shake my head. “No peacers anywhere—not even the checkpoints between the Circles. Led the squad to my old place, and they spread out from there.”

      We told the ex-prisoners to go to houses of past family, friends, and neighbors since it would be easiest to recruit those who knew they had been missing. It’s why I wanted to try my own apartment floor, make a start.

      Tien joins us, his fighter group probably hiding in another alley. “Ready to do this?”

      Zeke nods. “Ready. Chase?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I answer quietly. I try not to think about how much of this plan depends on me.

      “You’ve got this,” Tien says, hugging me.

      I put on my sunglasses, braid my hair to one side, and pull my shoulders back. Okay, off I go.

      I stride confidently—at least, I hope I look confident—across the open square. There’s a long line in front of the Hospital, but I pass it by and walk straight into the entrance hall. I head for the check-in desk and wait for an elderly woman to scuttle away. I clutch the counter to prevent my hands from shaking and lean close to the window.

      “I’m here to see Josephine Ashcroft. Could you tell her that it’s urgent, please?”

      “Name?” the nurse asks, bored.

      “Kat. Kat Everdeen,” I answer with as much conviction as I can muster, and she nods.

      I hope Josh is right about Josephine. You’d be hard put to find a copy of The Hunger Games anywhere in the City, but Josh told her the story, and she loved Katniss. He told me that if I couldn’t tell her my real name, using something from The Hunger Games would pique her curiosity.

      I sit in one of the waiting room chairs and keep my head down to avoid any attention. I jump when a hand touches my shoulder. I look up and see Josephine.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks in an urgent whisper, beckoning for me to follow her.

      “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      She leads me through the same corridor Liz led me through on my way out of the Government Complex. It feels like it was yesterday and a decade ago at the same time. Josephine doesn’t say a word until we step out into the sun on the other side.

      “You shouldn’t have come—” she says urgently, but I interrupt her. “It’s okay. I’m not alone.”

      She looks at me in confusion but doesn’t press the subject. She takes giant strides along the path around the Complex until we reach Nate’s house—or former house? She leads me through the backyard and slides the patio door open. Confused, I follow.

      “Okay, this should do. No one has recognized you, right?”

      I shake my head. “We’ve been careful. Plus, most people don’t know what I look like.”

      Josephine scoffs. “You’re wrong about that. Every single person in this city knows what you look like. My dear husband”—she spits out the word—“has made sure of that. Your face has been broadcast all over the City. You are officially an enemy of the mayor, the PCR, and the whole city.”

      Fuck. I give myself a second to recover. I should’ve expected that. “It doesn’t matter. No one in the Outer or Middle Circle would give me up. They don’t trust the PCR.”

      Josephine sits on the couch. “I sure hope you’re right about that. Now”—she gestures to the seat opposite her—“what can I do for you?”

      I sit across from her and explain. Her face changes from concerned to surprised to something I cannot interpret over the course of a few minutes.

      “Oh, and Josephine, I think there’s something else you should know.”

      She looks at me questioningly.

      “Your first husband, Josh—”

      Her eyes widen. “How do you know his name? I didn’t even tell Liz. Prius hates it when I talk about him. I didn’t want him to get angry at her if she said it. I never told her his name. She must have found out another way. She’s such a clever girl, too clever sometimes.” Her voice stumbles over itself in an endless stream of worried speculation.

      “It’s fine. She didn’t tell me. I met him. Josh is alive.”

      “He’s… he’s… he can’t be.”

      I place both my hands on her arms. “He’s alive. We rescued him from the prison camp. He’s alive and well and excited to see you.”

      “I can’t believe—” Loud blaring alarms interrupt her. Josephine jumps and looks panicked.

      I tighten my grip on her arms “It’s okay. We expected this to happen. The fight has started.”

      “Time for me to go, then.” Josephine hurries toward the front door. “Stay here. I’ll be back.”

      The minutes stretch on forever. Pacing, I circle the couch and dining room table. Every few steps, I look to the front door, expecting Josephine to return or peacers to rush in. I wonder if I put Josephine in danger.

      To distract myself from my worry, I look around Nate’s home. I’ve been here before, of course, but I didn’t have time to take anything in. It is immaculate, not a single thing out of place. I chuckle when I think Liz must be on top of him to keep the place in order. Unable to stop myself, I walk up the stairs. Before I reach the top, the front door opens.

      Feeling guilty, I rush back down, ready to explain to Susan that I need her help but find myself face-to-face with someone else.

      “Liz?”

      “Chase? What the hell are you doing here?”
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      “Where do you think you’re going?” Derec’s voice drags me from my preoccupation with hunting down Prius. His evil grin is plastered onto his dark face.

      I hate that face. Those yellow eyebrows.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be in a cell?” he adds.

      “Why don’t you mind your own business, for once?” I ask, fighting the urge to beat Derec to a pulp. I want to hurt him for what he did to Chase, to Liz. He deserves it. “Leave and mind your own business, Derec.”

      The longer I look at his face, the more I want to hurt him. If I’m supposed to keep my promise to Liz, he needs to get out of here.

      “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me how you got out of that cell,” Derec insists.

      I decide to try honesty. “They left the door open. Guess the sirens freaked them out.”

      Derec’s eyebrows twitch. “What’s the plan, Nate?”

      “I’m going after the mayor. He’s not getting away with this. But right now? My plan is not to kill you. Though that’s easy to change.” I try to sound nonthreatening. I’m sure I failed.

      “Kill me? Like you want to kill your father? Wait.” His grin deepens again. “Not your father. Your pretend father. Your fake father.”

      He’s enjoying this too much.

      “Why are you still standing in my way?” I ask. “Shouldn’t you be at home, beating your wife?”

      Fuck. I didn’t mean to. I promised Liz I’d try. I am trying, for fuck’s sake. Not easy when I’m looking at that face. A face I hate almost as much as Prius’.

      Derec’s hands ball into fists. He rushes me and presses me against the wall. The air is knocked out of my chest. His arm against my throat, I gasp.

      “Let go of me,” I grunt. “Look, man—Derec, I’m just trying to get to the mayor. You know what he did. You know what he ordered you to do.”

      Derec pushes harder. I can’t get air into my lungs.

      “He didn’t make me do anything,” Derec sneers.

      I raise an eyebrow. “He manipulated you,” I say through gritted teeth. “He used you, your past.”

      I hope Liz was right. While she and Susan were digging through the City’s database, they found the file on Derec. Not a pretty file. I try to remember the details she told me: Derec’s father beat him and his mother. Derec killed his father to protect his mother. Then his mother abandoned him.

      Derec loosens the pressure.

      I take a deep breath, then press on. “He knows everything about you. He knows what your father did to your mother, to you. He knows what you did to your father. He knows. He used it to shape you, to make you into the loyal puppy you are.”

      Derec’s eyes narrow. I cough as he throws me back against the wall. Puppy, wrong word.

      “I mean,” I squeeze out, “he manipulated you into being loyal.” I wish Liz were here. She’s much better at the feelings stuff. Or Chase. Chase would know what to say. “Your father hurt you, hurt your mother. You were just a boy. You didn’t know what you were doing.”

      “Oh, I knew.” Derec’s still angry, but his face softens a little.

      “You might have. But you were just a boy—”

      “Fifteen,” Derec corrects.

      “An angry teenager, then,” I counter. “Either way, your father deserved it. You were defending your mother. You probably didn’t even mean to kill him.”

      Derec grins again but falters. “Yeah, I did. I wanted him to die.”

      “Yes, you wanted him dead, I know. I would’ve wanted that too.” Like I want Prius dead. “But you didn’t want to kill him. You didn’t want to be the one to do it. You had to be. You needed to protect your mother.”

      “Should’ve left that bitch to die.” Derec lowers his arms, sinks onto the curb.

      I’m not sure what made me get through, but I continue, “No, you shouldn’t have. And you know that. She’s your mother.”

