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Dedication

	 

	This book is dedicated to my Billy, for loving and supporting me.

	
One

	Eighteen minutes. I had eighteen minutes left before I turned sixteen, and I was awake. I was sure the Council would not be happy that they didn’t get to monitor the last eighteen official minutes of my childhood, but I just couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about how we had learned in history class that many years ago, sixteen was a happy year for kids. Now, it was a year of terror and training in hopes of getting to advance to adulthood. I wasn’t sure where the breakdown of our society began that caused dream monitoring to be necessary, but it has been the biggest change in how we function ever since. Our reoccurring nightmares are monitored and used as trials against us to determine what our futures will hold. If we pass, we get to become an adult. If we fail . . . well, failure is not an option for me.

	I will wake up no longer a child, and the process of using my dreams to make me an adult will begin. We are not allowed to be told what will happen, but six months prior to our sixteenth birthday we are given a handbook on what we are allowed to bring with us, and what general expectations we should have for the trials. Cold chills spread throughout my body as the fear and reality sank in. This could be the last time I get to sleep in this bed.

	I sat up and took in the view of my room, hoping I’d be able to remember it after the trials were completed. Nothing had changed since I was born except the size of the bed and the few decorations I’d hung up throughout the years. The walls were still a pale pink, and there was a pink and purple carpet in the middle of the floor. My mom had been so excited to finally have a girl after three boys that she made everything as girly as possible. I had pink and white curtains, and even now she made me buy pink and white bed sheets. Thankfully she didn’t enforce the pink requirements onto my clothing choices.

	The room wasn’t much, but it was mine—at least for the next twenty-four hours. The rules of our society allowed my family the day of my birthday to celebrate and help me pack, but then I would be escorted to the Center of Advanced Placement, and I would begin my training.

	Glancing back at the clock beside my bed, I saw I was down to seconds before I turned sixteen. I held my breath, closed my eyes, and waited.

	Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one.

	There was a knock on my door just as I opened my eyes.

	“Happy Birthday, Fanya!”

	My mom walked in carrying a single cupcake with a candle on it. She looked as if she’d been awake all night like me. It was just us these days. My brothers were out of the house, and my dad had passed away three years ago.

	“Thanks, Mama.” I tried to make my voice sound as excited as hers did; I didn’t want to let the fear that was gripping my heart come out.

	Crossing my legs, I made room for her on my bed. She sat down on the space in front of me, holding the cupcake up so I could make a wish with the candle. I knowing she expected me to, I closed my eyes, counted to three, and blew out the candle. I didn’t make a wish because nothing I could say or wish for would help me through the trials I was going to have to face.

	“Okay. Eat the cupcake, then try to get some sleep. Your brothers and their families are coming over in the morning to celebrate, and then we’ll have to pack before the Guardians arrive. We want to show them that you’re ready for whatever.” She grinned, but it was sadder than anything else.

	She worked at the Center, so I was sure she knew I had severe nightmares on a regular basis. The closer we got to my sixteenth year, the stress of worrying about my birthday had caused an increase in wrinkles on her beautiful tanned skin. I didn’t remember much about my two older brothers turning sixteen, but I remembered Miro’s big day. It had been very hard for my parents . . . but I don’t think it took its toll on Mama’s aging as much as my impending birthday had lately. There were gray traces in her dark hair now, and her sparkling brown eyes had lost some of their vibrancy. Sadness had filled me the past few months, knowing all those changes were my fault, so I’d been trying to be upbeat about my challenges to encourage her.

	She gave me one last hug before leaving me to eat my birthday cupcake alone. It was still warm, so I knew it was fresh. The lingering heat from the chocolate cake made the vanilla icing a little runny, but it was still delicious. I devoured it slowly, unsure if I would get another taste of a fresh cupcake again. The trials were rough, each sixteen-year-old had to complete them based on the data collected from the dreams that had been monitored for the past ten years . . . mostly their nightmares.

	Not long after the last bite, my eyelids started feeling droopy and heavy. I laid back down and was asleep before another thought of the day crossed my mind.

	My alarm startled me awake around six-thirty, causing me to sit up straight up in bed. I hadn’t planned on sleeping any last night. I looked over at the cupcake wrapper, growing suspicious that my mother had drugged me to sleep. Seeing as I felt better, I decided not to argue with her about it. My clothes for the day were laid out on the end of my bed, meaning my mother was already up and had been in to check on me. I showered quickly, not wanting to waste too much time away from her and my brothers. I put on the light pink sundress she had laid and braided my hair back so that I didn’t have to worry about it for the remainder of the day. Opening my bedroom door, I could hear the voices of my family. I stopped in the hallway, listening as they laughed.

	My chest felt like it was tightening around my heart. I had a bad feeling—not because I had any reason, as I hadn’t even had any nightmares. I just felt like everything was off. By the end of the day, I would be at the center. I would have to face my nightmares. I wasn’t sure what was scarier . . . the thought of my nightmares becoming real, or the knowledge that I might not survive. Survival wasn’t guaranteed and making it through without scars wasn’t either. Miro had a gash on his face and a permanent limp from whatever he had to face. Adults weren’t allowed to talk about their dreams or their trials. They couldn’t even provide training on how to survive.

	“Fan?” Miro’s wife, Tierney, was standing in front of me.

	I hadn’t even noticed her approaching. I tried to smile, but unshed tears fell off my lashes, giving me away.

	“Oh, honey. It’ll be okay. You need to keep it together for your mom. She looks about as good as you do. We will be here tomorrow with her. But if she thinks you’re frightened, she might fight—and you know that wouldn’t be good for her. You’ll survive. Just remember, not everything as it seems.” She lowered her voice greatly as she said the last part so no one could hear her guiding me. She hugged me in silence for a couple more seconds while I dried my tears. “Okay, let’s go face them with a big smile.”

	She grinned at me in an attempt to get me to perk up. She was beautiful, with dark green eyes and olive-colored skin. But there was a streak of white in her dark hair that was caused by shock during her trial five years ago. She and Miro had gone through their trials the same year. We were excited when they both survived, because they had hoped to be able to get married when it was legal.

	I knew she was right. When I left at the end of the day, I needed to know my mother would be okay. So, we made our way to the living room to join the rest of the family, smiles on and dry eyes.

	“HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

	My whole family threw pink confetti into the air as I walked in. Mama watched intently to see how I would react. I didn’t want to spoil her fun, so I jumped and made myself laugh. The joy on her face popped up quickly as she saw that I was happy. I decided I would actively enjoy the day. My brothers and their families took turns hugging me and presenting me with gifts, as was our tradition. My nieces and nephews weren’t old enough to understand, but they clapped and danced around the adults. I took each gift and set them on a table beside me, and then hugged the giver every time. My mother was last. Her hug lasted longer than the others, and I could feel the tears begin to well in my eyes again. I scanned the room and locked eyes with Tierney, knowing that she would provide me with the smile I needed to get through the hug without breaking down. Mama turned as the hug ended and discreetly wiped her eyes.

	“Shall we open presents first, or have cake?” Mama looked to me to make the decision. Before I could answer, my belly rumbled out loud.

	“Well, Fan’s stomach says cake!” Filip, my oldest brother, responded, and the rest of us laughed.

	Mama brought out a pink cake that had Happy 16th Birthday written in black lettering. I was really confused because usually everything for me was pink and white from her. I stared at the letters and the doom they implied and suddenly felt like I needed to run away in an attempt to survive without having to face my nightmares. I opened my mouth to blow out the candles but had to close it quickly to swallow the sobs back.

	“Mama, what’s with the black letters?” Miro asked, sounding as shocked as I felt.

	“New Council rules for celebrating. You have to have something black incorporated into the party, and I felt this was the best and least shocking way.” Her eyes looked sad and worried that I would be upset.

	“The black against the pink looks nice, Mama.” I was fairly sure that the fear was no longer hidden in my voice, as it cracked when I spoke.

	The cake was delicious, but my throat was dry and scratchy as my pending future crept closer. I had to drink extra milk to get it to pass smoothly. I finished first, then took in the scene of laughter and fun that was happening around me. I was surrounded by survivors, so why should I think I would be anything less but one too? They each had their own strengths, and I had been raised by them; hopefully, aspects of their strengths had been ingrained in me.

	Whenever anyone would make eye contact as we ate, I made sure to smile and put on a happy face. I needed them to remember me as their Fanya. I knew what my fears were even though I didn’t know which ones would be chosen for me to face. But I also knew that if the worst were chosen, I had little hope of surviving.

	“Present time!” Mama stood up and started hauling my gifts to me to open.

	Most of the gifts were clothes that I could take with me to the center. My nieces and nephews presented me with fruits and other sweets. The last three presents I saved were from Tierney, Miro, and Mama. I opened Miro’s first and felt such love for the precious present. It was a knife that fit the parameters of what I could bring with me to the trials. The knife in and of itself wasn’t what made it special—he’d had the casing painted pink just for me. I leaned over and hugged him. We were not allowed to discuss our nightmares with others, but he’d somehow known the knife was something I would need. I picked up Tierney’s gift next. It was a leather bracelet that wrapped around my wrist four times and tied in a knot. It was beautifully made, and I loved it, but I was confused as to why she would buy me something decorative right before my trials. I thanked her, and when I leaned in to hug her, she pulled me close enough to whisper to me.

	“That’ll come in handier than you may think,” she winked as I sat back down to open Mama’s gift. 

	I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant, but I knew I needed to keep the bracelet with me for the trials.

	Mama’s present was in a big box. I wasn’t sure what she could have gotten me that would be that large yet still useful, but I tore into the present as if I was too excited to wait. Inside the box was a survival bag that fell into regulations for what I could bring with me. Working for the Council allowed her to know beforehand what I might need more than what was provided in the handbook, and I was thankful for that. I was sure her position with the government had something to do with the success of her children, another thing I was grateful for at the moment. I gave Mama another hug for the gift and spent the next couple of minutes putting all my new things into the bag. There wasn’t much left for me to do but spend time with my family before the Guardians for my trials came to escort me to the center. We told stories about me growing up and laughed at the antics of the little ones in the room. As the sun began to set, one by one my brothers and their families said their goodbyes. Miro and Tierney were the last to leave.

	“I’ll see you on the other side, Free One.” Miro choked out as he squeezed me in one last hug.

	Free One was something he had always called me because of the meaning behind my name. The dam holding back my emotions began to crack. Tierney was next to hug me, reminding me in a private whisper that I was strong and could do it. She gave me a sad smile before turning quickly to rest her head against Miro as they left. Finally, it was just down to Mama and me in our house.

	“Fanya . . .” her voice cracked. “They’ll be here soon. Do you have everything you need?”

	“Yes, Mama.” I couldn’t make eye contact with her because if I did the crack would burst wide open and there would be no stopping the flood waters.

	“Look at me, Fan.” Her tone had grown more serious. She didn’t continue until I looked up and saw her looking at me, eyes fierce. “I need you. I need you to survive. You have to promise me that you will do everything in your power to come back to me.” She seemed to be getting more frantic as she spoke each word.

	I wrapped my arms around her.

	“I promise, Mama. I promise I will do my best.”

	“Do better than your best, Fanya.”

	“Yes, Mama.” And with that, the dam broke, and the tears began.

	We stood locked in the embrace until the knock on the door signaled that my time had come. I wiped the tears from my face and watched as Mama straightened herself and went to answer the door. Two Guardians, one female and one male, dressed in all black and looking very stern stood there. I was surprised when the one who spoke first gave me a kind smile.

	“Miss Fanya Kovac, Happy Birthday. I hope you have had a good day with your family. If you have all your things, we will need to head to the Center. You are the last of the Rojkos in this year’s cycle, and they are waiting at the Center for you to gather this evening.” Guardian One, the female, had a surprisingly bright, tinkling voice for someone who looked so serious. She couldn’t have been much older than I was, but she had survived her trials, so she was considered an adult.

	“I am ready. Thank you.”

	The announcement that the others were waiting for me threw me off. Usually, the trials are not done in groups. Each Rojkos is brought in on their birthday and sent through the trials individually. The news that the rest of this year’s Rojkos were awaiting my arrival stunned me so much that I couldn’t even ask for clarification. 

	I handed my new survival bag to the second Guardian and gave Mama one last hug. She kissed my cheek and winked. She didn’t seem as shocked that the other Rojkos were at the Center, but she wasn’t offering up any information either.

	“Bye, Free One.” My mother using Miro’s nickname for me made my heart flutter, but I was determined not to cry in front of the Guardians.

	“Bye, Mama.”

	With the closing of the door to the house I had spent the first sixteen years of my life in, my future had been set. I would either come back here a survivor or not be back at all. Tears blurred my vision of the house as we drove out of view. The Guardians were chatty, talking about the other Rojkos that were gathered this evening. I was one of eight that turned sixteen this year. The fact that all my friends that turned sixteen this year would be there didn’t ease my nerves. How were we supposed to maintain a level head knowing our friends would be facing their fears at the same time? I just couldn’t understand the thinking of the council, and why there was such as drastic change. I was the last of the year, so had the others all the way from the first of the year just been staying at the Center? What were they doing there? They weren’t allowed to train so their existence there must have been mundane. These thoughts continued to play over and over on the drive to the Center.

	 

	



	

Two

	I must have fallen asleep on the ride to the Center because my next memory was the second Guardian shaking me awake. He still did not speak to me, just smiled and held the door open to let me out of the vehicle. The building in front of me wasn’t new to me—I passed it regularly on the way to my classes. However, somehow tonight it looked more formidable. The lights reflected off the door, causing a shadow that didn’t let you see inside, just increasing the ominous feeling that was building within me. Suddenly my feet felt like they were made of lead.

	“Let’s go, Fanya. You’ll want as much rest as possible tonight,” Guardian One spoke, and Guardian Two nodded his head vigorously in agreement. “Besides, it’s not as scary on the inside as it seems out here.”

	“If you say so . . .” I mumbled, but picked up my gear and followed them in.

	Inside was well lit and abuzz with activity. There were Guardians everywhere, and the Dream Scanners who monitored our dreams were flooding the area, waiting for the last Rojkos to join the group. I took notice that the members of the Council, only recognizable their solid black cloaks worn over their uniforms, were also present. I always thought it was a bit of security risk to identify them in such a manner, but no one else seemed to think so. I was told as much when I mentioned it at home once. My brothers and my mom looked at me bewildered, and I decided not to bring it back up again. Granted, I knew they hadn’t had the same dreams as I had, but I couldn’t see how it wasn’t placing an obvious target on our main officials. That was the first time I realized that maybe I saw things different because of my dreams. Since the officials monitored me, I knew they would understand if I was asked during the interview stage about my dreams.

	“Kovac? Fanya Kovac?”

	I was barely inside the front doors when I heard my name being called out. I made my way towards the voice as fast as I could. “I’m here!”

	“Good, we are doing room placements.” Another, older Guardian was standing in front of me, along with the other Rojkos that had been gathered. “You will be with Miss Dobra Hovrath.”

	Until I heard the name, I had forgotten that my very best friend would be here with the rest of us who turned sixteen this year. I had been so caught up in the worry about my own fate, I hadn’t thought about Dobra facing her trials, too. Dobra gave me a meek smile, but she looked like she was barely holding herself together. She was tiny for our age and quiet. We’d met as children before our dreams were monitored, and I remember that she used to be happy before that; but once we started being monitored, she became more nervous. She ate like a bird, and my fear was she wouldn’t be strong enough to survive.