      “Didn’t want to be.” Derec stares at the ground.

      “She couldn’t,” I say. “Your father broke her. Like he broke you. It’s not your fault. Your mother should have been there for you. But she couldn’t.”

      “She didn’t give a shit.” He suddenly stands up straight. “Why are we talking about this? I am about to beat you—again. What does my mother have to do with any of this?”

      I take a step closer. I raise my hand to place on his shoulder, but let it fall to my side. “Everything. My father made you who you are. Instead of helping when your mother left, he used you. He molded you into an angry fighting machine, into someone who will blindly follow his orders. He made you into a loyal—” Not puppy. Don’t say puppy. “Into a loyal soldier.”

      “So what? What’s wrong with being loyal?” Derec takes a step back.

      I follow. I step closer, place a hand on his shoulder. He tenses but doesn’t shrug it off.

      “Nothing wrong with being loyal, man,” I say. “I’m loyal to Zeke, to Liz. I understand loyalty. What’s wrong is that the mayor manipulates you. He uses your anger. He throws gas on your fire. He wants you angry. He wants you mad. He doesn’t want you thinking.”

      Derec looks up. Our eyes meet. “Still don’t know why I shouldn’t just kill you.”

      “You could do that. You’d probably make Prius proud—happy even, if he knows what happy is. But it won’t last. His time is over. His power is falling. He won’t be in charge much longer. You are backing the wrong man.”

      Derec shrugs off my hand. “And you think I should back you instead? Hell no.”

      I shake my head. This dude is too angry. “No, man, look. I don’t want the power. I don’t care who has it. As soon as I get what I came for, I’m leaving.”

      Derec scoffs. “And go where? There’s nothing out there.”

      “You’ve only seen the Circles, the beasts, the bad.” The image of him killing Dale fights its way to the front of my mind. I push it away. I can’t get angry. Liz would be proud. I haven’t killed the man—yet. “There’s more out there. Other cities.”

      Derec hesitates. His eyebrows draw together. “How do you know?”

      I have to make him believe me. “I’m sure. The mayor is sure. The Circles are a defense against what’s out there. An evil, evil defense. You could find a new home. A home away from all of this. If you wanted, you could come with us.”

      “I’m going nowhere with you.” Derec’s face is impossible to read. Yellow eyebrows scrunched. Eyes diverted.

      It’s not like I want him to come with us. I want him out of my way. It would’ve been so much easier to just beat him.

      Fuck it, I think, before saying, “I don’t want you to come with us. But I’d let you. You don’t need me, though. You can go wherever you want when this is over. All you gotta do is step aside. You don’t have to fight with me. You don’t have to fight against me. You just have to wait. Do nothing. Go home. Apologize to your wife. Take her with you.”

      “She hates me.” I watch him struggle before saying, “And I don’t want her.”

      “Okay, leave her. Hide until everything is over. Then leave when the gates open. No one will stop you, I promise.”

      When he doesn’t move, I take a step past him. And another. He doesn’t stop me.

      I don’t wait for him to speak. I don’t ask what he has decided. All that matters is that he won’t be in my way.

      When I look back, he’s sitting on the curb. My stride widens. I speed up, run. Time to end this.
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      “I have an idea,” Liz exclaims when I finish telling her how I ended up at Nate’s house. She runs upstairs and returns a few minutes later with a laptop under her arm.

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “I’ve been spending a lot of time here since Nate left,” she says. “Well, until my dad used me as bait to catch Nate, of course.”

      “Is Nate okay?” I ask, fighting a surge of resentment toward Nate for leaving me. Now is not the time.

      Liz nods. “At least, he was when he left me at the Imperium. The idiot ran after our—I mean, my dad.”

      I notice the correction and look at her in confusion.

      “It’s a long story. Nate technically isn’t my brother. My father forced Nate’s biological parents to give him up, then chemically suppressed Nate’s memories and pretended to be his father. It’s—he’s… I am still digesting it myself.”

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “He’s still your brother.”

      “I know.” She shakes her head, as if to shake off the thoughts about her father, then opens her laptop. “My idea…”

      I move to sit across from her, but she stops me with a raised hand. “No, sit over here. Right next to me.”

      I walk around the table and sit, then wait for further instructions from her.

      “I’ve hacked into the City’s video surveillance and broadcasting system. That means two things. One, we can see what’s happening all over the City. And two, we can broadcast to every household and public screen from right here.” She smiles at me with pride in her eyes.

      “Can you see Willow?” I ask hesitantly.

      Liz pushes a few keys, and a window appears. “Yeah, found her after I finally got into the system.”

      My little girl sits at a table. She’s bent low over a piece of paper, drawing something I cannot see.

      “She’s safe, Chase,” Liz assures me. “They won’t touch her.”

      “They might if I ask the residents to rebel,” I counter. I can’t do it. I can’t endanger Willow.

      “They won’t. You know why they took her. They need her.” She squeezes my arm reassuringly. “They won’t hurt her. You addressing the City increases the chances of saving her. More people will fight if they hear your story.”

      I swallow. “And you think I should be the one to address the City?”

      “There’s no one better for it.”

      After a moment spent collecting my thoughts, I say, “Okay, tell me when.”

      Liz presses a few keys, then holds up three fingers and lowers them one by one. She gives me a short nod, and I know we are live. Liz puts her hand on mine, and the small gesture gives me courage.

      I clear my throat. “Dear fellow residents of the City. My name is Chase Hunter. You’ve probably realized there is a lot of uproar in the City today. I’m afraid this is due to my presence. I don’t have much time, so I’ll keep it short. Last winter during my daughter’s five-year examination, I overheard the government planning to take her from me. Despite my efforts, they succeeded. The mayor wants her because she is immune to the Disease, and the City’s scientists believe that her blood could cure the Disease.

      “I came here today to rescue her with a group of Rebels, who live outside the City, and ex-prisoners freed from a secret prison camp outside the Outer Wall. Believe me, the prison camp is not the only secret the City has kept from you. Has anyone ever vanished from your life?

      “Today is the day when we fight to free this city from its oppressive government. Today is the day we end Prius Ashcroft’s rule. If you want to help, if you want to do your part to free your city—our city—take the children, the elderly, and those who cannot or do not want to fight to the Outer Circle. There is a church behind the Old Market. The door will be open. You’ll be welcome there. Those of you who are ready to fight, meet us at the Hospital Square. Fight with us. Fight against this rule of oppression that has lasted too long. I will be there to fight alongside you.”

      When I look at Liz, presses a few keys and says, “I’ll play it on a loop until they figure out a way to stop it.” She looks up at me. “That was really good. But we don’t have much time. They’ll know where we broadcast from. We need to leave.” She closes her laptop and heads for the door.

      “Hold on. I was supposed to wait here for your mom.”

      Without looking at me, Liz walks into the kitchen and grabs a pen and a notepad from a drawer. She scribbles something, places the note on the table, and heads out the door. “Coming?”

      I follow Liz as she cuts through Government Complex gardens. I don’t know where we’re going. Finally, she stops outside a house much like Nate’s, though it’s smaller and leans against the Inner Wall.

      “Wait here,” she whispers, then heads around the house.

      A minute later, she beckons for me. I follow her and find myself face-to-face with a young man about Liz’s age. We follow him into the house and into a room upstairs. He sinks onto his bed, and Liz sits at his desk and opens her laptop.

      “Glenn,” he introduces himself. “You must be Chase.”

      I smile. “You saw the broadcast?”

      He nods with a wide grin that splits his dark face. “Good one. That should get some of these lazy fuckers outta bed.” He turns. “Liz, need help?”

      “Trying to get into PCR communications.”

      Glenn moves to her side. “I think I can help with that.” He ushers her out of the chair and takes over the laptop.

      “Are you sure they won’t find us here?” I ask Liz when she joins me on the bed.

      But it is Glenn who answers, “Dead sure. They don’t even know this network exists.”

      Liz smiles. “Glenn here taught me everything I know. If he says they can’t trace him, they can’t. And if anyone can get into their communications system, it’s him.”

      “I should go help Nate,” I say.

      “Chase, Nate needs to do this for himself. He didn’t want me there. He won’t want you there. Later, we’ll find him, or he’ll find us. It will be okay. I promise. Relax.” She pats the bed.

      I scoot closer to her and lean against the headboard. I won’t be able to relax, but Liz is right. Nate needs to do confront his father by himself.
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      Panting, I reach the mayor’s house. No guards outside. I slip through the back door, hide in a corner. I catch my breath, then edge toward the living room. I don’t believe my eyes. Prius is sitting in the kitchen. He’s eating breakfast. Breakfast!

      “There’s a major crisis in your city, and you don’t even bother to help? You hide here with your coffee and newspaper. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Prius pushes his glasses up his nose. “The PCR doesn’t need me to defeat your little army.”

      So full of himself, so sure. So wrong. We will defeat him in the end. Even if it’s not today, we will defeat him. My rage at his betrayal settles into a calm hate.

      “You are damn sure of yourself,” I say. “How do you know that my little army isn’t winning out there?”

      He scoffs. “How could they? A bunch of disorganized Rebels and ex-prisoners.”

      It’s my turn to scoff. Disorganized. He clearly hasn’t met them.

      “And the entire city,” I add, smiling. “None of them will protect you.”

      “I have built this city up from nothing. I have given them a home—a protected home. They owe me their lives. You don’t know what the City was like before I took over. Everyone was starving. People were dying from the Disease. No structure, no order. These people owe me everything.” He picks a loose thread from his sleeve. “I have given them everything.”

      “Yeah, right,” I answer. “Now only the people in the Middle and Outer Circle are starving and dying—not to mention anyone else who gets in your way.”

      “You don’t know what you are talking about, Jonathan.” His tone is that of a man speaking to a child. Patronizing me. Even now. “Everyone has enough. We made sure of that. Everyone has a job. We even made sure everyone has a wife or a husband.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, to help your breeding program. It’s not like they get to choose their partner.”

      Prius raises his eyebrows. “Choice is overrated. The people in this city need structure, order. They don’t need choices. You don’t know what the City would look like if we let these idiots choose. Most of these Outer Circle scoundrels are too stupid for anything but manual labor. They should be happy they work at all. We put food on their tables. We give them roofs over their heads. How dare they complain.”

      “They don’t. If they do, you drag them away.”

      “Well, that’s one problem today will solve. Your little rebellion will weed out a lot of scum in the Outer Circle.”

      “They’ll take some of your PCR with them,” I respond, though I don’t want to think about the deaths. Even if we win, we’ll lose lives. Many lives.

      “You think you stand a chance? Your pathetic army will be dead by nightfall. And after that? What’s your plan?”

      “We’ll get the hell out of here.” My conviction stands.

      The smile on Prius’ face falters. “You have no idea what’s out there.” His voice is dry. Cold. “You think the Circles were bad? It’s nothing compared to what lies outside of them.”

      “There are other cities out there. It can’t be worse than here,” I say.

      “Other cities? That’s your big plan?” He sets down his coffee. “Yes, son—”

      “Don’t call me that. I am not your son.”

      He waves his hand impatiently. “Yes, Jonathan. There are other cities out there. But you can’t simply relocate. They are protected. Each city is surrounded by experimental protections, much like the Circles outside this one. You can’t just leave here, cross the desert or the ocean, and march into another city.” He folds his newspaper. “But let’s say you reach one of them. Let’s pretend you didn’t die on the way. I mean, you did survive my Circles.”

      “Twice,” I throw in.

      “Yes, twice. So, let’s pretend you achieve that again with whatever protection the city of your choice has. What then? You think it’s any better there?”

      “It has to be,” I answer quietly. It has to be.

      “Let me tell you a little story, boy. You want to know why the City is what it is?”

      I shrug. I do. But whatever he tells me, I couldn’t believe him. Not ever.

      “A couple of centuries ago, food got scarce. Humanity had engineered itself into a corner with monocultural crops from the same genetically modified seed base. When insects that were immune to pesticides started swarming the crop fields, humans were powerless. They tried spraying more potent pesticides—not pausing to consider what the poisons would do to future generations—but nothing could save the harvests.

      “Food scarcity led to hunger and violence. Wars were fought over what limited resources remained. Humans were brought to the brink of extinction, but they survived. Barely. Small communities protected whatever food resources they possessed. In the beginning, these communities—our cities—traded with each other. It took a decade for things to go to pieces. Whatever they had sprayed on those crops, the effects didn’t show until then. When the first people died of the Disease, the cities stopped trading, slowly isolating themselves. They were scared. They came up with ideas to treat the Disease, to solve the crisis and return to how things were before.” He pauses, takes a sip from his coffee.

      I don’t speak.

      “In those days, we—well, those who led the City before me—worked with other cities. They exchanged discoveries. They were making progress. The pills the residents take every day came out of this cooperation.” Another sip of coffee. “But after a few years, an ambassador from a nearby city visited Manhattan, a small island community that used to be a district in a much larger city. They had invited him to reveal a huge discovery. Or that’s what they said. The moment he set foot into the city, he started coughing, convulsing. He died within hours.

      “Turns out that while everyone had initially suffered from the same Disease, the virus evolved differently in each city. Manhattan knew this. They had continued to work on their pills to keep up with the developing virus. The ambassador had no clue. His medication protected him from the current version of the virus in his city. It was useless against the Manhattan mutation.”

      “So they invited him to kill him?”

      Prius shrugs. “More to test a theory. Or to prove a point. I don’t really know. Point is, there is no singular disease. It might have started as one virus many, many years ago, but now there are hundreds of variations.”

      I lean against the wall. “What does it matter? I’m immune.”

      “Son, you are immune to our Disease. Nothing protects you from what’s out there.”

      I don’t correct him when he calls me son. It doesn’t matter. Can he be right about the Disease?

      “This city here, it was once Griffith Park in Los Angeles, a city much larger than this one, in a state called California. Later, it was called Anglass. But as a name is only needed when there is more than one, Anglass slowly became the City. Want to know what inspired me to create the Circles?” He looks at me. Actually expects an answer.

      I’ll play his game. “What?”

      “Griffith Park used to be the home of the Los Angeles Zoo.”

      “Zoo?” I ask, actually curious.

      “People went there to look at wild animals through bars or windows. As entertainment, you know?”

      I nod.

      “Anyway, the point is, son, that if you go out there, you’ll first have to fight your way through our city’s protection, then travel to another city, which might be a deadly journey on its own, and then penetrate another city’s defenses.”

      I groan. “You said that, yes.”

      “And when you enter that city, there is no way of knowing if you’ll survive their Disease. If you are lucky, you are immune and found a home. If you are less lucky, you get sick and they treat you. Now you’ve found another city you can’t leave.”

      I would have chosen it. That makes all the difference.

      He pushes his glasses up his nose. “Assuming they would waste their drugs on someone like you, someone who threatened their home. They don’t know if you carry a strain of the Disease that would kill them.” He pauses. “They might not take kindly to you. They might kill you on sight.”

      A sound behind me makes me look around. Josephine stands in the door. Her face is a blank mask as she says, “I wish you would leave this city and die out there.”

      “Hold your tongue, woman. This does not concern you.” Prius has always expected blind loyalty. He never got it from me. He thought he had it from Josephine.

      “I’ve had enough of your grand talks and schemes. The only good thing that has come out of our marriage—” She says the word as if it burns her throat. “The only good I got out of being with you is Liz. I suffered through it all for her.”

      “Josephine—” I start, but she holds up a hand.

      “Nate, don’t tell me to leave.”

      I don’t argue. I give her a curt nod and step beside her. Me and her against him.

      She looks at me, smiles at the support. “I met Chase. She’s okay.”