	My heart was breaking as I continued to scan the faces of my group. I saw Ziata, Radek, and Lukas, all of whom I grew up with and knew well. My brother Miro was certain Lukas would be my husband once we were granted adulthood. But I never gave much thought to Miro’s ribbing because I was more worried about surviving my trials than whom I would marry. I made eye contact with Lukas, and he winked, looking confident in his chances for success. He wasn’t in any of my classes in school because he was more soldier-based than I was . . . but he was tall, strong, and handsome, I had to admit.

	We didn’t have a regular school like we learned about in history class. Our classes were based on what our aptitude tests and dreams deemed to be the most important and what the Council felt would be beneficial to us if we survived the trials. I had been in a school that was leading toward a potential career in the government, or so my mom would muse with my siblings. She had had high hopes for my future, but she never said anything to me directly.

	“Hey, Fanya.” 

	Radek’s voice interrupted my thoughts. I hadn’t even realized that the Guardian was finished with our room assignments until he’d spoken.

	“Hi, Radek.”

	“Did you have a good day with your family?” Lukas stepped up beside Radek to speak to me, broadening his shoulders as if to make his presence intimidating.

	“I did. I got a lot of good gifts and got to see my brothers and their families before the Guardians came. How about the both of you?” I made sure to address them both since Radek had spoken first.

	“My last day with my family was a while ago, seeing as we had to wait for you,” Radek said, pointing out the obvious— that I was the youngest.

	“Darn my parents and their bad timing.” I wasn’t sure what else I could have said, but the boys seemed to appreciate the humor. “Speaking of which, were you all told why you had to wait for me? Usually, you would be picked up and sent straight to your trials.”

	Radek shrugged. “We were only told that the regulations changed at the beginning of the year and that the Rojkos for the full year would be tested at the same time. We are the first year of Rojkos. Lucky us, huh?” 

	As we were talking, Dobra came and stood beside me and grabbed my hand. I gave her a quick squeeze to let her know she would be okay and then turned my attention back to the boys. They were describing their parties and gifts, and I tried to nod at appropriate times, but I was tired. The stress from the day was beginning to wear on me. I was thankful for the overhead announcement that it was time to go to our rooms to prepare for lights out.  

	“Dobra, did you get directions to our room?” I asked, picking up the stuff I had placed at my feet earlier.

	“Yes, it’s this way,” she replied as she led us off to a hallway to the left of where we were standing.

	The walls were light gray and bare. It was very institutionalized looking, but since we wouldn’t be there for long, they probably didn’t want to take the funding to decorate just to comfort a passing group of Rojkos. It seemed to take forever to get to our room. It was at the very end of the hallway and had a door that swung open, no locks or handles. Inside the room, the walls were just as blank as they had been in the hallway. There were two beds with crisp white sheets, and what appeared to be dark gray wool blankets. Placed on each bed were envelopes addressed to each of us specifically. I placed my bag down in front of the bed that had my envelope on it. I watched as Dobra plopped down on her bed, paling at the thought of having to read whatever was inside of her letter.

	“Might as well get it over with, yeah?” I picked my envelope up and looked at Dobra.

	She didn’t speak but nodded just enough to have head movement, and then looked back at the envelope like it was a bomb that would explode if she moved too quickly. I wasn’t as frightened of it as she was, but it did seem to be heavier than a regular letter. Curiosity got the better of me, and I opened the envelope. Inside was a letter written in beautiful calligraphy letters:

	Fanya,

	Welcome to your trials. For the past ten years, your dreams and nightmares have been monitored on a regular basis with the use of the in-home electrodes that were assigned to you on your sixth birthday. Upon waking up this morning, the data was finalized, and it was determined that for your talents, dreams, and aptitude, you will be challenged to face your trials with the top three nightmares included. You will have four days in the center to prepare. After all interviews and evaluations are completed, you will be placed into the chosen location to face your portion of the Black Trials before facing your personal trials. The Black Trials are new this year. Not every Rojkos will face this step, but due to your potential to be a leader in the government, there will be extra challenges for you to complete. Welcome to the Center of Advanced Placement, and good luck.

	Sincerely,

	Rut Janko

	Sleep Counselor #2

	 

	I read and re-read the letter multiple times. What would I need to do to survive the Black Trials? How did they differ from the regular trials? Dobra had several of the same classes as I did . . . would she be completing the Black Trials as well? Was I even allowed to ask her what her letter said? All these thoughts raced through my mind. I wasn’t even thinking about what dreams or nightmares they had chosen because all the options were bad. I felt a heaviness settling in my chest. Surely, they thought I could survive the trials if they were making me face them first. I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall, pulling my knees up toward me. The coolness of the wall against the back of my head helped calm me, and I focused on taking deep breaths.

	“That wasn’t as bad as I had expected,” Dobra’s musing brought me back to reality.

	I noticed the color had flooded back into her face, and she seemed to be more relaxed. From her response, I could only assume she wouldn’t have to participate in the new step of training. I forced a smile before responding.

	“See? I’m sure it’ll be no big deal.”

	Our conversation was cut short as the lights blinked, signifying it was time for lights out. I hadn’t taken the time to change or do anything but read the letter, so I had to rush before the lights were turned off. Climbing into the sheets, I wondered what it would be like to sleep without being monitored for the first time since I was a child. I could hear Dobra’s breathing slow down as she fell asleep. Whatever she had read in her letter seemed to ease her worries. Lucky girl. 

	Seconds turned into minutes, and minutes into hours as I laid there in the dark, counting the pace of my breathing and having no luck with falling asleep. The only sound was Dobra’s breathing, and the silence was starting to get to me. I fiddled with the bracelet Tierney had given me, trying to calm myself.

	I rolled on my side facing the wall, hoping that a change in position would help, but all it did was make the silence more obvious. There were no clocks in the room, but I was betting that wake time was soon, and I had interviews and evaluations to complete all day. How could they expect me to function without sleep, let alone intelligently answer whatever questions they had or tests they were planning to give?

	Since sleep didn’t seem to be something I would get tonight, I started reviewing my recurring dreams. I was hoping maybe I could pinpoint at least the top two I thought they would choose. I was betting an invasion into my living space would be a part of my trials because that was something that was part of almost every nightmare I have ever had. Being trapped in a rundown town that had been destroyed by radiation with reminders of the life that had been there before was another recurring dream. Both seemed to be most likely, but I couldn’t decide upon the final one. I had nightmares of having to protect my mother a lot, but it was common knowledge that the Council didn’t involve others in the trials, especially once they’ve survived their own trials.

	“GOOD MORNING, ROJKOS! YOU HAVE FORTY-FIVE MINUTES TO SHOWER AND MEET IN THE LOUNGE TO BEGIN DAY ONE OF TRAINING”

	The room lights flashed on, and the loud booming voice startled me because it was so out of place of the silence I had become accustomed to over the last few hours. Groaning, I sat up on the edge of the bed, dreading the day. Dobra was slow to wake, so I grabbed my clothes and headed to our shared bathroom. I didn’t waste any time showering and getting dressed so she would have time to get awake and get ready as well. I must have caught Dobra by surprise because she quickly wiped her eyes as I was coming out of the room.

	“Dobra, are you okay?” Feeling concern for the fragile friend sitting in front of me, guilt set in when I realized I hadn’t asked how her day with her family had been.

	“I’m scared, and I miss my mama,” she hiccupped showing she must have been crying for a while.

	I hugged her quickly. “I’m sorry. I miss mine, too. Go shower and focus on surviving for her.” I tried to give my best hopeful smile, but I was just as nervous as she was, maybe more.

	“That’s what she said before I left.” And with that, she straightened her shoulders a little more and headed into the bathroom.

	I wasn’t sure what would be needed for the interviews, so I decided to grab my pack. The clothes we were required to wear were flat black and looked what I imagined prisoners wore. The clothes had to be practical for all means of the day, so easily moved in and removed for the medical tests. I sat down and quickly put my hair up and out of the way. I traced my bracelet a few more times as if I could pull strength directly from Tierney by touching it. She had been small, like Dobra, and survived. I hoped that would be indicative of Dobra’s chances.

	Dobra came out and smiled sadly at me. The shower didn’t help with increasing her confidence, but at least she wasn’t crying anymore.

	“Let’s head toward the lounge to see if there is something to eat.” My stomach was growling, reminding me I’d only had cake yesterday and nothing substantial.

	Out in the hallway, we met up with Radek and Lukas. I listened as they chatted about how they’d had had the best sleep of their lives last night. Dobra agreed.

	“Wasn’t it great to sleep without the ‘trodes last night?” Lukas asked me, smiling.

	“Yeah, it was great . . .” I decided it was best I didn’t tell them I couldn’t sleep. 

	Dobra didn’t buy it like the boys did and placed her hand on my arm to let them get somewhat ahead of us. “Did you not sleep last night?” she asked, concern filling her eyes.

	“No. I didn’t get any sleep.” Hot tears threatened to spill over my lashes.

	“Oh, Fan. Why didn’t you wake me? Were you scared or nervous from your letter? I’ve been so selfish; I didn’t even ask about yours.” Her bottom lip jutted out a little, showing her remorse for having not been more aware.

	“It’s okay. I think I just couldn’t sleep because we’re in a new place.” I forced a smile. 

	She knew me well enough to know I wasn’t telling the truth, but I knew she wouldn’t force the issue.

	 “Okay. Well, I am always here if you want to talk. Let’s go eat.” She rubbed her tummy like she was starving. Even when I was stressed she knew how to make me smile.

	 “Girls!” Lukas called us.

	 We trotted toward him to get in a long breakfast line. It wasn’t just us Rojkos trying to eat, but most of the staff. I scanned around, hoping I might get to see a glimpse of my mom, but no such luck. I knew they would probably keep her out of the vicinity. There was a strict no-parents rule until the celebration of adult status. The line moved quickly, and we were given a tray of pre-selected food. It was protein loaded with fruits and milk, all foods that were good fuel for whatever the day’s adventures might be. We sat at the table with the other four Rojkos, but everyone was too nervous to speak. I was quick to eat my food, and even when I felt full, I made sure to finish everything on my plate, unsure when I would get to eat again.

	 “Do you think we get lunch?” Dobra asked.

	 “I hope so. I start my trials tomorrow. I need to eat everything in sight today,” Radek tried to joke, but his eyes darkened at the thought of his trials being so close.

	 “I thought we had four or five days of training prior?” I asked.

	 I watched as the other seven Rojkos turned toward me, mouths gaping. None of them spoke for a few minutes as they tried to gather their thoughts. There were noticeable sideways glances to each other. I was unsure what I had said that was wrong, but I was too afraid to ask. We sat there in silence for what felt like an eternity.

	 “Trials are tomorrow, Fan. What would make you think you get any training?” Lukas’s eyebrows shot up toward his hairline.

	 I quickly realized that I must be the only one having to do this new set of trials, which made me feel overly nervous. Why wasn’t anyone else participating in them? Was that actually the third nightmare and they just didn’t tell me that?

	 “I was late coming in last night, remember? I must have missed when all that was announced,” I shrugged, hoping I appeared embarrassed and nonchalant.

	 I looked up at Lukas, who was scrutinizing me. I could tell he wanted to ask me more but held back. I looked around at the others. They looked appeased by my answer, thankfully. I released a deep sigh as I had been holding my breath before answering them. My mind raced at why I would be the only one completing these trials.

	 I didn’t get to dwell too much because a Dream Counselor walked up to the table as we were finishing our food.

	 “Fanya, Radek, Lukas, and Agate, please follow me. As for the remaining four, your counselor will be here shortly. Good luck.”

	 Our Dream Counselor was an elderly gentleman with kind eyes and a soft voice. He walked briskly, occasionally checking behind him to ensure we were following him. The path we took looked similar to the ones in our dorm room. I wasn’t sure how anyone found their way around this place. It seemed like one large, gray, dull maze that was never-ending. I was beginning to think that it was part of the mind games they were playing on us.

	 Three more turns and an abrupt stop later, we were standing outside very jail-like metal doors. There were four seats to the left of us lined up against the wall.

	 “You will be called back individually. Times spent inside varies per person. Please take your seats. Good luck. I will be back later to take you to lunch and a nice break before continuing today’s activities.” He bowed and exited the area before any of us had a chance even to squeak out a question.

	 We looked at each other nervously before sitting. The girl, Agata, sat beside me. Radek was to the left of her, and Lukas sat on the other end. He was quieter than I had ever known him to be. I stole glances at him from the corner of my eye. Appreciating his stoicism, I drew strength from him. On the third glance, I noticed Agata watching me.

	 “Hi.” Her eyebrows were knitted together, and she was playing with the hem of her shirt nervously.

	 “Hi.”

	 “I’m Agata. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around before . . . are you local?” 

	She had an intensity about her that was borderline creepy.

	 

	“I am. I’m Fanya.”

	 “I wonder why I’ve never run into you before. We are obviously the same age.” She continued to study me as if I was a science project of some sort.

	 Her sudden studious interest in me and my life was more of an annoyance than anything else. I probably would have just ignored her completely, but her staring made that a less-than-easy task.

	 “I’m not sure. I guess the easiest answer is that we went to different schools, had different friends, and lived in different areas.” My side glance resulted in noticing Lukas’s smirk. My tone must have been harsher than I intended, so I tried to make it better. “Where did you go to classes?”

	 “Building 219.”

	 “That’s why. I was in building 243.”

	 She turned toward the wall, away from me. My answer appeased her for the moment, but I had a feeling that it wasn’t going to last long. I held my breath, waiting for her next round of questions, but was saved by noise to the left of us. We all turned and watched as the large door slowly opened.

	 “Lukas, you are first. Please follow me” a disembodied voice called for him from the other side of the door.

	 He turned to us, holding up both his thumbs in an upright position, which we mimicked. He turned and walked bravely through the door. The slow creaking sound it made caused goose bumps to spread down my spine. I closed my eyes, taking in the sound to its fullest. My thoughts paced my heartbeat as I wondered if the sound was an intentional tool by the testers to increase our fear and unease. I started, opening my eyes quickly when the door closed, causing a large boom to fill the room.

	 “What do you think this part entails?” Agata asked.

	 Before I could answer, Radek sighed audibly. “Agata, we know just as much as you do.”

	 “Oh.” She hung her head and blinked her eyes.

	 “None of us get any more information than the others,” I said a little more gently than Radek, although I felt like saying it the same way.

	 We were nervous. Radek was bouncing his leg, I was trying to slow down my breathing, and it seemed Agata needed to talk. Unfortunately, her nervous tic was driving Radek and me crazy. I laid my head back, taking another deep breath, when I heard a sniffle. Peeking over, I noticed she was wiping her eyes. I inwardly groaned, opened my eyes, and leaned forward.

	 “Hey, are you okay?” I was sincere. I felt bad, even though we were all the same age facing the same situation, she seemed like she was younger.

	 She nodded.

	 I could have just left it at—should have, even—but I didn’t. Radek even shook his head at me when I glanced up, warning me.

	 “What’s wrong?”

	 “I get talkative when I’m nervous . . .”

	 “We’ve noticed,” Radek said sarcastically.

	 I glared over at him, and he shrugged, smirking. His eyes were alight with amusement, and I had to look away, biting the inside of my lip. “Go on.”

	 “Well, my mom said once that that was why I didn’t have friends, and when I started thinking about her, it made me miss her,” she sobbed.

	 I put my arm around her shoulder. That was something I could completely understand. I swallowed back my own emotions at the thought of my mother. She was somewhere in this building, probably hoping I was doing okay with my tests and interviews.

	 “I bet she would hope you were doing your best and trying to get back to her. I miss my mom, too. So, let’s make a deal to get back to them.” I smiled at her when she looked up me. I glanced over to Radek; I saw his jaw moving, and he was looking away from us. He probably missed his parents as well.

	 “Thank you, Fanya.” She squared her shoulders and wiped the last of her tears just as the door opened again.

	 “Agata, please follow me.”

	 She looked at me, the color draining from her face. I patted her on the back, and Radek gave her a thumbs-up, like Lukas had earlier. This time, the door closed more quietly. Radek scooted down a seat to sit beside me. We sat in silence, listening to each other breathe.

	 “Can I tell you something?” Radek lowered his voice and talked more toward the wall in front of us than at me.

	 “Yes.” I mimicked him.

	 “I have to do an extra test; something called a Black Trial? Do you know anything about it?”

	 I gasped audibly but covered quickly with a few coughs. He turned to look at me. I nodded during the coughs. His thinned his lips.

	 “I thought you might. We’ve been in the same classes for most of our life, so I was betting if anyone else got into this new set of testing it would be you.”

	 “I was afraid I was the only one,” I whispered.

	 He scoffed. “Thanks.”

	 “That’s not what I meant. It’s just the way the letter read . . . it made it sound as if I was the only one.”

	 “Mine too.”

	 “Think it’s serious?”

	 “Yes, I do. But I don’t know to what extent.”

	 Agata’s time inside ended quicker than Lukas’s. The door opened, beckoning Radek and leaving me alone. I sat in silence, focusing on deep breathing. I wonder who else besides me and Radek got Black Trial letters. Did both Lukas and Agata get them? Was that why they were grouped together? It didn’t make sense that they would, though, since they’d seemed shocked that I thought we would have several days of training before heading to our dream trials.

	 

	



	

Three

	 

	The interview process, to me, felt like a waste of time. I concluded that it must have been more of a scare tactic than anything. I had to answer basic questions about myself and my upbringing. I had to tell them which three nightmares they thought I would face, and what I felt about my chances. They proceeded to tell me that my remaining last three days would be eating, sleeping, exercising, and getting medical examinations before starting the Black Trials portion.

	At the completion of my interview, they sent me through a back door that led to the cafeteria. There, the other three sat waiting for me.

	 “Finally!” Lukas exclaimed. Upon seeing my reaction, he raised his hands up in defeat. “We had to wait to eat together. I have been waiting the longest.”

	 I laughed and apologized, then we headed to the line. Lukas gave a number to the workers, who handed each of us a tray. I looked at the different plates to notice that meals were apparently selected and provided to us individually based on our needs. I had a lot of fattening foods, and I knew why. I wasn’t certain which of my nightmares would be used, but the food gave it away. There was a lot of fruit on Lukas’s plate, mostly meat on Agata’s, and pure sugary goodness on Radek’s. His made me very curious.

	 “I have a theory,” Agata started before I could even finish my thoughts. “I think our food has something to do with our trials. Radek, yours is confusing me.”

	 To my surprise, Radek shrugged, smiled, and stuffed his mouth full of donuts. Lukas guffawed, causing the other tables to turn and look at us. Agata frowned, and I bit into my bagel to keep from laughing with them. Agata seemed very analytical, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she participated in the Black Trials as well.

	 She turned her attention to me. “Fanya, did your interviews go well?”

	 “Yes, thank you. Although, I feel as if they were very short and somewhat useless. The questions were redundant if you ask me.”

	 Again, I got stared it. I was beginning to think maybe I was not being treated the same as everyone else. I took another bite of my bagel, pretending to pay close attention to the cream cheese packaging to not have to meet the eyes of others.

	 “Redundant?” Agata hadn’t blinked since I spoke.

	 “Well, yes. They know my name and information. They also know my nightmares, and which they’re going to choose, obviously.” I made a sweeping motion of my food. “So, why interview me?”

	 “You do realize that your experiences are way off from the rest of us, right?” Lukas shook his head. 

	Radek nodded in agreement to the statement.

	 “How so?” I was confused.

	 “Our interviews were a lot more detailed than that, and you said days before the trials started. Mine starts after this meal.” Lukas looked at the other two to back up his statement.

	 “I have until the morning,” Agata nodded.

	 Radek sat for a moment. I knew he had to face the Black Trials with me, but I didn’t know if we would be going through similar tasks. I watched him fidget, and chew, like he was waiting to swallow before he spoke. He looked at me, and back to his plate.

	 “I start this evening.” His eyes shifted. 

	I couldn’t tell if it was true or not.

	 “Wow, I didn’t realize all this. I assumed since were seated together, we were going to have similar experiences.” I made direct eye contact with each of them. 

	They all looked away.

	 “I highly doubt that any of our experiences are going to be similar, simply because our dreams and nightmares are unique to us,” Agata spoke with confidence. 

	I agreed.

	 “That’s true.” Lukas finished his food first. “Or, they have you in a mind game already.”

	 I had thought about the mind game possibility. I quickly finished my meal and listened as the they decided that it was indeed a mind game—not just against me, but for all of us. The other three decided the Center was trying to turn them against me or get in their heads as to why I would get extra training. By the time Radek and Agata finished eating, it was determined that they would not give into the mind games. They would support my difference in experience as just a difference in my nightmares, not because I was special. Radek still never spoke up about him having similar training to me.

	 “Agata, Lukas, say goodbye to your table. You will be going to your trials now. Radek, Fanya, return to your rooms after saying your goodbyes.” A worker stood by the table waiting for us to finish.

	 “Good luck,” Agata waved.

	 “See ya on the other side man,” Radek and Lukas high-fived.

	 “Bye,” I smiled at Lukas. Flashes of Miro teasing me about Lukas popped into mind, and I could feel the heat spread across my face.

	 “Bye, and good luck.” He pulled me into a close hug, and I stood awkwardly with his arms around me. He leaned closer and whispered to me. “Stay alive. We will need someone like you to lead.”

	 Without any further words, he pulled away and left with the worker. I stood frozen there. Lead? Lead who? And to where? I felt panic sneaking in, and I struggled to maintain a regulated breathing pattern while I walked into my room. I didn’t need anyone wondering what was said to me. As I got closer to my room, I remembered Dobra. I had been so caught up in my worries I’d forgotten about her. I wondered if I would get to see her again, or if I would have to wait until the end to see if she survived. Or I survived, for that matter.

	 The room was dark inside. I showered and changed into night clothes. It was still in the afternoon, but according to the agenda, other than food, I wasn’t to do anything the rest of the day. I couldn’t imagine I would be hungry after that meal. I was lying down to go over all the facts when the door opened. Dobra jumped, causing me to scream. The entirety of my survival was pending on my ability to survive against my worst nightmares, but a sixteen-year-old walking into the room unannounced was startling enough to make me scream. I giggled and shook my head. It would be astounding if I survived.

	 “You okay?” She looked at me as if I was crazy.

	 “Yeah, I think I’m just exhausted. Laughing was a better choice than crying.”

	 Dobra nodded in understanding.

	 “Did you have a rough interview?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

	 “It wasn’t bad, but I have to leave in the morning. I think I’m just going to go straight to bed. Do you mind?” She looked sheepish for asking since it was still early in the evening.

	 “No, I don’t mind. I had the same idea as well.”

	 

	I was turning to grab what I needed for the night when there was a knock on the door. I looked at Dobra who looked just as surprised as I did. I went and opened it, and there was the first Guardian I saw on my birthday yesterday.

	 “Hi, Fanya. You can call me One. I am here to take you to a dinner you are scheduled to attend. Please grab your bag, and we shall be on our way.” She smiled as if it were a social engagement.

	 I stared for what seemed forever, not fully comprehending what she’d just asked of me. She looked at me a little while longer before gesturing at my bag. I hesitated, only coming back when I realized Dobra was handing my bag to me. She was giving me an encouraging smile. Nothing was as I thought it was going to be. They were keeping me on my toes for sure. I felt what I could only describe as boiling bile in my stomach.

	 “Don’t be nervous, Free One,” One smiled.

	 “No one calls me that but family,” I spit at her.

	 Her face fell. “I’m sorry. I thought it might be of comfort to you. You look pale and nervous.”

	  “I didn’t mean to be rude. But that name, it’s private. I’d like to keep it that way.” I gave her a kinder smile this time, to which she aptly responded.

	 The hallways were as long and plain as the ones in the dormitory. I tried to remember the turns we made, the way the flooring looked, to see if there were changes. Everything looked the same, but I needed to try and find some guidance in case I had to find my way back alone. I noticed we hadn’t passed anyone else or even any doors. I was beginning to think she was going just to throw me into my trials.

	 “Don’t be nervous, Fanya. Honestly, we all have such high hopes for you. We’re excited to see what all you accomplish.”

	 “Hopes?” I asked. I stopped, placing my hand on her elbow. She turned toward me, her face giving nothing away. “What kind of hopes?”

	She opened her mouth, preparing to speak when a door opened behind her.

	 “That will be enough questions for now, Fanya. Please make your way in so we can have supper.” A man I had never seen before was waiting, not so patiently, for me to enter the area directly behind One. She nodded, stepped to the side to allow me to pass, and then left without another word.

	 “What is this?” I asked. I was pressing my nails into my hand to keep from showing any fear to this man.

	 “This is dinner with the Board of Guiders.” 

	I looked toward where he was pointing and noticed that there was a table full of men and women, as well as Radek. He raised his hand to wave. 

	“Take a seat beside Radek, and we will begin eating.”

	 “Eating? How do you expect us to eat without knowing why you brought us here?”

	 “I’m hungry . . . speak for yourself,” Radek said with a smirk, causing a low rumble of laughs to spread across the table.

	 “Patience, Fanya. You must learn that,” the man, who still hadn’t introduced himself or anyone else at the table, stated in a matter-of-fact tone. “Now, please, take your seat. Enjoy the meal we’re about to have. All things in good time. I promise,” he smiled, and it was almost kind.

	 I took my seat next to Radek. He was grinning and looked relaxed and ready to eat his fill of whatever was going to be brought to us. He had no qualms about what we were doing, or what would be happening to us after this dinner. He looked happy as a lark. I, on the other hand, was checking for exits, taking in the faces of those around me. As I scanned from face to face, I realized I recognized more than a few of the faces staring at me . . . including my mother’s. When I got to hers, she made a very slight head shake, as if she were telling me not to acknowledge her. Everyone in the room had to know she was my mother, yet no one seemed to be bothered by the fact. My heart began racing, and my vision was going black. I laid my head down on the table.

	 “Fan, are you okay?” Radek leaned over and whispered. He tried, without success, not to draw too much attention to us, but I could hear the murmurs of those around us.

	 A cold rag touched the back of my neck, and from under my arms, I could see my mother’s shoes. Tears welled up in my eyes, and I had to take deep breaths. I wanted her to see me strong. I wanted her to think I was doing okay, not falling apart and asking questions of everyone around me. A sob escaped me.

	 “Shhh . . . don’t cry. Don’t let them see you’re scared. You are important, my Free One. You are special. I know it, Radek knows it—but we need them to see it, too. Now, count to ten like when you were little, wipe your tears, and take in everything. Everything is a lesson.” Mom kissed the back of my head and walked away as if she had told me to suck it up.

	 One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten. I exhaled slowly, used my hand to wipe the tears, and sat up. There were nine sets of eyes on me, besides my mother’s. They were watching intently to see if I could regain composure. I nodded my head once to show I was okay, then sat up straight. They watched me for another minute, then went back to their conversations. The side conversations ended abruptly when a man in the center of the room stood.

	 “Hello and thank you to everyone who has gathered here tonight. Before dinner, I would like to introduce Fanya and Radek to the Council members. These two will be the only ones participating in the newly minted Black Trials. The other Rojkos did not meet the qualifiers that we set forth a year ago when we began watching them. These two will be here after dinner for you to observe, speak to, and question in any matter you see fit before sending them to their trials. Now, without any further ado, let’s bring on the food.”

	 Two of us. Only two of us fit the credentials. I looked at Radek who looked as stunned as I felt. How could there only be two of us that fit? How stringent were the requirements? Why did we fit? I had so many questions. Did my mother know this all along? Is that why she drugged me to sleep my last night at home? Is that why she had to use the black lettering for my cake. The black lettering!

	 “Radek,” I leaned closed and spoke low. “Did you have black lettering on your birthday cake?” I nodded a thank you to the server as he passed and placed our foods in front of us.

	 “No, why?”

	 “I was just curious. I had them, but didn’t know if that was just my mom, or if it was a thing.”

	 He was leaning in, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body. He smelled of pine trees and leather from his clothes. It found myself focusing on his closeness more than his words. I watched his mouth move, and his eyes moved to see what I was looking at. He cleared his throat, breaking my train of thought.

	 “Well, my mom said black had to be involved too and used in whatever manner she thought best. So, she used a black car as my cake with bright yellow writing. Of course, that was a few months ago, as you know.”

	 “Everything is so different than what I was expecting. According to the handbook, we should be on our own . . . we face our trials without any of the other Rojkos, and we would either pass or fail. Any guesses as to why they changed things with our year?”

	 I knew from our previous conversations that they hadn’t been given any information before I came, but if Radek was as special as I was said to be, I was guessing he had an opinion. I watched as he appeared to be gathering his thoughts before speaking.

	 “Personally, I assume—even more so now—it was because of all of our trials. Whatever they are expecting from us and the outcome of the Black Trials, it must involve the others. But that’s just a guess.”

	 “That would make sense; I suppose. My only problem is understanding why we are so different. We have been raised similarly, yes? So, what is it about us that makes us think differently than the others?”

	  "My best assumption would be because our parents have jobs in the government? But that’s a stretch, as there are others who have or have had parents in the government.”

	 “It’s just all very puzzling, for sure.” I watched around the room, noting those who were watching Radek and I speak in hushed tones. The man who had spoken up earlier spoke again. 

	 “Eat, you two. The food is getting cold,” his voice was stern, but his eyes were kind.

	 I turned back to the plate in front of me, noticing the food for the first time. There were potato dumplings filled with sheep cheese, roasted bacon, wiener schnitzel and lokshe (a potato pancake). All my favorites from childhood. Glancing at Radek’s plate, I noticed he had the same thing. Maybe it was just coincidence that all my favorite foods were provided tonight. Water was given to us, as the government felt that anything other than juice, milk, or water was bad for us.

	 The first bite was heaven. As I ate, I realized how hungry I was and let myself enjoy the food. Tomorrow in this place was no longer a given, so I took advantage of the meal provided and ate. I listened intently to conversations around me, but soon decided I didn’t care. Most of the conversations were about the food, or the time. Radek seemed to be enjoying the meal too, gladly accepting more when the server passed us.