      Chase is okay. I suppress a sigh of relief, nod again. “Thanks.”

      Josephine takes a step toward her husband. “I only have one question,” she says.

      Prius doesn’t react, merely stares at her.

      In the same calm tone, Josephine asks, “Why?”

      I almost laugh. It’s the question I’ve asked myself my whole life: Why? It’s a broad question, but the only one that matters now.

      “Why what?” Prius spits out. His face is emotionless, but his tone betrays his anger.

      “Let’s start with why you took me. Why did you drag my husband off? To possess me?”

      Slowly, the mayor’s mouth lifts into a smile. “Oh, you stupid woman. Why? Because I wanted you.”

      “Wanted me?” Josephine scoffs. “Are you telling me that I suffered through years of your abuse because you wanted me?”

      “That, and because I could have you,” he adds. “I’m in charge of this city. I can have whatever I want. I wanted a son with perfect genes, I got him.” He waves a careless hand at me. “I wanted a woman by my side, I got her—you.” His smile deepens. “I wanted a daughter after the disappointment my adopted son brought me”—he shakes his head—“I got her too.”

      Josephine and I exchange a glance. Got her?

      “What do you mean?” she asks. “She’s my daughter. Liz is my daughter.”

      Prius is clearly enjoying the power, the knowledge, he holds over her. “If you say so.”

      I squeeze Josephine’s shoulder. “He’s trying to get in your head.” I glare at him. “Being a disappointment to you was my greatest pleasure.”

      Prius doesn’t take his eyes off Josephine. “Well, then you succeeded in one thing in your life, Jonathan. Josephine, you are my wife. Liz is my daughter.”

      “I don’t belong to you. Not anymore. Not since you first laid your hands on me.” She looks like she wants to spit in his face. “And Liz, she’s mine,” Josephine insists. “You were never much of a father, so stop claiming her. She grew to be the amazing woman she is now despite you, not because of you.”

      “She grew to be a traitor.”

      I laugh. “A traitor? You mean like me? Like my mother, the wife who didn’t want you?” She might not have been my biological mother, but the woman raised me, protected me, tried to tell me the truth. “Did you ever stop to think that you might be the problem?”

      It’s Josephine’s turn to laugh. “Might be? Prius, you are the problem. You are what’s wrong with this city. You are much more dangerous than the Disease you are supposedly trying to cure.”

      “Trying? With the little girl, we’ll have the cure.”

      “What do you plan to do with her?” I ask.

      “Oh, your daughter will be very helpful.” The lack of surprise on my face is clearly unexpected. He raises an eyebrow. “You know?”

      Josephine gives me an inquisitive look. “Your daughter?”

      I nod. “Willow Hunter. Liz found out before I even left the City. She didn’t tell me until he”—I gesture to the mayor—“locked us up together.” Josephine still looks confused, so I continue, “They took my sperm during those stupid annual exams. They used it to impregnate Chase without her knowledge.”

      “You really are a monster,” Josephine spits.

      She takes another step toward him. Only the table separates them. Now that she is in front of me, I notice the bulk at her back. Before I can react, she reaches for the weapon and points it at Prius, the man who took her first husband, made her suffer for years, and then took her daughter.

      “Josephine,” Prius mocks, “you won’t kill me. Put that down.”

      The window behind him reflects Josephine’s face. A mask of calm determination.

      “Oh yes, she would,” I say.

      And before anyone can say anything else, Josephine pulls the trigger.
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      “Yes!” Glenn pumps his fist in the air. “Take that, PCR. Ha, gotcha.”

      Liz interrupts his celebration. “You did it?” She spins his chair, takes the laptop from him, and sets it in front of her on the bed. “You really did it?”

      “Hell yeah,” Glenn answers, a proud smile on his face.

      “You are a genius!” Liz squeezes his arm, focusing on her laptop.

      Glenn stares at the place she touched him before turning, dazed, back to his desk. I smile. If we survive the day, there won’t be a matching system in their way anymore.

      Liz faces me. “Okay, tell us your plan, so we can send false signals to PCR.”

      I fill them in on every detail. While I talk, Liz and her friend write lines and lines of code that make zero sense to me.

      When I’m done, Glenn rubs his hands together. “Oh, this will be fun.”

      “Ready?” Liz asks me, and I nod.

      The young man dramatically circles his finger above the keyboard. “Here goes nothing,” he says, and jabs the largest key. “Ha, take that, assholes.”

      “Now all we gotta do is watch,” Liz explains. She maximizes a window that shows a dozen rotating-camera views and selects nine, pausing the cameras’ rotations. She points at one displaying the facade of a giant white mansion. “This is the house Willow is in. If someone comes for her, we’ll know.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “Can you do me one more favor?” Liz nods, so I go on, “I’m worried about Nate.”

      “And Mom,” Liz adds. “Glenn, can you find them?”

      Glenn rubs his hands together again, his eyes not leaving the screen. “Can I find them? Of course I can. Anything for you, Liz.”

      Liz blushes and looks away, then intently watches his screen as he types. All I can look at is the view of the giant mansion. Doesn’t seem right that they would imprison a little girl in a place that nice.

      “Huh,” Glenn says. “That’s weird.”

      “What is it?” Liz asks impatiently. “Where are they?”

      “Well, they are in the same location.” He points at a line of numbers I can’t interpret but seem to make sense to Liz, who gasps. Glenn catches me up, “That location is the mayor’s house.”

      “Well, Josephine lives there, and Nate went after his father—”

      “Not his father,” Liz interrupts.

      “It will take some time to get used to that,” I respond.

      Liz filled me in on what was discovered after Nate left the Rebels. I still don’t understand why he would be stupid enough to think that turning himself in would do any good, but finding out that Nate’s parents aren’t really his parents pushes my anger away.

      Liz seems to consider saying something, but she shakes her head instead. She then says, “Mom hasn’t slept in our house for weeks. Not since the man threatened to use me against Nate.”

      “Why is she there now? She stormed out of Nate’s house to deal with something. I thought she was finding someone to help with the rebellion.”

      “Guys,” Glenn says. “You realize we’ve got surveillance access, right? We can see what’s happening.”

      “There’s surveillance in the mayor’s house?” I ask.

      “Well, not everywhere. The mayor’s bedroom isn’t under surveillance. And Liz knows how to loop her room’s surveillance.”

      Liz smiles mischievously. “One of the first things you taught me.”

      The two stare at each other, as if remembering their first hours together.

      I clear my throat. “There’s a rebellion going on outside, you know?”

      Both of them blush, then Glenn pulls up the feeds from the mayor’s house. “Found them,” he says as he enlarges the footage from the kitchen.

      The mayor sits at a table with coffee mug in one hand and a newspaper in the other.

      “Having breakfast as if nothing is happening?” Glenn scoffs.

      “Hold on,” I say. “He’s talking to someone.”

      “Let me try another angle,” Glenn offers.

      After a few seconds of clicking around, he pulls up another view. Nate. And Josephine.

      Liz and I gasp.

      Glenn presses another key, and Nate’s voice comes out of the computer’s speaker. “What do you plan to do with her?”

      “Oh, your daughter will be very helpful,” Prius answers. Nate’s daughter? I look at Liz in confusion and almost miss Prius’ next sentence. “You know?” Prius looks surprised.

      Know what? What are they talking about?

      “Chase.” Liz places her hand on my shoulder. “There’s something you should know.”

      But I wave her off because Nate is talking again. “Liz found out before I even left the City.”

      What did she find out?

      Josephine seems clueless too. Nate faces her and explains, “They took my sperm during those stupid annual exams. They used it to impregnate Chase without her knowledge.”

      I put it all together and face Liz. “Is it true?”

      She nods. “Nate is Willow’s father.”

      I swallow hard. Nate, the man who helped me escape the City, the man who fought by my side through the hell in the Circles outside the Wall, the man I fell in love with… is Willow’s father. It can’t be true. It’s too much of a coincidence. No. It can’t be a coincidence.