	 The talk started dwindling down once the server brought around the chocolate pies and milk. Milk was a treat, and I was excited to get it. Usually, milk was only served for special occasions because it was expensive. I savored it with the richness of my pie.

	 “I think chocolate is my favorite treat.” Radek was leaning back in his chair, rubbing his belly contently, his plate empty.

	 I grinned. “I see.”

	 “Do you not like chocolate?” Radek looked incredulously at my plate that still had half a slice of pie.

	 “I love chocolate. I’m savoring it, because who knows when we’ll get chocolate this rich again.” I smiled.

	 He shook his head. “You think too much, Fan.”

	 I laughed.

	 “She absolutely does, which is why she’s here. She analyzes things that no one else your age even thinks about. It was one of the reasons she was chosen,” door man spoke. “By the way, my name is Martin. I will be the proctor for your Black Trials. The rest of your dinner companions are your examiners. Tonight is just a meet and greet. Over the next few days, you will be participating in the Black Trials before being tasked to face your top three nightmares. No matter the outcome of the Black Trials, you will still be facing your nightmares, so relax and try to have fun.”

	 Fun was not what I would have called it. I was exhausted when I slipped into my room, trying not to wake Dobra. I was tasked to answer questions about my opinions on the government, on the other Rojkos, on my family, and on which dreams I thought I would be facing. There were a few that asked what my goals were for when I became an adult. Everyone, including my mother, seemed to expect me to survive my trials. I didn’t even bother changing into my pajamas. I needed as much sleep as I could get because morning would come soon, and my Black Trials would begin.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Four

	 

	Morning did come early, and I dressed quickly. I was told before leaving the meet and greet last night to bring everything with me as if I were going to my trials today. I headed out quickly, making sure I would have time to eat breakfast before they came and escorted Radek and me to our first set of trials. Dobra was asleep still. I didn’t want to wake her up because I knew she would be going to face her deepest fears. I left a note wishing her luck and telling her I would see her on the other side. I signed it “Free One” and added a heart in hopes of sounding optimistic.

	 Radek was already seated with his gear, waiting for me. Apparently, our table of four had decreased to a table of two. He looked like I had starved him by making him wait, even though I was earlier than I had to be. He stood up as I approached the table to put my stuff down.

	 

	“Let’s eat.” He was bouncing on the balls of his feet like it took everything in him to hold himself back.

	 “Hungry?” I teased, biting my bottom lip to keep from laughing at him.

	 I scanned the cafeteria, noting that most of the tables were empty. The line to get food was nonexistent. Once again, I was handed a tray of carb-heavy food and full milk. Radek had fruit and chocolate. I was confused as to what he would be facing that a full meal wouldn’t be necessary for him. His eyes looked sad with the food in front of him, especially once he saw all my food.

	 “Can I ask what exactly your nightmares are?” I looked at him nervously, hoping he wouldn’t be angry. It was a private topic for most of us, especially since we’d been observed for the last ten years.

	 “Sure. I have two that are very non-specific, like being unable to save someone without knowing what I am facing, or being lost in a dark, abandoned location. My last one deals with having to fight off mutated humans.” He shivered when he stated the last sentence. “What are yours?”

	 “Actually, very similar to yours, except it’s my mom I can’t save. I’m in a town that is abandoned now that was known as Pripyat, near Chernobyl. Remember learning about the reactor meltdown centuries ago? That is Chernobyl. Anyway, I have to live in an area that has unseen dangers.” I focused intently on my food. I had never spoken my nightmares out loud.

	 “It’s awful, the feeling of not being able to save someone you love,” Radek said between bites of his fruit.

	 “Do you think that our similarity of dreams has something to do with being chosen for the Black Trials?”

	 “I do now. It’s too coincidental not to think that way.” Radek was eyeing my toast.

	 “Here, take it.” I handed it to him. I had enough food on my plate that I could spare the bread without any regrets.

	 “Thank you,” he mumbled as he stuffed the whole piece into his mouth.

	 “Are you finished?” a voice behind me asked.

	 I turned to see an unfamiliar Guardian standing behind me, looking patient as he waited for my response. I nodded, and he stepped back to allow us to stand. I grabbed the last two pieces of bacon to eat on the way to wherever the Guardian was going to take us.

	 “Radek, you forgot your bag,” the Guardian pointed and smiled kindly.

	 “Oh! Thank you, I might need that later.” He draped one of the straps over his shoulder, and we followed the Guardian out of the cafeteria and down another long, bleak hallway.

	 As we made our way down the hallway, my mind raced. I wasn’t sure what to expect. Would I be with Radek during the testing? Would I be alone? After the dinner last night, I was wondering if Mom was watching everything I did, but I couldn’t really ask her. My whole body felt as if electricity was coursing through me. Adrenaline was going to be my savior or the cause of my failure. I wasn’t prepared, although I knew there really wasn’t a way to prepare. I started timing my breaths. Four seconds in, four seconds out. I looked toward Radek, who seemed to be doing the same thing.

	 “Fanya,” the Guardian stopped and turned toward me. “You will be going into room one.” He pointed to a door about two doors down from where we were standing. “Radek, you will be in room two. Good luck to the both of you.” He waved and walked back in the direction that we had come.

	 “Good luck.” I said to Radek.

	 He came over and hugged me tightly. “Good luck to you, too.”

	 I walked to my door, took a deep breath, and opened it. On the other side was a very bland room. Concrete floors, concrete walls, and a table in the middle. At the table, there were three men and one woman. They all looked kind and inviting. There was an empty chair on the side across from them that was presumably for me. I straightened my shoulders and made my way toward the seat. My mother had instilled in me never to sit unless invited to, so I stood behind the chair awaiting the invite.

	 “Please, Fanya, join us,” the man who looked to be the leader initiated the invitation.

	 The sound of the chair moving back filled the room. There was silence, other than my movement, which made me acutely aware of my breathing. Four seconds in, four seconds out. I took my seat, adjusted up to the table, and sat. The time it took was less than a minute, but it felt as if hours had passed just doing those few things. I took one last breath and made eye contact with those at the table. They were smiling, but none were the faces from last night. I was puzzled as to why I hadn’t met them at the dinner. They all had kind faces. They were almost too kind, though . . . in fact, they were borderline creepy.

	 “Good morning, Fanya. We are all very pleased to finally get to meet you face to face. Last night, we had the chance to observe you while you ate and mingled with the others. It gave us a good idea of how well you adapt to your situations. You seem to be a very observant young lady, aware of how you are perceived and adjust accordingly. Your school records indicate high intelligence and an aptitude for helping others. We interviewed your family, your teachers, and peers, and the consensus was that you were made to solve problems and were a natural-born leader. Would you agree with this assessment?” Man Number One, who seemed to be the eldest, finished by crossing his hands in front of him on the table, indicating he would be patiently awaiting my response.

	 “I feel like, that for the most part, these observations are correct. I tend to see things in a manner that others cannot and am more than happy to explain how I see to fix things when asked. However, I am not one to intercede without being asked, nor am I seeking validation for being different,” I spoke confidently. I was surprised that such a thorough investigation had been done about me. I was unsure if it was common practice, but since Radek and I seemed to be “special” I would assume it was something done specifically for the two of us.

	 The table in front of me consisted of four nodding heads. No one made any comments about my statement, and I had nothing further to add. I did not want to fill the space with needless talking. There was potential that they wanted me to feel uncomfortable with the silence, but my mother had always taught each of us to be prepared for silence. The trials could result in days, even weeks of nothing but silence, and it could drive you insane if you let it. She showed how to observe the natural noise around us, and to use our imagination to keep us busy. Silence could also be what saved you during a situation where someone was seeking you out. I sat and smiled at the people sitting across from me.

	 “If you were asked to fulfill a government position upon your induction into adulthood, would you feel comfortable with that position?” the woman asked. Her tone was snarkier as if she felt I was too young to be in a position of leadership.

	 “I have faith that my leaders would place me in a job that would be the best fit for me. If I were to be placed in a position of leadership in the government, I would hope that I would be provided training, and even a mentor, to ensure that decisions I made were in the best interest of this country and its citizens, and not based solely upon my opinion and youth.”

	 The woman leveled her eyes at me before speaking. “Do you think that at your age it would even be a possibility? Your response was confident that it was an option. Why?”

	 “Well, ma’am, you presented me with a question where a situation was plausible. I am confident that my government and leaders wouldn’t put me in a situation that wasn’t ideal for my skills. So, when asked if I could run a sanction of the government, I would expect that my leaders wanted someone confident in their skills. I responded as if this were a possibility. How would it have looked for me to act as if I wasn’t capable of performing any duty assigned to me to the people expecting me to succeed?”

	 I could hear my mama’s voice in my head telling me to keep my face neutral. I tended to let my face say things my mind was thinking. Tierney had long teased that the higher my eyebrow arched, the more absurd I thought an idea was, so I focused on keeping my face flat. I wasn’t one to back down though, so as I spoke, I made eye contact with not just the woman, but to each person on the panel.

	 “Very well.” She looked smug as if she was goading me to stand up for myself, knowing how I would respond.

	 What the panel wasn’t aware of was that I indeed observed closely to those around me. As I spoke, her face let me know she hadn’t expected such a well thought out response, and almost fell, but she seemed to note her face was expressive too and quickly recovered. My internal reaction was to stick my tongue out at her. Instead, I gave a sweet smile.

	 “Fanya, Mr. Forsinth and I each have one more question before we send you out to your Black Trials.”

	 I stopped listening after Man Number Two began speaking. Forsinth was not a common name in our region. We all had very ethnic names, and Forsinth stood out. I had to wonder if he was an ex-pat from some other country, or a transport here to observe my interview specifically. I could feel my brows scrunching together, and when I went to touch the skin between them, I made eye contact with Mr. Forsinth, who looked to be expecting me to speak.

	 “I apologize, can you repeat your question? I was distracted by your last name and its origin.” I knew honesty would be the best move for this group of adults.

	 “Very astute. My family moved here from what used to be Ireland many years ago. We came here for safety.” He didn’t break for my reaction but repeated his question immediately. “Please, tell me what you feel would be of most benefit to you during your trials, and what you are expecting of the Black Trials?”

	 “As for the Black Trials, I have limited expectation, sir, except that I assume if you are planning for my trial, you are anticipating me to survive and pass the Black Trials. For my trials, extra food and survival gear would be of most benefit to me.”

	 “Again, we are impressed with your foresight into things. The last question is, what would you like to scrap from your nightmare list if it were a possibility?” Man Number Two had a very serious tone.

	 This was not a question to be answered lightly. I took my time, running through the possibilities of what would improve my trial versus what would be of most benefit to me in surviving. Taking all things into account, I knew in reality that taking my mother from the equation would be of the best interest of me; however, I also knew that they could not feasibly apply her to my trial.

	 “Let me be candid for a moment if you will. Ideally, I would say taking away the fear that I would not succeed would be the thing I would like to eliminate the most, with having to keep my mother alive as the second. Seeing as neither is really a possibility, I would ask that I had all the right tools for my nightmares and survival more than the actual elimination of any one thing.”

	 My response seemed to have taken the entire panel aback. The woman had forgotten to keep her face in check, allowing her jaw to drop some in shock. Mr. Forsinth began to slowly grin and shake his head in amusement, while both Man Number One and Man Number Two sat back in their chairs, crossing their arms. All kept their eyes on me—I was beginning to feel self-conscious as if I had responded incorrectly.

	 “Fanya, I must say you are probably one the most interesting Rojkos to attend any trial in history. We will all be watching you with great fascination, cheering you on from the sidelines. Please grab your bag and the bag beside the door as you make your way to your next venue. Congratulations on passing phase one of the Black Trials.” Mr. Forsinth indicated for me to exit through the door to the left of where I was sitting.

	 There was a duffel bag that appeared to be packed to the max propped up against the wall beside the door. I placed my bag down, threw the new pack onto my back, and then draped my original bag over me like a purse before exiting the door. I turned one last time to look at my panel, but they were all gone. All that was left were five empty chairs and a table isolated in a cold room, with a sliver of light peeking from the door I was about to enter.

	 

	

Five

	 

	Brightness filled the room I entered; as dark and cold as the previous room had been, this was a stark contrast. The sun filled every inch, with large windows on three of the four sides. I was in there alone, and the door behind me closed. I realized there was no knob on this side. Panic wanted to seep in, but I knew I couldn’t give into it. I scanned the area—there was a bed to the left of me, a table in the center with a pile of paper that was several inches high, and to the right was a kitchenette. Off to the right of the kitchenette appeared to be a water closet. From the setup I was taking in, I assumed that this would be my room until they decided I had met some arbitrary goal, then sent to my regular trial.

	 I placed both of my bags down beside the bed and made my way toward the window directly in front of the door I just came through. What I saw in front of me knocked the air out of my lungs. Dobra was in her trial. I stumbled back and closed my eyes. Fear was creeping in as I realized the first task for the Black Trials would be to watch the trials of other Rojkos. I wasn’t sure why, but something inside told me it would be the hardest thing I would face in my life. I took a deep breath and stepped to the window to the left of me. From there I could see another Rojkos facing his fears. He was unfamiliar, but bile still burned in the back of my throat from knowing I had something to do with his trials. I stepped to the right to see Lukas. He appeared hurt and scared. I closed my eyes and stepped back.

	 Pull it together, Fan. You’re probably being watched. Your reactions are as just as important as your task. Take a deep breath and sit at the table. Avoid seeing the other Rojkos right now. Read the stack of papers. Pull. It. Together. I used the tone Tierney would for my self-talk hoping to snap myself into action. I sat down and picked up the stack to set it down in front of me.

	 The first page had The Black Trials written on it, in bold black letters. Page two had a list of all the Rojkos this cycle, including myself and Radek. Page three was a letter addressed directly to me.

	 

	Dear Fanya,

	 

	Welcome to the first Black Trials. As of now, you have probably surmised that we are trying to determine if you will be able to work in a government position upon your induction into adulthood. You need to read each page of this packet before starting your observation of the three Rojkos assigned to your watch. After completion of their trials, you will be evaluated. If you pass, you will move on to your own trial. If you do not pass, you will be here for another cycle of Rojkos, as we are hesitant to fail someone with such great potential as you . . . but that is not to say you’re automatically safe, either. Please read carefully, as you are now responsible for several things that will dictate the survival of others. Best of luck.

	 

	The Council

	 

	The first three days in my new room were spent reading regulations, rules, and expectations. I was to observe the other Rojkos, score them based on their reactions to their nightmares, grade up or grade down their challenges, and determine a pass or fail on a list of fifty tasks such as decision making, emotional regulation, and aptitude. I was explicitly told that their survival was still dependent upon their skills and will to live, but my evaluations would be taken in to account upon job placement if they were inducted into adult status. My head was swimming by the end of the packet. It was explained that while the windows and sunlight in the room were real, the images I observed in each were not actually right outside the windows, but were real-time feedback bounced off satellites so that I was unaware of each of the Rojkos actual locations. There were three drawers under the table, and each had the files and information needed for Dobra, Lukas, and Ales, who I discovered was from a community on the outskirts of our main town.

	 The files contained the individual’s nightmares they would be facing, potential jobs based upon initial information from the Council as they watched them in their formative years, and the background of each of their families’ success rate. To me, it was obvious that their parents had survived because as common sense would have it, they would have had to survive to be able to make adult status, reach marriage age, and then become parents. What I did find interesting is that they listed the survival rate of their siblings and aptitudes scores for each as well.

	 Ales came from a lower-class family but had a high success rate of survival among siblings, with only one of the seven previous siblings not surviving. His parents were laborers, but he had shown such high aptitude and intelligent in his nightmares that he was brought to this facility for testing with hopes of improving his future success. His nightmares would include getting stuck underwater due to getting wrapped up with roots, facing a hungry wolf in the wild without any weapons or places to hide, not being able to find food, and getting lost in absolute darkness.

	 Dobra’s fears included a house of endless snake invasions, failure to succeed at any trial she was presented, and falling into a hole with no way to escape as worms begin to emerge from the surrounding walls. I didn’t have to read much about Dobra’s family or siblings, as I knew them all well. What I found interesting was that her job potentials were not as impressive as I would have expected. Dobra had always done well in school, and she came from a family, whom in the past, had high social standing. Her potentials were teaching and laboring. Teaching was an option I could see her excelling in, but she would never be able to marry or become a mother if she was given this position. Our teachers were to be unwed women, as the government took from history centuries ago that the teacher’s focus should only be on the students and their successes. She would have the potential for fostering children, though. I knew she dreamed of being a mother, and I hoped that teaching would not be her final position as an adult.

	 Lukas’s file was the thickest. He had only had one brother to survive, which was a concern to the members of the Council. His parents had been strong candidates, and they both held highly-esteemed positions in our community, so the failure of their children was a huge shock. Lukas’s aptitude scores were high, with expectations for government positions upon induction. Lukas had one younger sibling, but their status was depending on his ability to survive. In our society, the status of one’s family could be drastically changed just from the success or failure of the children in that family. Each of my siblings had survived, so my mother was allowed to remain unmarried after the death of my father—but had my brothers not had such good luck, she would have been provided a new spouse and made to switch positions. Lukas’s family had a lot riding on his ability to survive. His nightmares included walking into the forest with large tarantulas, losing the use of his dominant arm, and getting stuck in a building on fire.

	 I scanned the parameters of each of their needs and began to create a schedule to allow me to watch each of their trials efficiently while still grading fairly. I could hear my mother’s voice telling me to take my emotions out of the task. I needed to see them as strangers to grade and score appropriately. I wrote down my schedule, planning to watch each Rojkos for four hours a day in one-hour cycles, unless something specific was happening in their trials at the end of their time frame. I’d built in times for meals and breaks as well so that I didn’t become delirious.

	 I made a checklist of each item I was to observe, and left space for notes on each person. I set up alarms on the oven provided to me in the room so that I would be sure to have one hundred percent attention during each observation hour. The first couple of days were mundane; each Rojkos was succeeding, but without much to note in the way of expectations. On day four, Ales faced his drowning scenario. He went to bathe in the river near his location drop. I noted on his checklist that he failed to pay attention to his point of entry near a patch of trees, or that the current of the river was faster than it had been in the past two days.

	 I sat and watched as he bathed, amazed that he was completely unaware that his nightmare was about to happen. My mind scolded him for being so unprepared for the situation that was occurring, strictly because it was a fear of his growing up. I knocked him a point for not being aware of his surroundings, even if he wasn’t expecting his nightmare to occur at that moment. I watched as a strong current pulled him away from the banks when he was under getting soap from his hair. Air bubbles come to the surface, and I began to count. As I hit the thirty-second mark, I heard the alarm for me to switch, but ignored it. I was riveted, internally encouraging Ales to come up for air. I did not want to witness his death, nor did I want to have to write fail on his papers. I shuddered at the thought of having the job of telling parents their child did not survive. I looked down at his checklist and was writing down my observations when movement caught my attention. Some ways down the river, Ales popped up, looking worse for the wear.

	 It was then I noticed I had been holding my breath. I got up to head over to watch Lukas for a while but heard screaming. It was not normal for me to have auditory feedback from any of my viewings, but this was very loud . . . and very distinctly Dobra’s scream. I ran to her window just as the ground under her collapsed and she fell into a hole. A secondary screen popped up so I could see both inside the hole and the area above it. I wracked my memory, trying to recall the details of this specific fear. I ran to my table and picked up her files. Scanning quickly, I saw that there would be worms in the hole and exhaled harshly. She would be scared, but she should be safe. I went back to her screen and watched to see how she would handle everything.

	 I relaxed into the chair, looking around Dobra’s surroundings to solve how she could get herself out of the hole and back to safety. Worms were not a fear of mine, but I could see how this would be terrifying if they were, so I held back judgment. The first worm exited from the side of the hole, and I quickly noticed something was off. These were not normal worms. They were much bigger, with larger mouths. Inside their mouths were rows of razor sharp teeth, and they seemed to be oozing some kind of liquid from their skin. They kept coming out into the hole, one right after the other. Just the sight of them made me shiver, and I could understand why they were a part of her nightmares. I wanted to scream for her to climb out by digging footholds into the earth, but she wouldn’t be able to hear me. I stood, paralyzed, as I watched my best friend slowly get eaten by the piranha-like worms. I could hear her screams.

	 “Climb the wall! Dobra, please! CLIMB THE WALL!” I screamed, collapsing onto the ground. I didn’t care if I was being watched and graded. She could survive the bites if she could get out. There were natural medicines in the plants around her that would fight off the infections. In horror, I could see her giving up, hunching down in the corner, as she screamed. I was angry that I had to see this, but my brain wouldn’t let me stop. I pressed myself up against the glass and began praying. Prayer was new to me, and I wasn’t even sure who I would pray to, but I needed her to survive. I needed her to not give up. But my prayers were useless—more and more worms filled the hole, and her screams became less and less. I saw the light leave her eyes, and my sobs became endless. The screens went black, and silence filled the room. I was still sobbing when I heard movement behind me. A Guardian was standing there, helping me to my feet. There were no words, but she handed me a cup of water and a cup with a pill. I took both, feeling as if I were in a trance, and she helped me into my bed. My last memory was of her knocking on the door to have someone let her out.

	 Waking up, I was surrounded by darkness, except for a faint glow of fire from one of the screens. I sat up too quickly and instantly felt dizzy. I placed my hands on the bed on either side of me and let my head droop so that I could stop the spinning. My whole body ached, and I assumed that it was from the stress I faced watching my best friend die. On the table in the center of the room was a cup, a covered plate, and a letter that had been folded, so it stood up like a tent. I stood up slowly, hoping that some of the dizziness had dissipated, before making my way to the table.

	 I sat down and unfolded the letter before eating. It had words of condolence for me having to witness Dobra’s death. It also had instructions that my duties were to resume in the morning. I’d expected no less than that, so I accepted my command and lifted the cover off my plate. There was a warm meal with potatoes, chicken, and some form of delicious-smelling bean I was unfamiliar with. I devoured my food quickly and drank the milk provided. I looked through my drawers and noted that they had taken Dobra’s file. It was probably for the best, no need to continue torturing myself. My heart ached for her mother. I decided that sleep would be for the best and went back to lay down. Morning would come too soon.

	 

	



	

Six

	 

	The morning passed quickly as I observed Lukas and Ales with robotic precision. Every hour I would switch between the two, taking a break for what would have been Dobra’s hour. I noticed that there wasn’t much in the way of nightmares to face for either of them today. I wasn’t sure if that was the initial plan, or if the Council had adjusted things since I’d observe such trauma yesterday. Meals were heartier today too, almost mimicking those I would have eaten at home with my mom. Whether these meals were an apology or part of the prepping for my trials was still unknown, but they were welcomed all the same.

	 Just as my third break between Lukas and Ales started, there was a noise behind me. I turned to see the door open and the same Guardian from the night before entering the room. This time the door was left propped open, and I could see a sliver of light. The room beyond the door looked different from the one I had exited so many days ago.

	 

	“Are you here to bring me lunch? It feels like I just had breakfast.” I rubbed my tummy as if I were still full.

	 “No,” she smiled. “I am here to take you to the next part of the Black Trials. Grab all your gear and the files. You will follow me.”

	 She stood patiently as I gathered everything. I was unsure as to why I was being taken somewhere else when clearly, I wasn’t finished with this task. Lukas and Ales were still in the trials, yet I was being moved. As I was packing up, I realized that unless Radek had the same duties as me, I would be the last to pass or fail the normal trials that we are made to face. I would be the last of the group to be inducted into adulthood, meaning everyone who passed would again have to wait on me, just as they had to wait for me to turn sixteen.

	 I grabbed the files last, then faced the Guardian. She smiled and indicated for me to exit out the door. I paused outside, waiting for her to exit and close the door so she could lead me to my next destination. One of the lessons I was learning from being here was that I had to be ready for whatever was thrown at me. I knew I was being evaluated on my ability to adapt to changes in my itinerary quickly.

	 “Fanya, you are exceeding expectations. You will be progressing to the next level of the trials sooner than anticipated. The Council is excited to see how you will do with each level before you get sent to face your nightmares. You are creating a buzz around here. The environment in the government has been almost electrified since you’ve shown up.” She was almost bouncing as she led me out of the first room and into the hallway.

	 “Why?” Genuine interest led me to ask her, knowing it was likely that I wouldn’t be provided an actual answer.

	 “Because you have such potential and greatness in you. There are high hopes that you will bridge the gap when the new government begins.”

	 I grabbed her by the elbow, turning her toward me. “New government?”

	 “Yes,” she nodded in a mindless, almost giddy manner.

	 “Why am I to be the bridge and not Radek or one of the other Rojkos?” I had a thousand questions running on a loop in my mind. Did Mom know about this upcoming change? Is that why there were these new Black Trials? What made me special? I wondered if the changes were positive or negative. I needed a pen and paper to write all of the questions down. I hoped that sometime soon I would get the chance to ask the Council everything.

	 “I cannot answer that.”

	 “Cannot, or will not?” I asked.

	 She shrugged. “Does that matter?”

	 “I guess not.” My shoulders slumped forward.

	 “Let’s get moving. We have people waiting for us.”

	 Everyone was so friendly around here and seemed so happy. It was almost unnatural. I considered myself to be a happy person, but I wasn’t unnatural. I had bad moments, even bad days. I had bouts of sadness and frustration, even annoyance. But everyone here, and I mean everyone except for the lady who was on my panel, seemed overly joyous. I couldn’t imagine that sending groups of Rojkos to their possible deaths could be an exciting job. I could, however, imagine how seeing those who survived returning could make everyone more than just happy. New adults meant new jobs, new economic factors, and continuous growth of our society.

	 We were taught in school that there were very few communities such as ours. Our government blended ideology of ancient societies and added what they learned from history to make a functional, almost utopian society. Other societies had fallen into dictatorship, monarchy, and even anarchy, leading to continuously failing communities. There were no more countries in the world, as we had learned it was the breakdown in history. Each community ruled itself and could be anywhere from three people to three hundred thousand people, like my community. No one ever left our community and came back, and rarely did new people come, making Mr. Forsinth and anomaly.

	 We walked about fifteen doors down from the last room before she turned to the right. At the end of the turn was a door, to which she simply gestured for me to enter. She didn’t come in with me and did not say anything as she left. I grabbed the knob, turned, and noticed that I was going to have to put effort into opening the door. It was heavy, as if it were made of lead. When I was able to pry it open, I quickly moved in front of it so I could use my pack to prop it open. Once inside, there was a couch, food and drinks, and the same three men and the one woman from the previous meeting.

	 “Fanya!” The woman seemed ecstatic to see me. She made her way toward me and hugged me.

	 I stepped back from the hug, taken aback by her excitement. “Hello again.”

	 “Please, have a seat. We were so sad to hear about Dobra.” The woman’s eyes watered a little.

	Anger surged through me at the thought of her mourning someone she didn’t know. Dobra’s name should have never been in this woman’s mouth. It took all my willpower to nod to indicate sympathy. I knew I could not let this woman, or the three men, see me react out of emotion. Not that I thought they didn’t want me to have emotions . . . but more so, I knew they wanted to see if I could act without making decisions based solely on my initial emotions or reactions.

	 “We are sorry you had to witness that, but we are pleased as to how well you were able to adapt.” Mr. Forsinth was a spare-no-words kind of man. 

	I appreciated his forwardness. “I am a fast learner, sir,” I said with frankness.

	 “As I am noticing,” he nodded as he spoke.

	 “What is the next level of the trials, if I may ask?” I was not in the mood to play their civility games.

	 “We are going to review the files and notes you took from your observations. If we have questions, we will ask, but for now, you can relax. There’s a bathroom straight back there. Go shower, change, and eat the lunch that was prepared for you,” Man Number One basically dismissed me.

	 This bathroom was more spacious than the water closet in the observation room. I basked in the hot water and luxurious soap that was provided. I wrapped myself up in one of the heated towels and scrounged around the drawers. I found a toothbrush, a blow-dryer, and lotion. It was nice. I took my time, figuring that if they needed me, they would knock and ask me to hurry up. I folded up my dirty clothes and put on one of the outfits that had been provided when I showed up to the Center. Placing my dirty clothes into the bag, I closed everything, glanced one final time in the mirror at my reflection that wasn’t as it was before, and went out to the main room. At the table to the left of where the panel was sitting, sat a plate and water. The food wasn’t as hearty as it had been before, nevertheless, I enjoyed it. I took pleasure in each bite, fearing that if I passed, I would be facing my own nightmares soon enough. Memories of the worms tearing at Dobra’s flesh kept flashing in my mind. I did not want to go down like she did. I was determined to fight for my life.

	 “Fanya?” the woman called from the table.

	 I turned, holding up a finger to indicate I had heard her but still had food in my mouth.

	 “Continue eating; I’ll ask my question. Do you feel like that Ales could have done anything differently? Your note states that he presented as unprepared, but you didn’t write any suggestions for what he should have done instead.”

	 “Well, for someone who has had the same nightmares consistently, you would think that he would have taken time to figure out how he would survive that scenario, seeing as we all know we are going to have to face them. He should have known to watch for the current, he should have been aware of where the trees were located and the flow of the river, survival strategies, anything that would have prepared him.”

	 “And you feel as if you are prepared?” She arched her eyebrow at me, bating me to be overly confident.

	 “Not so much as prepared, but I’m not going in completely blind either. I should know at least some things ahead of time that I would try to do in case I was presented with any of my fears. I mean it is unwise, even foolish, not to take in consideration that the Center will be putting me into situations based on my nightmares, right?” I tried to sound innocent but knew that was coming across almost as a challenge.

	 “Very well, we have no further questions. We are going to allow you to have one more evening to rest, but then you will be taken to your trial.” She smiled, but there was no kindness left.

	 Man Number One and Mr. Forsinth wished me luck before leaving. The woman left after them, but Man Number Two waited until we were alone before speaking.

	 “You will do well not to challenge Eliska. She may not be evil, but she definitely isn’t one to be played with, either. I have faith you will succeed, but you need to be careful.” He said nothing further, but exited, leaving me alone in the room.

	 Silence filled the room, and I was thankful for it. Who knew when the next time I would have a place of comfort or quiet once I was dropped into my trial? Thoughts of my nightmares played over in my mind. What I hadn’t told Eliska was that while I may be semi-prepared, that did not take away my fear. Nightmares were nightmares for a reason. I sometimes wonder if adults remembered what it was like to face their nightmares. Mom used to tell me about how our grandparents didn’t have to face their nightmares. They didn’t even have their dreams monitored. They became adults upon turning eighteen years old.