      “Liz,” I ask tentatively, “did they plan all of this?”

      Liz shakes her head. “I don’t think so. That was Nate’s first question too. When I told him about Willow, the first thing he wanted to know is if falling in love with you was part of my dad’s plan. But, Chase, I really don’t think so. You weren’t supposed to ever meet each other.”

      “You really are a monster.” Josephine’s voice pulls my gaze to the screen. She steps closer to Prius, until her hips touch the table. Something glitters on her back. A gun. Josephine pulls it from her belt and points it at Prius.

      “Is she going to shoot him?” Liz gasps and claps her hand to her mouth.

      I hold her tight. From here, the only thing we can do is watch as Josephine pulls the trigger and Prius twitches to the ground.

      Twitches. I remember the pain from when they shot me at the Hospital, the way the electricity flowed through me. The moment of pulsing pain before I blacked out. Josephine didn’t kill him.

      “Liz,” I say, “it’s okay. He’s alive.”

      Liz grunts. “I don’t care about him. I don’t care if he’s alive or not. I want him dead. He deserves to die.” She works herself up, her face turning red. “He’s a monster, just like she said. I’m not worried about him.”

      “It’s okay if you care.” I pull her closer so Glenn can sit on her other side.

      She scoffs. “I don’t.”

      Glenn puts an arm around her and pulls her toward him. “He’s not dead. He’s just knocked out.”

      Liz pushes both of us away and jumps up from the bed. “For the last time, I don’t give a shit about the man. He might be my sire, but he certainly isn’t my father. The only thing I care about is what this will do to my mom. Why would she do this? She’s not the violent type. She wouldn’t… she’d never…” Her voice breaks up. She allows me to hug her.

      “Liz,” I say after a moment, “I think I know what triggered this. Her husband—her first husband, is alive. And…” I hesitate. “The mayor had him removed from the City. Prius took him from her.”

      A single tear rolls down Liz’s cheek. “How could he do that to her? My mom is right, he’s a monster.”
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      Josephine stares at her husband as I pull the gun from her hand. I pocket it, then lead her to the couch. “Sit,” I say. “I’ll take care of this.”

      She doesn’t respond. She just stares at the wall.

      “I’ll take care of this,” I repeat.

      Still no reaction.

      I search the kitchen drawers and find some twine. I carry a chair into the pantry. I walk over to where Prius lies, twitching sporadically. With some effort, I drag Prius across the floor and onto the chair. I tie his hands behind the chair’s back. I tie his ankles to the chair legs. Not going anywhere.

      I’m reminded of peacer training. The situation doesn’t feel real. Like it’s just another training session. But when I close the door to the pantry, the sight of Josephine pulls me back to reality. She’s still as a statue. Frozen.

      I sit next to her. “It’s okay. He is a monster. You did the right thing. I would have done it if you hadn’t. Only”—I hesitate—“I would have used a real gun.”

      He would have deserved that too.

      “Why don’t we get out of here,” I say. “See if we can’t help this rebellion.”

      Josephine turns her head to face me. Suddenly her expression changes, as if she’s remembered something. Whatever it was, it revives her. “Josh. I’ve gotta find my husband.”

      She jumps up and is halfway to the door when she looks back. “Are you coming, or not? Chase is at your house. We’ve gotta go meet her.”

      Startled by the sudden change in her mood, I follow without a response. She runs toward my house. I don’t try to talk to her, just keep pace.

      I know Chase isn’t there the moment the door opens. I turn to leave, but Josephine stops me. She picks up a note from the table and smiles. “I know where they are.”

      I read the note. I’m in the mood for some bread.

      What the fuck? Bread? What does this have to do with anything.

      Josephine laughs at my expression. “Come on.”

      We make our way through the streets. I ask her about the note, but she waves me down. “Not now.”

      We reach a small house at the edge of the Government Complex, squeezed against the Inner Wall. I’ve never been here.

      “Let’s get inside,” Josephine whispers.

      She knocks on a window. A minute later, a dark face with vivid golden-brown eyes appears. I don’t know the kid. He’s about Liz’s age, maybe a year or two older. He opens the front door, and we are ushered upstairs.

      “Come, come,” the young man says. “Liz is waiting in my room.”

      A door at the top of the stairs opens. Liz throws her arms around me, then around her mother. “I knew you’d be able to decipher my note.”

      Josephine laughs. “That’s the second time today someone’s used The Hunger Games to get my attention.”

      I still don’t understand. “What’s that? And what does it have to do with bread?”

      Liz giggles. “I’ll explain another day. First, I want you to meet Glenn. He’s the one responsible for me knowing how to do all the computer stuff you don’t understand.” With a wink at her mother, she adds, “He’s my boy with the bread.”

      “I give up. One day, you’ll explain all this to me.” I turn to the man who let us in. “Nice to meet you, Glenn.”

      Glenn grins and shakes my hand. “Don’t worry, dude. I have no clue what any of this means either.”

      Liz smiles at him. “It means you saved me when I needed saving.” She looks first at her mother, then at me, shrugs, and gives Glenn a kiss on the cheek. “It means I like you.”

      Glenn looks as if he’s been struck by lightning.

      My gaze falls on the room behind the door. Chase is sitting on a bed. I walk past Liz, her mother, and Glenn.

      Chase. The world pauses. All I care about is her.

      She stares at me. “Nate…”

      I sit next to her, take her hands in mine. “I’m sorry,” I mutter. “I’m so sorry—”

      Chase presses a finger to my lips to shut me up. I look into her stormy-gray eyes. She leans in and kisses me. I close my eyes and forget where we are. Her warmth against my body is all that matters. Her soft lips on mine. Her breath against my neck. Her soft hair around my fingers.

      “I really am sorry,” I whisper into her ear.

      She puts her arms around me. I can feel her heartbeat against my chest. I press her even closer to me.

      “I’m sorry I left,” I apologize again.

      Chase pulls away a little. “We’ll deal with that later. Right now, I’m just glad that you are okay. Let’s go win this fight, so we can get our daughter back.”

      Our daughter. Warmth spreads through my body, and I nod. “Let’s go rescue her.”
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      When we meet Zeke and Tien in the Hospital Square, they wave us over. It looks like every single resident is here. In the middle of the square kneels a group of peacers, hands behind their heads.

      “What’s with them?” Nate asks as he slaps Zeke on the shoulder, then hugs him. “It’s so good to see you, mate.”

      “Well, they kinda just walked out of the Hospital, raised their hands, and kneeled. I think they were impressed by your speech, Chase.” He nods at me with a big grin on his face.

      “What about the rest of the peacers?” I ask.

      Tien breaks out laughing. “They are running around the City like headless chicken. No clue why they don’t just follow your broadcast.”

      It’s my turn to smile. “Liz is sending them false information via PCR’s private network.”

      Zeke laughs. “Well, that explains a lot.” He walks over to one of the peacers on the ground and picks up a walkie-talkie. He stuffs the device’s earpiece into his ear. “It’ll be so easy to pick them off if we know where they are. I just wish I could talk to Liz.”

      He jumps and almost drops the device. “Fuck, Liz. You scared me. How the fuck did you do that?” He listens to Liz, then relays her information to us. “She isolated this walkie when she heard my voice. Smart girl, that one.”

      “And she has help from her boyfriend,” I add.

      “Little Liz has a boyfriend? Oh, she’s growing up,” he teases before turning to Tien. “I think we should relieve the rest of these idiots”—he waves at the peacers—“of their communication devices, just in case.”

      Tien nods, and with the help of a few others, collects the walkie-talkies and earpieces. He gives another nod at Zeke, who faces the crowd and raises his voice. “Listen up, everyone, we’ve got a plan.”
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      Over the next few hours, we pick off the peacers throughout the City. Those who don’t yield are relieved of their weapons and guarded by Rebels, City fighters, and ex-prisoners. Many peacers give up and join their colleagues in the Hospital Square, some even join our ranks. Looks like the mayor’s brainwashing wasn’t as successful as he thought.