	 They were the group of people that had decided that adults needed training, guidance, and trials to prove they were prepared for adulthood. My grandparents’ generation started with their younger siblings, and by the time they had children, they had perfected the system. Now the trials were run from a computer and guided only by the Dream Catchers. That was not a job that I would want to do. I couldn’t imagine having to observe multiple nightmares a night and know that those images tortured children on a regular basis.

	 I laid back on the couch, closing my eyes, and imaged how it would have been when my grandparents were children. Back when they could sleep without being monitored. I imagined a time when families could choose their living and were able to live freely. My body sank into the comfort of the couch, and soon I was taken away by images of color and light.

	 

	



	

Seven

	 

	Eliska was sitting at the table in the room when I woke up, looking patient as she read something and ate breakfast. I sat up with a start, surprised to find her there. She seemed so normal in this setting, very much a motherly figure—which I knew to be anything but true. She indicated for me to join her when she saw I was awake but didn’t speak.

	 “I need to go freshen up first.”

	 It felt like there was cardboard in my mouth, and I needed to wash the sleep from my eyes before sitting with Eliska. I needed to be alert and prepared for whatever she was planning for me. I knew I would be going to my trial today, but I didn’t know where that was, or when I would be leaving. I looked in the mirror again and saw dark circles under my eyes. I must not be getting good sleep because I looked rough. I had been provided luxuries compared to the other Rojkos. I hoped that they would not be made aware of the training before my trials if I survived. I didn’t want any hatred or resentment from them toward me. I gargled mouthwash, splashed cold water on my face, and headed toward Eliska.

	 “Eat breakfast, Fanya. You will be going to your trial in about an hour. I wanted to talk to you before you left.”

	 I observed her as she spoke. She was well put together and seemed to keep herself tightly contained, but there was a noticeable softness in her eyes. This lady was a puzzle, and one I didn’t have time to dwell on figuring out. I watched her watch me as I ate, and there was something there that I couldn’t place my fingers on.

	 “Yes?” I responded, hoping to encourage her to continue as I gobbled down my eggs and toast.

	 “Your trials and Radek’s are very similar. We’ve been observing you both for ten years, just like the other Rojkos, but there’s something very different about you two. I know I can present as condescending, or even challenging . . . but it’s only because I know there is great potential in you. There’s a big change coming, one I can’t elaborate on just yet. We are going to need you to survive to help with this. So, in short, do not fail. Rise and show us all you can do what we are hoping from you. More, even.”

	 Swallowing was difficult, as her words seemed to have made my mouth dry. The toast wasn’t helping either. I gazed into her eyes, hoping to find something that would show me she was trying to get into my head, but there was nothing but sincerity.

	 “But why me? Why Radek? Why did we have similar dreams?”

	 “We don’t know. What we do know is that we are all counting on the two of you to come back to us. Now, finish your breakfast. I will be taking you to meet your guide when you’re done.”

	 I was no longer hungry, but my mind told me to fill up because I had no idea when I would get a chance to eat an actual meal again. I savored the milk that was provided with my breakfast and noticed that I was even given a cup of coffee. Coffee was a drink usually only provided to adults. Children were allowed tea on special occasions, but never coffee. I looked at it, unsure as to how to drink it. I sipped, noted the bitter taste, added some of the left-over milk and tried it again. It was warm and pleasant. I finished it off as well, hoping that the coffee was a precursor that the Council felt I would pass my trials.

	 “We cannot delay this any longer. Guide A awaits you. Best of luck to you.” Eliska stood, and I followed suit.

	 She opened a door that was opposite the one I had come through last night. On the other side was a short hallway. At the end, a woman was standing with her back toward me. I made my way to her, making sure that I hadn’t forgotten any of my bags. My legs felt like lead. For all the talk and prep I’d had, I still wasn’t ready. Fear was threatening to overtake my brain’s control of my body. I wanted to run quickly toward Eliska, to safety.

	 Guide A, as Eliska had called her, still was facing the door at the opposite end of the hallway. I cleared my throat as I approached her. I didn’t wish to startle her, but I needed her to turn so we could continue my journey before fear could win.

	 I recognized my sister-in-law as she turned. “Tierney!”

	 She quickly cupped her hand over my mouth and shook her head. “You don’t know me. Understood?” she whispered fiercely.

	 I nodded, confused. She took her hand off my mouth.

	 “Hello, Fanya. I am Guide A. I will be transporting you to your trial location. It will take a full day’s drive to get you there, during which time you will be given instructions on how to complete your trial to become an adult. On behalf of the Center, we would like to wish you the best of luck. Now, if you be so kind to follow me, we will begin.”

	 Tierney was not a guide . . . unless she had been given a new job after I came to the Center. I was confused, but I felt safer than I had before. She led me down a ramp that ended outdoors near on old jeep. She helped me to load my bags into the back. I took the passenger seat, and she got behind the wheel. For the second time, I was shocked. I had no idea that Tierney could drive. It wasn’t a skill that everyone was taught. Cars and driving wasn’t a necessity for our community. There was public transportation, and most everything was within walking distances. She leaned over to buckle my seatbelt. I was fully capable of doing this and was about to protest when she sent me a sharp look, effectively silencing me.

	 “You cannot ask me why I am here; you can only present questions to me that are about your trial. Choose your words correctly, and I can be a little more open with my answers. Do not be afraid. There’s a reason for everything.” She said all of this in a whisper, making it obvious to me that we were being listened to.

	 She leaned back, started the engine, and pressed play on the radio. A recording came on over the speakers

	 “Welcome, Rojkos. You are about to enter your trial, but do not be not afraid. You are lucky to be partaking in this rite of passage, as it means you are about to enter adulthood. There are a few things that you should know before we send you on your way. First, everything in the trial is real. You can kill it, and it can kill you. Second, time is not any different in the trials than it is right now. You can track your days using any variety of systems, and it will be accurate. Lastly, there is no set time that you will be in your trials. You and your reaction to your nightmares determine the length of time that you are there. Be aware of everything at all times and good luck.”

	 “Do you have any questions?” Tierney asked, keeping her eyes on the road before us.

	 I had a ton of questions. My brain screamed at her, but I sat silent for a moment. I needed to be concise in my approach.

	 “Am I allowed to ask where my location will be?”

	 “Yes. You are going to a location that used to be called Pripyat just outside of what was once known as Chernobyl.” She glanced at me, letting me know that there was more to this location than I knew.

	 Pripyat . . . of course. Let’s automatically start out in the scariest place I could imagine. We’d done studies on the massive shutdown of the town and the plant after the reactor exploded. The town itself still had close to two thousand seven hundred years still left to heal before it could be livable. Let’s put in the most important person—according to the Council—in one of the deadliest places on Earth. I could feel my eyes wanting to roll, but I didn’t react.

	 “The instructions stated that everything was real . . .” I paused trying to decide how to word this question accurately. “So . . . will there be any other people in the trials? Like family members?”

	 I was careful not to look directly at Tierney. Her face always gave away her thoughts, and the burning that was building in my stomach would have exploded had she said yes. She gave a small, audible sigh, the sound tearing my eyes from the road and toward her face. Her forehead was furrowed, and she appeared to be biting on the inside of her cheek.

	 “There is always a possibility of real humans being in any trial. But generally, those that are there are not ones that have survived their own trials previously.”

	 Physical relief flooded my body, and I sank back into my seat. I needed more answers. I needed to be as prepared as possible, but I was having a hard time coming up with things to ask her. I thought back to when Eliska asked me what Ales should have done better, but I couldn’t seem to formulate any real questions then either.

	 Soon, the lull of the bumpy road the heat and wind from our travels rocked me to sleep. Sometime later, I sat up when I realized we were stopped. I was upset with myself for wasting precious time, but I turned to see that Tierney was sitting on a blanket, eating lunch. I opened the door and went around to join her. 

	“Do we have much further to go?” I asked as she handed me a sandwich.

	 “Approximately another five hours of driving. You slept for a while. I let you sleep because you will need your rest. There is still time to ask any questions you may have, but for now, eat.”

	 It was beautiful outside. It had been such a long time since I was able to sit outside on a warm day. I was thankful for the shade tree, but I could still feel the warmth of the air. Birds were very active in this area, but I noted that many of the species I spotted were not any I knew. I wondered if it was simply because we were in a new territory, or if it had something to do with my trial

	 As we sat in silence, I took in the sounds of nature and let my mind wander. I hoped that questions would begin flooding in, but I had no such luck. Nothing but silence and the tweets of birds filled my thoughts. I was quick to finish my sandwich and help load everything back into the jeep. I was climbing in when I caught a glimpse of movement to my right at the tree line. I looked up to see the back end of a very large four-legged animal walking into the forest. It was larger and more robust than any animals I had ever seen before . . . but we were more in the country, so maybe it was a normal-sized animal for the ecosystem here.

	 “Any further questions?” Tierney was pushing me to ask more, to know more, but I was drawing blanks.

	 “What can you tell me about Pripyat? Are the radiation levels safe?” I looked at her. “Radiation is dangerous for humans.”

	 “The radiation levels are still not at what we would consider safe for humans. However, it would require prolonged exposure to the radiation to be considered unsafe.”

	 “Then how is it that I will be placed in a location that can kill me, even if I have the skills to survive my trials?” The fear was fighting its way back into me.

	 “No one has tested in over a century because there has been no reason for further research. No one makes their home there, and we do not currently need the space as a community, so it sits isolated. But I am sure that the Council would not place you somewhere they didn’t think you could survive” she was reluctant to finish her sentence.

	 “Can you tell me in what order I will have to face my nightmares?” I decided to let it go.

	 “I can’t. But you should know you will have to face each of them before you can pass. You may have new fears arise due to facing the nightmares from your developmental years.”

	 “That’s wonderful,” I said monotonously.

	 “Fanya, we have approximately four hours left. Do you have anything else to ask?” her eyes pleaded with me.

	 How could anything get scarier than knowing that even if I did survive, I would have been exposed to radiation for an extended amount of time? I decided that I didn’t want to ask anything else. I knew Tierney needed me to ask something specific, but I didn’t know what it was . . . and the more I was learning about my trial, the more it was getting to me. I needed to go in with some confidence left; with each new bit of information, that confidence waned.

	 “Is there anything else I should know?” It wasn’t a precise question or even asked with fervor.

	 “Just survive. Be aware of everything at every moment.”

	 I watched as her body language changed. Her shoulders slumped some, and her eyes seemed sadder. I knew I was letting her down, but I was barely holding it together as it was without hearing even more frightening information. I started rubbing the bracelet she had provided me at my going-away party that last night with my family. I felt the strength in the leather and counted that it had been wrapped four times to make the bracelet. Closing my eyes, I drew on memories of my family’s faces. My mom, with the laugh lines in her eyes . . . my brothers and the determination in their eyes. And Tierney’s face; I could turn and study it right now, but I wanted to remember it as it was that night. She had provided me such hope and assurance that I would do well.

	 To pass the time, I opened my eyes and watched the scenery change. The closer we got to the destination, the greener and fuller the outside became. What had been trees that were randomly patched together in spots had closed to become large forests. The grass was high and reminded me of the pictures in my history books of grasslands in a country that no longer existed. Large birds, larger than I have ever seen, were circling the sky like vultures. These sights alone caused panic to seep in because I didn’t know how to survive in the wilderness, let alone how to fight off animals that, by my calculations, were as big—if not bigger—than me.

	 “Guide A, will I survive?” my voice broke, and I could feel tears rolling down my cheeks.

	 

	“I hope so, Fanya. I really hope so,” she said quietly. “There is so much in our community that needs to change, more than you could even understand right now. Your survival is necessary.”

	 “Everyone keeps telling me that,” I tried to hold back the need to shout. “I am a child still. Yet, you are all laying this heaviness on me, adding to my already near-paralyzing fear of my nightmares. How could my survival be the key to you all making this change? If such a drastic change is needed, why is MY survival the tipping point?” The tears were flowing non-stop now.

	 “You are a child, but you’re special. We all have known it for a while,” she slipped out of guide mode and spoke as my sister. “But we didn’t realize exactly how special until the Council brought these things to light. No one can explain it to you; you’ll have to learn on your own. Survive, Free One . . . survive.”

	 “Free One. Yet I am not free.”

	 The last hour of the drive to my location was spent in awkward silence. I knew she wanted to say more but couldn’t. I wanted to beg her to take me to safety but knew she couldn’t. So, we were at an impasse. The sky was beginning to darken, and the first star of the night peeked out from the clouds. The moon was full, which was never a good sign. My first night in my trial was on a full moon. There were superstitions about the full moon in our community. I, however, had never taken much stock in them. Fearing that it was intentional, though, I figured that it was sign.

	 I started making a mental checklist of what I needed to do once I was alone.

	 Find a place to stay

	Find food

	Find firewood

	Get to know my surroundings

	Figure out which areas would be most likely to contain my fears.

	Plan how to broach each fear quickly, while still having time to relax.

	Determine the best way to survive.

	 I knew safety and a home base were top on my list for my trial. What I didn’t know was where I would find that, especially in a place that was seeping radiation. Would I even be able to find food that was safe to eat? Surely if the radiation was still in the area, then the animals and plants were laden with it. My outcome was becoming bleaker. I dropped my head into my hands and practiced the deep breathing that Mama had taught me from a young age. I felt Tierney place her hand on my back to comfort me. Something sharp touched my back, and there was something cold against my skin.

	 “Sometimes, the best survival is based on your ability to cut through the fear,” Tierney emphasized the word cut, and I realized she had slipped a second knife into the back of my clothing.

	 I had the pink knife from Miro already, which was allowed, but I wasn’t allowed two knives. I knew things were serious if Tierney was willing to break the rules. Rules that she herself had to follow in order to survive. Names of survivors scrolled in my mind, and I focused on them. I could do this. I had to do this. I took a deep breath, sat up, and noticed we had stopped again.

	 In front of me was a gate with a sign that had was in half.

	 

	WARNING: HIGH LEVELS OF RADIATION

	 

	 “Well, here goes nothing. Give my love to my family,” I pleaded with her.

	 “Good luck, Fanya.” Tierney didn’t make a move to exit the jeep with me. 

	I went to the back and unloaded my bags. I took time to find my flashlight and waved at her to go on. The walk to the gate was eerily quiet. Not even the crickets seemed to be alert tonight. The gate was still chained, but it was loose enough to allow me to slip through after tossing my bags in. I picked them up and walked down a street that was overgrown with grass. Bits of concrete peeked through, lending to the eeriness of the abandoned town. Buildings lined the street on either side, but they didn’t look to be safe from the elements. I walked another two hundred yards, aware that there always seemed to be movement in the shadows, but not turning to look. I was better off not seeing what was there. My imagination was running wild enough as it was. At the end of the first street, there was a row of apartment buildings to my left. I quickly passed the first few building because of how dilapidated they were.