      Slowly, the City is emptied of peacer troops, and the fighting seizes.

      “What do we do with them now?” Tien asks as we stand in the Hospital Square. “We can’t kill them.”

      I nod. He’s right. We can’t kill them.

      “We could take them to the prison camp until we can figure out what the best solution is,” I say tentatively. The mere thought of locking up anyone makes me feel uneasy—even if it is temporary. “We’d feed them properly, of course,” I add to ease the guilty feeling in my stomach.

      Tien hesitates. “Doesn’t feel right.”

      “I know. Makes me think we aren’t much better than them.”

      Zeke puts a hand on both our shoulders. “It wouldn’t be permanent. Just until we get the City in order.”

      In the end, we agree that a group of Rebels will escort the peacers to the prison camp.

      “Still doesn’t feel like victory,” Tien says as we watch Bruce, Georgie, and a few others usher the peacers into the back of peacer vehicles.

      “It doesn’t,” I agree.

      Nonetheless, when the cars drive away, I can’t help but cheer with the residents of the City. They didn’t see the prison camp. They don’t know the horrors that we found there. Even if they did, they’d probably think the peacers deserve a similar fate. Part of me agrees with that, the part that remembers what they did to me, to Dale, to Willow.

      For now, we have won. I feel Nate’s arm around my shoulders, his warmth by my side, and I let myself lean against him. He slides me in front of him and holds me tight. I close my eyes and let him support me.

      He kisses my cheek, his breath warm against my skin. “We did it,” he whispers.

      I nod, unable to verbally respond. It doesn’t feel real. The celebrations around me feel dull and muffled, as if they’re reaching me through thick glass. It’s not real. It can’t be. I’ve waited for this moment for months and months but never dared believe that we actually stood a chance.

      “Chase?” Nate’s voice is gentle. “Are you okay?”

      I don’t have an answer.

      Nate turns me around to face him. “I’m sorry for leaving you.”

      “I know,” I say, and it is the truth. I know he thought he had good reasons. “Promise you won’t leave again?”

      He kisses my forehead, his hands on my shoulders. I look into his deep-blue eyes and believe him when he answers, “I swear.”

      I kiss him, and the crowd around us melts away. We kiss for much longer than we should and don’t stop until Zeke clears his throat. Nate and I pull apart, barely far enough to turn our heads to look at Zeke.

      “Nate…”

      Zeke’s panic makes us step away from each other. “What’s wrong?” we ask at the same time.

      “It’s Willow,” he explains. “I just heard from Liz. Nate… your father, he got help. He’s gone after Willow.”

      Nate and I rush toward the Hospital door. All the romance from the moment before, gone.

      Zeke’s behind us. As we run, he yells commands to Tien and a few others who followed. When we enter the Inner Circle, Zeke takes us over and leads the way.

      “Liz in your ear?” I ask.

      He nods. “We turn left here. Almost there.”

      When we turn the next corner, we almost knock over Susan, who is exiting a side alley. She is equally out of breath, and I can’t help but notice that she has lost several pounds since I last saw her. She looks older too.

      “Chase, Nate, you can’t go in there.” She pauses to catch her breath.

      “We know Prius is in there,” Nate says impatiently. “That’s why we’re here.”

      She waves him off. “No, it’s not that. It’s Willow. She might not remember who you are. I thought…” She falters. “I thought you should know.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Willow might not remember who you are. They injected her with the memory serum they used on you, Nate.” She glances up at him. “She thinks the family who’s housing her is her real family.”

      I sink back against Nate, and this time I need his support. His strong arms hold me as I fight for comprehension.

      “She’s my daughter. She can’t have forgotten who I am,” I insist weakly. She can’t have. She can’t have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            NATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chase is heavy against my arms. I hold her up and whisper into her ear, “We’ll find a way.” Louder, I add, “None of this matters right now. We need to get Willow.” I turn to Susan. “Thank you for the warning. We’ll make sure not to overwhelm her.”

      Susan glances at Chase. I close my eyes for a moment. I need to think.

      Before I can do anything else, Chase rights herself. “I’ll be okay,” she says, sounding more confident. “Nate is right. We need to save her before Prius does anything stupid. I’ll be careful, let her dictate the terms. We’ll figure everything else out later. Let’s go.”

      Zeke doesn’t wait another second. He sprints toward the next street.

      “Wait!” Susan’s urgency makes Zeke halt. “There’s one more thing.”

      Zeke turns around. “What can be this important?”

      “I know what Prius has in there,” she says.

      “What?” Zeke asks. “Who’s helping him?”

      Susan looks at her shoes. “He has only two men with him. But he…” She falters again.

      “Susan,” Zeke commands, “now, please.”

      “He’s using some of the techmuts,” she says quickly. “Spiders, birds.”

      It is Chase who responds. “Same as in the Circles? The birds were harmless.”

      Susan shakes her head. “Same spiders, different birds. They look the same, but these will hurt you.”

      I nod curtly, turn to Zeke. “Warn the others. We’ll take it slow.”

      Zeke confirms, passes it on to the rest of the fighters: three men, birds, spiders. Gotta watch all sides. He leads the way, weapon ready. When we approach the house, Zeke points at himself then to his right, at me then to his left. I grab Josephine’s weapon from my back and follow his instructions.

      With Chase and four fighters, I head to Zeke’s left. I crouch as I pass the windows. Each time, I pause and listen. Quiet. Everything is quiet.

      We reach the back entrance. I hold up a hand. The rest halt behind me. Chase and I position ourselves on each side of the door. Chase leans in and peers inside. She presses herself back against the wall. She holds up two fingers. Two people inside.

      “Spiders?” I mouth.

      She shakes her head. “Men,” she whispers.

      I nod, slowly grab the knob. I push the door open, raise my weapon. Before the men can turn around, I shoot each of them in the back. Their bodies’ low thuds the only sounds. I wave for Chase and the others to follow.

      The room is empty except for the two bodies on the ground. Steve and Derec. Derec? Did Steve find Derec? Did Steve force him to come? Or was I wrong about Derec?

      They won’t wake for at least an hour. We leave them. Chase looks at Derec in disgust, then steps over him.

      I make my way down the hall. It’s clear. Zeke is at the other end. He signals. His side is clear. Prius must be upstairs.

      Zeke edges up the stairs. A few steps from the top, he ducks. Slowly, he stands up again. Putting his back against the wall, he waits. Tien follows, then Chase, then me. We wait for the rest to catch up.

      Zeke points at the closest door. A sob fills the quiet. Chase tenses. I reach to hold her back. She doesn’t move. I admire her control.

      Zeke creeps to the door. I mirror him. He opens the door, points his weapon inside. When I turn into the doorway, I freeze.

      “I had a feeling you would come.” Prius smiles.
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      When I enter the room, I almost scream. Prius and Willow sit on a couch in the middle of the large bedroom, his hand pressed over her mouth. They are surrounded by eight techmut-spiders, each with one leg raised, poised for attack. I shudder when I see tech-birds perched around the room. They are identical to the bird in the desert that led Nate and me to water so long ago.

      “What do you want?” Nate snaps. He stands as still as a statue.

      “Jonathan, put that weapon down,” Prius says. His voice is patronizing. This is all a big game to him, and he still thinks he is in charge. He isn’t. He can’t be.

      Willow’s eyes are wide as she stares at Nate. The sunlight from the window brings out the blue in her dark eyes. She’s grown so much. Every part of me wants to run and grab her. I blink tears away.

      One of the spiders clicks its pincers menacingly. Nate doesn’t lower his weapon. I cringe but don’t retreat. My eyes are focused on Willow whimpering in Prius’ arms, her gaze dancing between the spiders. I want to hug her, hold her, comfort her. But first, I need to focus.

      I see something move out of the corner of my eye and look up to find another spider on the ceiling. I turn and see five more in the shadows above the doorway—above us—ready to drop at a moment’s notice.