	 The fourth building I came to, the doors and windows appeared to be still intact somewhat. I counted to ten, turned my flashlight on, and walked inside. Chills coursed through my body. Even after three hundred years, it looked as if people just left the night before. The paint color had faded drastically, and some of the floorings were curled from the heat and radiation exposure, yet it still stood strong. I was in a hallway entrance of sorts, and I made my way toward the steps. I figured the first floor wasn’t the safest best, nor was a top floor in case I needed to make a quick exit during the night. Stopping on the second floor, I went to my right. The doors to the individual apartments were either opened or missing. I found one that was unbroken and working and chose that space to make camp for the evening. I closed the door, using a chair to hold it closed. I made my way to the back, clearing each room as I did, and making sure I could open the windows if needed. The good thing about these buildings having been abandoned was that no one was caring for the plants, so I had a vine to the left of the window that could be easily climbed down if necessary.

	 I was too nervous to sleep. I decided I needed to make a list of what supplies I had in the pack that the Council members had provided me. Thinking back, I didn’t remember seeing a pack like this among Dobra, Ales, or Lukas’s trials. I wondered if Radek was provided one like this, or if I was again being treated differently.

	 Inside the second pack, I counted ten nutrition bars, three bottles of water, and two kits of drops to purify water. There was an extra shirt, a pair of pants, undergarments, a dry set of socks, and a toothbrush and toothpaste. There were matches, fishing hooks—but no fishing line—and batteries for the flashlight. Lastly, I had about fifteen candles of various sizes and pen and paper. I didn’t know if the pack was made before I listed off my wants for things to help me survive, or afterward. Either way, I knew that everything in the pack was there for a reason, and I needed to observe everything to see when I might need to make use of each item.

	 Silence—it was deafening but comforting at the same time. I didn’t have a lot of noise to compete with when listening to see if I was safe, but at the same time, I could hear everything that moved. I could hear wolves in the distance, and I saw shadows in the streets the few times I decided to be brave enough to look out the window. 

	Fanya, sleep is necessary to survival and alertness. The door is closed with a chair against it, and you’ve checked every room. You’re as safe as you can be in this situation, you need sleep. My brain used my mother’s voice to scold me with what I already knew to be true. I would need all the sleep I could get. I put my back to the wall under the window in the kitchen. I put my larger pack in front of me and used the backpack Mama got me as a pillow, then willed myself to sleep.

	 

	



	

Eight

	 

	 

	Sunlight filled the room, and strange noises filled the air. The noise was loud, bringing me to my feet quickly with knife in hand. I searched my surroundings before realizing that some sort of mutated bird was sitting on the ledge outside of the window, singing. The bird was both frightening and beautiful at the same time. Its eyes were almost a sky blue, its beak was blue as well, but its feathers were the color of ink. When it noticed me watching it, it didn’t fly off like the birds back home. Instead, it cocked its head to the side, as if inspecting me. After some time, it apparently deemed me okay, as it began singing again without any additional notice of me.

	 I gathered my things, knowing that moving around each night would be safer than staying in one place. I had no way of checking the levels of radiation, and by moving it would help with decreasing exposure as much as possible. Plus, if I weren’t alone, moving camp regularly would help me be less predictable.

	 I needed to explore. I grabbed a nutrition bar and broke it in half. I didn’t want to eliminate all sure food sources until I knew what kind of environment I was working with, but I needed to eat to have strength. The large pack was going to be cumbersome, but leaving things wasn’t a good idea either since I didn’t know if I was even alone. I couldn’t make out any of the shadows I saw last night. They could have been animals or humans. Or mutated humans, the thought flashed through my mind thanks to Radek’s fears. I shuddered at the thought. 

	Tierney’s words that new fears might stem from current ones flashed in my mind, and I realized that mutated humans weren’t an original fear . . . but they most definitely were now. No one in the government had been monitoring Pripyat, so how could they know for certain it was abandoned? And since testing wasn’t being completed anymore, the effects of long-term exposure to radiation wasn’t monitored. Sure, death was almost guaranteed, but maybe humans had learned to adapt, or their genes had mutated—while they would still die, they could continue to breed. Sometimes, in times like these, I realized I overanalyzed and caused myself undue fear of things that were not even known as of yet. 

	Once I outside, I saw that there were rows and rows of buildings. Some still had original signs on them in a forgotten language. I kept my knife in my hand as I walked, ready to attack if necessary, and scanned my area. I made myself larger, knowing from my studies that I was less likely to be attacked if I looked bigger and more confident that the attacker. I was noticeably alone. Occasionally, I would see squirrels that were slightly larger than ours back home, snakes in the grassy areas, and feral cats. None of the animals so far seemed to be concerned with my presence there, but I still made sure to give them their space as I walked by them.

	 I discovered what was now an abandoned carnival or amusement park, and I decided that climbing the old Ferris wheel was my best bet for getting a good three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of my new living area. I made my way through the obstacles of fallen-down rides, forgotten places that had once been for family fun, and overgrown walking paths. Once I was up next to the Ferris wheel, I scanned the structure. Iron was made to last, from what I knew; while the structure seemed rusty, I figured it was still sturdy enough to hold me. I wasn’t an overly large girl. I was what my mother described as petite, but strong.

	 I walked around the base and saw rungs that I could use to climb up to the middle. From there, I would have to climb the rigging of the ride. The structure groaned a little under my weight but held strong. The view from the middle landing was breathtaking. I had a good view of the area. I could see the old reactors . . . well, what was still standing of them. Climbing higher wasn’t necessary. As I was making my way back down, I noticed movement to the left in the forest. It was larger than the animals I had seen previously. I froze and pressed my body up against the structure as much as possible. A creature I had never seen before exited from the woods. I covered my mouth to keep it from hearing my gasp.

	 This thing moved slowly, with heavy steps. It resembled a bear but seemed to be more alert or aware of things than an animal should be. It raised its head to sniff the air. It had the face of a human. Fear paralyzed me, and I closed my eyes tightly. I had never prayed before, but I was praying to someone, anyone, that this thing would move along without noticing me. I didn’t know if I could even be kill it if it attacked. And from where I was, I calculated that it had to be close to two hundred pounds. It could kill me with ease if it noticed me. I opened my eyes a little, then . . . panicked. I couldn’t find it anywhere around. I scanned the full circle around the area, but it was nowhere to be seen.

	 I knew I wasn’t safe where I was, but if it did have intelligence, it could be hiding, waiting for me to come down. I glanced down, and relief flooded me as I noticed my packs were still at the base where I had left them. With my decision made, I climbed down quickly, picked up my packs, and made haste back toward the main part of the town. I decided to stay in one the buildings three rows down from where I had stayed last night. I still hadn’t found food, but I needed better weapons if I was going to have to hunt for food with those things loose. Rounding the corner to the last row of buildings, I ran smack into something. The something screamed and jumped away. My reaction was to pull my knife and start slashing.

	 “Ow, Fanya! Quit trying to stab me, dagnabbit.”

	 Opening my eyes, I saw Radek standing in front of me. He had a scratch on his arms and blood dripping down his forehead.

	 “You scared the daylights out of me. And that scream probably caught those bear thing’s attention. Let’s get inside quickly,” I was pulling him into a building as I hurled question after question at him. “What happened to you? Why are you here?”

	 “Bear things? What bear things?” his eyes widened in fear. “There are more mutants here?”

	 He followed me upstairs to the second floor without questioning my choices. This time I went to the left and found another room with a functioning door. I scanned the apartment and pulled him in. It was safe as far as I could tell, and still had most of the furniture in it. I couldn’t process how furniture could last three hundred years, but it was mostly wooden furniture. I propped a chair against the door and sat down.

	 “What do you mean more? And what happened to you?”

	 “Well, last night I was holed up in what I think was a school. I feel asleep. I’d felt pretty secure in my surroundings, but then this beast came in an attacked me. I ran with my gear and made it to a church. It didn’t follow me onto the church property. I think it treated the church as if it were sacred and paced the fence all night. It had the head of a human, but its body . . .” his body visibly shook from the memory. “Well, whatever its body was, it wasn’t human.”

	 “Same with the bear thing. I was at the Ferris wheel scoping out the area when it came from out of the trees. So, what was the condition of the church? It sounds like that may be our best bet for safety at night.”

	 “It was pristine. It doesn’t look aged at all.”

	 “We need to make our way there while there’s still daylight, but we need to find food to stock up on as well. How long have you been here? Have you done much exploration?”

	 “I got here two days ago. I have been to the school building and the church, and I was exploring the rows of apartment homes when you found me. I haven’t found any sources of food yet . . . well, none that I would deem viable to eat.”

	 “We are safer with the two of us, so let’s go out exploring, and then make camp at the church tonight. We need to come up with a plan so we both meet our trial requirements, so we can get home, soon.”

	 “Agreed.”

	 We gathered our items, and with Radek behind me, I checked the hallway. The coast was clear. As we headed toward the staircase, I heard what sounded like a young woman sobbing and singing a lullaby. Goose bumps spread over my body, and the hair on my arms stood up. She sounded so sad—and so close. I turned to Radek, who looked just as horrified as I felt. Fear was evident in his eyes. I was mid-step, but I drew my foot back and decided to follow the singing.

	 “Don’t. Let’s just go,” he was pulling my arm back toward him.

	 “I have to face this. I have to see what or who it is.”

	 I couldn’t explain to him that this wasn’t an original nightmare for me, but something that was stemming from being here. What if there had been people left here to survive on their own? Not being documented by the government, not being provided basic needs . . . I had to see the scene that created the lullaby I was hearing. I made sure to be quiet, so as not to disturb the sad mother. Around the corner, I saw a shadow and stopped. I didn’t want her to see me, yet when I peeked my head around there was nothing. I made my way into the room, searching every inch and there was no one. I suddenly realized I heard sounds from the past, I ran back to Radek, not caring who or what could hear me.

	 “Get out!” I yelled at Radek to get downstairs and out of the building.

	 He didn’t need any further convincing from me, and he led the way out. We ran down one street and turned right onto another before he stopped. I had to drop my hands to my knees, coughing as I tried to catch my breath. Internally, I was trying to explain away what had just happened. The Council was trying to get to me, to add new nightmares. I’d imagined it because I was already on edge. Something had happened, but it was explainable. It had to be.

	 

	“What did you see back there?” Radek asked in between deep breaths.

	 “It’s what I didn’t see . . .”

	 “You mean there was nothing?” His eyebrows shot up.

	 “Exactly.” I could stand some now, and my breathing had slowed. “The room the singing came from was empty.”

	 “Empty . . . this place just gives me the heebie-jeebies,” his body visibly shuddered as he spoke.

	 “Agreed. And I haven’t faced a single one of my fears yet. I have seen yours in the form of mutant humans, but . . .”

	 “Let’s discuss facts for a moment. I need to calm down,” he snorted as if he’d made a joke.  “Okay. Fact: we need food. Fact: this place is radioactive and has supposedly been abandoned for more than three hundred years, so it’s highly unlikely that we will find some stash that has been left over.”

	 “Honey . . .”

	 “What’d you call me?” 

	He must have gone crazy. “No, I mean honey doesn’t go bad, so we might be able to find a stash of it. It’s not the greatest food, but it’ll do in a pinch. Also, wild wheat can be made into bread.”

	 “What about the radiation?”

	 “We’ve already been exposed to it.”

	 “But prolonged exposure continues to damage us.”

	 “True, but we are here anyway. We need to survive for any chance of potential medical assistance from our community.”

	 “Well, let’s go to the hospital, grocery stores, and abandoned homes. Maybe those mutants won’t have taken everything.”

	 We made our way through the next row of apartment buildings we came to. He took all the dwellings on the left side of the building on each floor, and I took the right. The first three apartments I went to looked just like the others. The homes were abandoned as if their inhabitants had every expectation of returning. The wear and tear of the years had left little to be desired for living there now, but you could tell it had been someone’s home. I had little luck finding any honey, but in the next kitchen, I found a half a jar of honey that had crystallized into sugar, but I packed it anyway. As I was zipping up my bag, I heard rustling in the hallway.

	 “Radek?”

	 There was silence as a response, and I stilled. There was something out there; it wasn’t Radek because he would have answered me immediately. I slowed my breathing so that I could hear something other than my fear. I strained my ears, hoping I would have some clue to what was out there, but I couldn’t hear anything. I took a step towards the door and froze, waiting to hear something. Nothing. Another two steps and I was at the door. I looked out and saw nothing. I turned to the right, and down the hallway was some large rodent. I exhaled and turned left toward where Radek was to meet me.

	 I heard furious steps coming toward me. I turned to see the rodent running at me, about to lunge. I stumbled and fell backward, kicking and scrambling to get away from the thing. It had teeth unlike anything I had ever seen on any other kind of animal. They were too large to fit in its mouth and were dripping with . . . something.

	 “RADEK!!” I screamed. “HELP ME.”

	 I kept kicking the rodent off; statistically, if I didn’t kill it or get away from it, it was going to bite. We didn’t have any medicine to fight off the infection that I was certain to get from the bite and who knows what dripping from its fangs. It lunged again, but this time screeched and flew backward just before it landed on me. I turned to see a shadow jump out of sight into another room. I jumped to my feet and tried to find Radek. I assumed he had killed the rodent and was hiding in case there were more.

	 My hand was raised to knock when Radek came bounding down the stairs. The sight of him rushed through me like a flood of ice through my veins. I threw my finger up to my mouth, so that he knew to be quiet, and slowly stepped away from the door. I used my other hand to indicate we needed to leave. Whatever was in that room may have helped me once, but that did not mean it was friendly or willing to help me again. All I knew was that we were not the only intelligent beings here in Pripyat. Once we were outside, I told him what had happened.

	 “So, it helped you. That’s good news, right?”

	 “Before I came here, my sister-in-law told me that not everything was it seems. I don’t know what this means.”

	 “Maybe we should head to the church and get settled in. I think I’ve had a little more excitement today than I was expecting.”

	 I smirked. Nothing was humorous about anything that had happened today, but I knew I should have expected all excitement all the time in my trial and decided to find some humor in the situation. I also knew that Eliska would have appreciated the snark.

	 The church was located near the edge of town. It was just as Radek had described. It looked as if it had just been built yesterday, and there was an eerie feeling of comfort surrounding it. The gate was closed, but easily opened when we pulled on it. After Radek got through, the gate closed on its own. I looked up to see a gear that was automated by weights to close.

	 We entered through the heavy, wooden front doors. The inside was just as untouched as the outside. There were rows of empty pews, and a pulpit that looked to be waiting for a preacher to stand and deliver a sermon of faith and servitude. Radek did a sweep of the area as I took in the space. The windows were stained glass, but dirty. Looking around, it felt like this place had been cared for over the centuries. Shadows were moving outside the windows, but I had no fear. Peace was everywhere in this place. I looked at Radek, who was watching me. I smiled, and he smiled back. Peace was not going to last, but I would take it for as long as I was able to.

	 

	



	

Nine

	 

	Hunger was starting to set in. I searched my bag for another nutrition bar and broke it in two, giving Radek the other half. It was still daylight out, and I knew we would need food to keep our strength. I headed to the back of the church, hoping I would be able to see something out there that I hadn’t already noticed. There was a freshly planted garden of real food and a creek that was ten to fifteen feet across. The garden made me leery—it was almost too easy—but the creek was good news. I remembered the fishing hook the Council had given me and dug through my bag to find it. I ran back inside.