      I nod my head at them, and Zeke’s eyes wander up. He grimaces, then tells the rest of the group.

      “There are more.” Prius smiles. “So, Jonathan, why don’t you lower that weapon, as I said.”

      Nate stares at the man. “How can you do this to her? She’s just a little girl.”

      I step up next to Nate. “Yes, a little girl you need to save this city.” I fight to keep a pleading tone out of my voice. “You can’t harm her.”

      “What does it matter? My time here is over. It’s not like she’s any good to me now.” He coughs, sways a little. He’s hurt. “Plus, I might not live that much longer.”

      “Josephine shot you with a tecjection bullet. Those don’t kill you.”

      I see a trickle of blood staining the side of his shirt. He coughs again, loosening his grip on Willow. I take a step toward her, but the spiders rise onto their back legs, and I return to Nate’s side.

      “The bullets are supposed to embed themselves in their target’s skin. This one lodged itself deeper.”

      Nate grunts. “Serves you right. Give yourself up, and we’ll find you a doctor. Let the girl go.”

      Prius laughs hysterically. “Then we’ll all live happily ever after? No, Jonathan, I don’t think so. Here’s what we’ll do.” He slides down a little, forcing Willow down with him. “First, you will lower your gun. Second, you’ll find me that doctor. I’ll stay here with Willow until you get me some help. She’s such a cute little girl, isn’t she?” He hugs Willow as if hugging a stuffed animal.

      “Get away from her,” I yell and take a step forward. I don’t care about the spiders. That’s my daughter.

      Prius holds up a hand.

      I stop. Don’t harm her. Please, don’t harm her.

      “If you take one more step, I’ll let these lovely little eight-legged creatures loose. Don’t worry, they’ll kill her quickly. They are hungry.”

      I swallow hard. “You are a monster.”

      Behind us, Zeke clears his throat. “Nate, remember that game we used to play as kids?”

      Nate turns around. “What? What the fuck are you talking about?” I barely notice the wink he gives Zeke.

      Suddenly everything’s moving. As if on some silent cue, Nate and Zeke storm the center of the room. Nate jumps over the spiders and grabs Willow from Prius’ arms. One of the spiders’ pincers scrapes his leg, and he screams as he drags Willow into a corner.

      The spiders surround them, some sliding back to protect Prius. Tien runs past me and shoots the spider closest to Zeke, who is charging the circle around Nate and Willow.

      Nate groans as he kicks with his uninjured leg to ward off the spiders. Willow clings to him, screaming and screaming. My heart shatters listening to her.

      Nate tenses and pulls her head to his chest. I see him whisper to her, his eyes never leaving the spiders, his leg still kicking. One of the spiders climbs his injured leg, and Nate lets out a loud groan. He shifts and lifts his gun, shoots the spider on his leg then another next to it. He slumps back against the wall, still clutching Willow.

      I run through the sea of techmut legs and grab the gun from Nate’s hand. I kneel and aim at the closest spider, firing once, twice, then a third time. I don’t trust my aim, so I keep shooting until the spider hits the floor.

      Another climbs over, and I keep shooting until it slumps on top of the other spider. Another spider approaches us. I pull the trigger again, but no more bullets come.

      Willow shrieks, and Nate pulls her face back to his chest. “Don’t look,” he says, his voice broken. He is pale, and sweat beads on his forehead.

      “Liz is on her way with Josephine,” Zeke shouts as he swats a bird away with the butt of his gun.

      I struggle to my feet and step in front of Nate. I grab a potted plant from a side table and throw it at the nearest spider. The pot breaks on the creature’s back, ceramic shards bouncing onto the floor.

      The spider shakes the soil off. I jump on it with both feet as hard as I can, and the metal shell caves under my weight. I feel the mechanical insides break, and a weakening beep tells me the spider won’t move anymore.

      A bird screeches as it flies past my face, scratching my cheek with a talon. I cringe and evade the other claw.

      The bird circles around and flies toward me again. I reach up and grab the bird. As quickly as I can, I throw it against the wall to my right. It slides down, leaving a dark trail on the white wallpaper.

      It shudders, then takes flight again, though a little lopsided. I grab another pot from the side table and slam it into the bird’s head.

      I scan the room as the body thuds to the floor. Zeke is fighting two birds. Tien, one spider. I don’t see the rest of the fighters but hear noises in the hallway.

      Another spider crawls toward me, metallic legs clinking on the hardwood floor. I flip the side table onto the creature’s head, pull off a table leg, then whack the spider until I feel the metal shell crack.

      One of Zeke’s birds lands on the floor next to me, and I squash it under my boot to make sure it doesn’t fly off again.

      And then the room is quiet. I hear only faint noises from the hallway where final blows are being dealt.

      I search the room for Prius and find him leaning against the couch, dying slowly.

      Zeke kneels next to him, pointing his weapon at Prius’ head. “Don’t move,” he snarls.

      Prius doesn’t. He’s alive but in too much pain to do anything but glare at us.

      I turn and collapse beside Nate and Willow. I grab Nate’s arm and squeeze. “I’m here,” I whisper. I put my other hand on Willow’s back. “It’s okay, honey,” I say in a gentle voice. Tears flow down my cheeks, and I sniff as Willow turns around to face me. “You are safe now.”

      My hear warms when her large midnight-blue eyes find mine. “Mom? Where’s my mom?”

      I feel as if I’m breaking into a million pieces. “It’s okay, honey,” I say again, my voice cracking. “We’ll find your mom. You are safe now.”

      She crawls into my arms and nuzzles her face into my neck. My curls cover her face, hide her from the world I want her to forget. Nate’s fingers lace with mine, and he holds my hand as I fight back tears that won’t be stopped.

      I hold my daughter and watch Liz and Josephine look after Nate and, despite Nate’s objections, Prius. Josephine hands Liz a syringe, which Liz pushes into Nate’s arm.

      Nate groans. Then his face softens as the meds take effect. He slumps back, and Liz lowers his head onto a folded blanket. She strokes Willow’s head before she helps Josephine with Prius.

      “Susan’s downstairs,” Zeke says softly as he helps me to my feet.

      I adjust Willow and carry her out of the room and down the stairs.

      “Is she okay?” Susan asks when we are close enough to hear.

      I nod.

      Susan gives me a piercing look. “Does she…”

      A shake of my head is all I can manage as I try to stop crying. I don’t want to scare Willow more. I have to be strong.

      Susan looks at me with pity in her eyes. I taste salt and know I have failed to stop the tears.

      “Can you get them back?” I squeeze out.

      Susan puts a hand on my shoulder, strokes Willow’s hair with the other. “Hey, sweetie,” she says to her. “Do you remember me?”

      Willow turns her head and smiles. “Susie.”

      She lets go of me and holds out her arms to Susan. I shake with a deep sob as her arms wrap around Susan’s neck.

      “I’ll help you, Chase,” Susan whispers.

      “I want my daughter back,” I say through my tears.

      “I know.”

      With Willow in Susan’s arms, we walk toward the Imperium. The sun vanishes behind gray clouds.

      I open the Imperium door, and we take the elevator to the third floor and head for a lab at the end of a long corridor. We don’t meet anyone along the way.

      She puts Willow down on a chair next to a cage holding a lemur. Willow’s face lights up as she watches the animal. “Can you let Timmy out of the cage, Susie?”

      “As soon as I give you a little medicine. Okay, sweetie?” Susan pushes hair off of Willow’s pale face. “You’ll feel much better after.”

      She gives me a pointed look, as if to make sure I’m aware of the lie she just told, to make sure I know any pain in Willow’s is my fault. Then she hands Willow a small cup with a reddish liquid.

      Willow makes a face at the smell but drinks up. Such a good girl. She looks at me with sleepy eyes before her lids fall shut and her head falls to the side.

      “You’re sure about this?” Susan asks quietly.

      I look at Willow’s calm face and nod. “She’s my daughter.”

      Susan’s expression softens. She walks out of the room and returns with a syringe. She brushes Willow’s hair away, then injects the needle into her arm.

      “It’ll be okay,” I whisper. “I’m here.”
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      Susan tells us it will be a while before Willow wakes up. Chase doesn’t leave her side. Over the next few days, I’m with them as much as I can be, but the whole city is in chaos. And today, Zeke needs my help.

      Since the fighting ended, the residents have been celebrating. And we’ve let them. They deserve as much. Yesterday, we transferred Prius from the hospital to the prison. The City partied all night after they escorted him out. Now, some residents are heading for the Outer Wall.

      Yesterday, Liz filmed Zeke announcing that anyone who wishes to leave the City should come back to the church behind the Old Market in the Outer Wall. He told them about the Disease’s progression, and about its different strains outside the City. Prius might have lied to me all my life, but somehow, I know he told the truth there.

      Susan, Zeke, and I stand in front of the church. I look at Susan. She smiles nervously. She fidgets with the buttons on her shirt.

      “The mayor might have turned out to be a maniac, but he was brilliant too. His vision for the City might have saved it in the end,” she told Chase and me yesterday.

      She explained how the scientists developed a serum under Prius’ guidance by “using his genius.” In theory, they’ll be able to synthesize a cure with Willow’s DNA. After a few treatments, patients should start developing their own antibodies. The catch: They need Willow’s blood to synthesize it.

      Susan and the lab rats have enough of Willow’s blood to test their cure for now. But we’ll have to decide soon if we want to leave or stay and help the City. Chase and I don’t want to stay. The City holds nothing but pain for us. But abandoning our friends and neighbors to a worsening disease is not an option either.

      Chase wants it to be Willow’s choice in the end. Whatever we end up doing, it will have to wait until Willow makes the decision. I’m with Chase on this one. No one can have my little girl’s blood unless she wants to give it.

      “Ready?” Zeke rests his palm on my shoulder.

      Standing with him beside the church entrance, I nod.

      He addresses the crowd. “Some of you want to leave the City, and after everything you’ve been through, I can’t blame you. Heck, I jumped at the chance when I had it. I mean, sure, I had some extra reasons to leave, but still, I understand.” He gives a light laugh, as if not weighed down by all that’s happened.

      But so much has happened. I can’t laugh about it yet. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to.

      “Today,” Zeke continues, “we want to tear down this Wall to mark the moment when the City was freed from the oppression it suffered for decades. While there is already an official entrance and exit to this city, it feels right to take away some of the barriers.

      “Before we do, please make sure you understand what you are choosing. While we can ensure your safety through the City’s Circles—Bruce and Georgie have volunteered to drive as many of you as necessary—you are on your own outside of the Circles. There is no way of knowing what’s beyond those borders. There’s no way of knowing if there are other cities. If there are, it is likely they will not welcome you with open arms. But you will always be welcome back here—after careful medical examination. This is your home for as long as you want it to be.”

      Susan steps up beside Zeke and says, “There is hope if you stay. It will take some patience since we want to do it the right way, but there is hope. We believe we can cure the City’s Disease if you give us the chance.”

      She smiles at Zeke, who says, “But if you still want to leave, no one will stop you. We will escort you as far as we can and provide you with food and water for a couple of days. If you ever want to come back, you’ll be able to reach us from the stations that will be added right at the edge of the Circles. You will always be welcome here.”

      He holds up five fingers. “Now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Five.” He lowers a finger, and then another, and another. “Two. One.”

      With a loud bang, a section of the Wall collapses. Dust clouds the air, settles. Reveals A large gap.

      Residents and Rebels alike start carrying debris out of the way to form a path. The task is relaxing, therapeutic. When the way is clear, Georgie and Bruce greet us. Their cars wait on the other side, ready to escort those who wish to leave.

      Only fifteen people wait in line to take the ride. Three couples, probably unmatched. Desperate for a future together. A future they could have here now if they stayed. But I don’t blame them for leaving.

      Nine of the freed prisoners join them. Too broken to stay. Drifted too far from their loved ones. I don’t blame them either.

      There is a part of me that wants to go with them. The part that wants to run. But Chase needs me. And so does Willow.
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      I walk into the hospital room. Chase is asleep on the couch. Willow’s eyes, so much like mine, are still closed. It’s still hard to believe that she is mine, that my daughter lies in front of me.

      “How did it go?” Chase asks in a sleepy voice.

      I sit next to her. “A few left. Less than I expected.”

      Chase yawns. “That’s good.”

      She seems too sleepy to know what she’s saying. I pull her closer, kiss her lips.

      “I can’t stay,” she says when we break apart.

      “We can’t leave either,” I answer, burying my hands in her hair.

      “I know,” she answers.

      I kiss her forehead, stroke her hair.

      Chase gasps. I pull away to see her looking at Willow. I follow her gaze and find Willow looking back at us.

      “Mom?” she asks, her voice weak.

      Chase stands up, and together, we walk to Willow’s bed.

      “Hey, my love,” Chase says. “There is so much I need to tell you.”

      She sits on the bed, and Willow throws her arms around her. I stand back, let them have their moment.

      As I look at them, I know that Willow will want to stay. Her mother is a fighter. Chase escaped the City, became a Rebel, and hunted the man who took her daughter. Willow is her mother’s daughter. She will want to stay.

      And so will I.
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      A light breeze cools my face. Glittering water flows around my legs. Nate’s arms are around my middle as we watch Willow dive into the waves, splash Skye with water as she comes up. The boy shrieks and giggles. The ocean is endless behind them. At night, it takes on the color of her eyes, of Nate’s eyes.

      It has been two years since I had Susan inject Willow with the serum. Most days, Willow is a happy child. Most days, I am her mother. Most days, she knows Nate is her father. My gaze slides past Mira and Tien to the twin palm trees where the rock we left for Dale still lies. Most days, Willow knows Dale was also her father.

      Other days, my heart breaks as I let her call me Chase, not Mom. Not correcting her when she treats me as a family friend who is raising her after she lost her parents in the rebellion is the most painful thing I will ever do.

      At first, we tried to make her remember on those other days. Each time, it was Willow who ended up hurt. Eventually we stopped fighting it and played our parts whenever she didn’t know who we were. Each time, it hurts a little less. But it will never stop hurting.
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      When a group of dark wizards kills magicians and non-magicians alike, magicians are forced out of hiding after thousands of years of peaceful coexistence. Soon after, magic on one side and weapons on the other create a bloody match and a war seems unavoidable. Trying to prevent a genocide, Cassandra sets out to prove magicians are not a threat. It’s the fight of a witch who is overwhelmed with daily life against a society who is just as eager to hunt witches as it was in the middle ages. She finds new friends and reunites with old ones along the way – prominently among them a gay dwarf and a dragon breeder with a drinking problem.
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      Also available in German, German-English bilingual, and English-German bilingual versions.
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      Kate has been reading and writing for as long as she can remember. As a child she could be found cooped up in armchairs, snuggled in beds, or propped inside doorframes reading books like The Little Prince and The Diary of a Young Girl—despite being a bit younger than the target audience.

      During a summer vacation at her grandmother’s house, she wrote her first story about a cigarette going on an adventure to avoid death by fire. This morbidly fun tale was inspired by her grandmother’s chain-smoking habits.

      Reading a poem at her best friend’s funeral as a teenager made her realize just how much power words hold.

      With the help of Moony, Wormtail, Padfoot, and Prongs, as well as Bilbo, Frodo, Pippin, and the like, she wrote fantasy novels and short stories. One of her first finished books—and possibly the most embarrassing part of her writing career—was a sequel to Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.

      It was years before she moved on to original work and even longer before any of it had much value. In 2015, she wrote Chase, an adult dystopian, during NaNoWriMo—well, a very rough first draft. After a long four years, it is finally edited and ready for you to read.
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