	 “Radek, do you have any string or anything that could be used as fishing line?”

	 “No, why?”

	 “There’s a creek. We could catch some fish.”

	 “Do you think the fish would be safe to eat?” he arched his eyebrows at me.

	 I shrugged, knowing it was in direct opposition to my previous fears. “I can’t imagine anything we do from this point on will be safe. We must eat, though. Strength is key to survival, as you pointed out.”

	 I searched around the church as Radek searched through his bags. There was nothing that could be used as fishing line. I started fidgeting with my wrist, and my fingertips brushed against the leather of the bracelet that Tierney had given me. I took it off, unwrapping it as I did, and noticed that the length and width would be perfect to hold the hook. I tied a knot at the end and slid the hook down.

	 “Nice,” Radek nodded in appreciation.

	 “I wish we had bait.”

	 “I bet we can find a worm near the banks.”

	 The word sent shivers through me. “NO! No, worms.”

	 Radek gave me a questioning look. “Okay, what do you suggest?”

	 “A grub, or maybe just a bare hook?”

	 “What’s with you and worms? Are they a fear of yours?”

	 “No.” I took a deep breath. I didn’t need for my emotions to overtake me. “Dobra . . . her trial . . . worms . . .”

	 “Okay, no worms.” 

	He didn’t have to ask. I don’t know if he saw the same ones as I did, or if he had to watch others.

	 We exited out a gate in the backyard. There was a plot of flowers at the creek edge. Radek was quick to find a fat grub and placed it on my hook. I tossed it out without checking my surroundings first. Luck was on my side, and the area was empty, save Radek and me. Not long after I put the hook in, I got my first bite. With a sharp yank, I was able to hook whatever was on the other end and pull it toward the shore.

	 “Turtle!”

	 “Awesome, we can make turtle soup,” Radek’s response oozed sarcasm.

	 “Or, you know, roasted turtle,” I rolled my eyes. “We will learn to make do with what we have. It’s that, or work on surviving while hungry.”

	He threw his heads up in concession. “Do you know how to cook?”

	 “Yes.”

	 “Good, cause we’re going to starve if it’s up to me.” He had a goofy lopsided grin.

	 “Can you at least start a fire?”

	 “Absolutely.”

	“It’s probably best that we make the fire inside the gates, just in case.”

	 “Just in case what?” Some of the fear crept back into Radek’s voice.

	 “We’re not alone.”

	 My nonchalance was not unnoticed by him.

	 “How do you do that? Just brush this off as if it were nothing.”

	“The fear would overtake me if it let it. I analyze everything, probably too much. It makes me almost robotic in my reactions. There’s fear there. This is not nothing, but if I want to survive, I can’t let the fear eat away at me. I must treat this as it is—a test. If I stop and think about what situation I am in . . .”

	 “I’m in the same situation, and the fear is there. It’s present.”

	 “I didn’t say I wasn’t scared, Radek. But I can’t dwell on the fear. I have to think through it.”

	 “Maybe that’s why you were picked . . . but me? Why do you think they chose me?”

	 “You have strengths. They saw something in you. You tell me. I know mine is because I’m robotic.” I knew it was true, even as I spoke it.

	 “You’re not robotic; you’re clinical. You’re intelligent. Me? Well, I will do anything to survive.”

	 “Well, then. Let’s survive and find out what they will have us become.”

	 I was tired of this conversation. We could have talked in circles for hours, and still not get anywhere. And my stomach was grumbling. I helped gather firewood, and while he got the fire started, I watched guard from inside the gated areas. Once I felt that we were indeed alone for the moment, I went to the garden. Some potatoes looked edible. I took two, reasoning that it was just enough to fuel us, but not enough to leave a trail to us if we did leave during the days.

	 A garden meant someone was caring for it and growing the food. Someone didn’t feel like the grounds were too sacred to enter, and they would surely return at some point.

	 Killing the turtle was the worst thing I’d done so far, but its death was a means to an end, and I thanked the earth silently for the food. I dropped it with the shell down onto the fire, using its belly as a plate of sorts to cook the potatoes. I laid my leather bracelet out near the fire to dry before wrapping it back around my wrist. I was grateful for Tierney and her forethought to give me the bracelet. The smell of the cooking turtle wafted through the air, and the rumble in my tummy grew louder.

	 Smoke filled the air, and fear suddenly kicked in. The smoke was a signal to anyone in the area that we were here. I panicked. I stood up and dropped the water that I brought up from the creek over the fire. Using the embers, I buried the turtle and potatoes.

	 “What the heck was that about?” Radek looked annoyed, as I’m sure he was just as hungry as I was.

	 “The smoke, it was like a beacon screaming, ‘Come get us’.”

	 “Good point.”

	 As we waited for the turtle to finish cooking, we took turns checking on it and walking the fence line to see if anything was headed our way. After the third cycle was complete, my nerves settled some. Nothing, not even animals, had come anywhere within eyesight of the church. Radek sat on the ground beside me, patiently waiting for me to hand him a potato and turtle meat. We ate in silence, glancing around on occasion to make sure we were still alone. The night sky was creeping in. The stars were very clear out here.

	 “Do you think there are other people out there? I mean there are so many stars . . . surely we are not alone.” Radek was laying back against a rock, arms crossed above him, resting his head where his wrists met.

	 “I think, and I may be wrong, but I think there are people here that are undocumented, so there’s a high chance that there are others in space,” I shrugged.

	 “You really think there are people here, not just mutants?”

	 “Something back there saved me. I don’t think an animal would have had the mental capacity to know to save me and then hide.” I mimicked my body language to his and watched the sky fill with stars. 

	“That’s just as scary as the mutants.”

	 “I don’t know if I agree with you there. That bear/human thing frightened me.” My body convulsed in memory of the fear. “I’m glad we haven’t faced another one.”

	 “I agree. Have you had to face any of your fears yet?”

	 “Subtle,” I giggled. “But, yes. Being here is a fear, I just need to face unseen dangers and not be able to save my mom. I do know she isn’t allowed into my trial, so I’m not sure how that fear will manifest itself. How about you?”

	 “Uh, did the sight of me earlier today not give it away?” He scoffed. “I suppose that means only two more for each of us. We can go home soon. I need to not be able to save a loved one, and being lost in a dark, abandoned location.”

	 “None of these things sound very fun. Maybe, we can go exploring tomorrow, and I can face an unseen danger,” I threw up my hands in a cheering motion.

	 Radek laughed, but it wasn’t a full laugh. Nothing about this was super funny, but I felt like we needed to be able to joke, or it would all get to be too much. The silence was relaxing, but soon the night was filled with the sound of crickets and frogs. Closing my eyes, I could almost pretend that I was camping with my dad again, like when I was younger. He would take me out to teach me how to fish and build fires. He explained it as bonding time, a tradition he had carried on from my three older brothers. I, on the other hand, knew it was training for this day. I was counting my breaths, fighting back the tears, when I heard footsteps to the left of me.

	 “What was that?” Radek whispered.

	 “I don’t know.”

	 I put my finger to my lips, and we took care to stand. I covered the embers to put it out to have a better view of our surroundings. Our movement seemed to still whatever was outside the gate. We’d come to a stand-off of sorts.

	 The darkness was soon spotted with dots of red and green circles. I glanced and started counting them in pairs after realizing they were eyes . . . and there were close to twenty sets.

	 “We should probably get inside the church.” 

	Radek was so close to me; I could feel his words on my neck. The warmth of his breath and the fear of seeing so many eyes, caused a shudder to form. I nodded and turned to walk toward the door. Footsteps behind us caused us to increase our pace, and we were running by the time Radek opened the door. Just as I was closing it behind me, there was an unearthly scream. It sounded like death and fear wrapped in one giant noise.

	 All my talk about not giving into the fear went out the window with that scream.

	 “I do not want to meet whatever thing just made that noise,” Radek was making rounds, checking that all the doors and windows were closed and locked.

	 “What if it’s hurt?” Suddenly, the image of whatever saved me being out there was haunting me.

	 “What if it’s pretending to be hurt to get us to come out?”

	 “Is there somewhere we can go that is higher? Someplace I can see out above the gates without going outside?” I was looking for a staircase.

	 “The belfry.”

	 “Let’s go. We can analyze the situation from there and choose a course of action.”

	 “What if you have to face the unknown fear . . .?”

	 I looked at him, upset that I had to acknowledge that he was right. I sighed and walked to the door. Grabbing the handle, I turned and peeked out. There was no screaming, and as far as I could see there was nothing that had gotten inside the gate. I opened the door the remainder of the way and stepped out onto the landing. The gate was still closed, but just outside of the gate was a lump that wasn’t moving. In my head, I could hear analytical Fanya fussing at me for not taking extra precaution, but I knew that being overly cautious was not how this fear was going to be checked off as “met”. Taking calculated steps, I made my way to the gates. At the base of the gate, there was a sobbing lump.

	 “Are you okay?” I asked in a hushed tone.

	 Two eyes peeked up at me, fearful.

	 “I won’t hurt you. Do you need help?”

	 The figure nodded.

	 “Can you stand? I can help you, but I have to see what’s wrong.”

	 “Stand,” the voice was guttural and low, but I didn’t hear anything threatening in its tone.

	 I opened the gate and reached to help the figure stand. The body structure was tiny and hairier than I’d expected. I could feel its muscles ripple as it stood.

	 “My name is Fanya.”

	 “Yakue.”

	 “Do you speak Ukrainian?”

	 “Tak.”

	 When fully erect, Yakue was about three feet tall. I still was unsure if Yakue was a he or she. Yakue had facial features that were fully human, and the stance was human, but the body was covered in fur or hair of some sort. Yakue reminded me of the pictures of prehistoric humans in our history books. Just as we got inside the gate, I felt movement on Yakue’s back, causing me to jump back. A tiny cry was released.

	 “Baby . . . food.” Yakue looked frightened that her secret was released.

	 “What does the baby eat?”

	 “Milk.”

	 “I have bread? I’m sorry.”

	 “Okay. Fire?”

	 “Yes, I can build a fire. Please sit. Are you hurt?”

	 “No. Scared. Animals are mean at night. I come here to hide, but fence locked.”

	 Her ability to speak wasn’t as fluid as Radek and mine’s, but she spoke enough that I could understand her freely, making me think her lack of speech earlier was from fear. I made fast work of building a fire and getting out the bread from my pack. Radek was coming out the back door with water. When she saw him, she made her way toward the gate, baby farthest from him.

	 “No, he’s okay. He’s with me. It’s okay . . .”

	 She kept moving her eyes between Radek and mine. She sat down near the fire, but as far from Radek as possible. I gave him a warning look that told him to keep his distance. He caught on quickly, handing me the bottles of water. He sat down on a rock, as far from the fire as possible while still being able to feel the heat.

	 “Eat . . .” I handed her the water and bread. “I have a few questions. Did you save me today?”

	 She nodded.

	 “Is this garden yours?”

	 “No, I just stay inside fence at night. Church is safe. I no meet garden keeper.” She took a bite of the bread and unwrapped the baby from her back.

	 “Were you singing to the baby by chance?”

	 “No, singing is memory of walls.”

	 Radek and I made eye contact with those words. Chills spread throughout my body. I was not about to ask further questions. If the buildings had memories, as Yakue suggested, then I was going to be facing unknown fears a lot during this trial. Even with the heat of the fire, I could feel ice moving through my veins.

	 “We were going to go inside to sleep. Do you want to come in too?” Radek asked, using softer tones.

	 Her bigger-than-normal brown eyes widened. I wasn’t sure if it was in response to Radek speaking to her, or the offer of sleeping inside the church that had her looking frightened. I was amazed that beings such as her were living here. Were they mutants that formed due to the radiation? Was she an anomaly, or was there some prehistoric tribe that moved in once they realized that other humans had abandoned the area? 

	Both Radek and I stood patiently as she seemed to have some sort of internal argument with herself about going inside the church.

	 “Inside is sacred,” she stated, and before I could respond. “But if you go in, I go too.”

	 “Radek will sleep upstairs if that’ll make you feel safer.”

	 She nodded but didn’t respond verbally. She was now feeding the baby, who was still not completely visible.

	 Inside, we went around and lit a few of the candles that were scattered around. Radek was not happy about having to sleep so far away from us. I wasn’t super excited being separated either, in case Yakue was playing us, but he would be close enough to hear if I screamed and could get down to me quickly. She moved to the far left and sat down on the floor beneath a window, providing enough light that she could see her baby.

	 “What is your baby’s name?”

	 “No name yet. Must walk to get name.”

	 “Girl or boy?”

	 “Girl.”

	 “Are you alone?” I hadn’t asked before, but now that we were inside I needed to know if others were going to be seeking her out.

	 She dropped her head, intently watching the baby. Light bounced off her cheek as tears rolled down. She nodded.

	 “Yes. My family die. The memories in the walls got some, and animals got the rest.”

	 “The animals? The ones with human faces?”

	 She gasped, “No, those are not animals. Those are zviera. They are evil.”

	 Her entire body shuddered as she spoke the word. My body mimicked hers, and the memory of the bear with a human face flashed in my mind. If there were animals that were scaring Yakue that weren’t the zviera, I was afraid to face them. I took a few minutes to still my nerves before I continued.

	 “What are the animals if not the zviera?”

	 “They eat upwalkers,” she pointed to herself with that word. “They eat the zviera if they catch them, but not often.”

	 “I saw a zviera my first day here. Was that thing attacking me in the apartment building an animal or a zviera?”

	 “Animal. Zviera wouldn’t be out in day.”

	 “The one I saw was. I was out by the Ferris wheel. It had the body of a bear.”

	 She watched, horror in her eyes. “Not good. Not good.” She began rocking the baby to soothe her as she quietly kept repeating, “not good.”

	 “How have you survived? Was your family the only upwalkers? Are upwalkers human?”

	 My barrage of questions was too much for her; she started humming and rocking more. I decided to let her be for a while. I placed my small pack behind me, with the larger one to my front, and the door to the church to my back, just as I had in the apartment. I looked up and could see Radek from where I was lying. He was facing us, but his eyes were closed.

	 “Upwalkers not same kind of human as you, but human. We are old. I survive to keep baby alive. There are other families somewhere, but not that want me.”

	 She sounded tired and distant. I looked to where she was sitting, holding a now sleeping baby and my heart hurt for her. She was alone in this world, except for her daughter, and she was sad. I wondered how she would play into my trial; was she an original factor, or an organic side effect of coming to a real location.

	 “Why?”

	 “Baby.”

	 She did not proceed or try to explain, so I didn’t ask any further questions. Not about her people at least. I needed to ask her about surviving here as far as food and water supplies. The sounds of animals howling were far off, but loud enough that I could hear them. I looked to see her body tense, before relaxing as she realized she was finally safe, even if just for a night.

	 “Yakue, what do you normally eat and drink?”

	 “Water from river, and berries or small animals like rat that attacked you.”

	 I grew silent, fearing that I might have to hunt something to survive. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been trained to hunt and fish, but I’m wasn’t super excited about having to kill something that has been exposed to so much radiation.

	 As I listened to Yakue hum to her baby, fatigue fell over me like a blanket. Before long, I was asleep. It was the deepest sleep I could remember having since monitoring started.

	 

	



	

Ten

	 

	I awoke to the smell of something cooking. My mouth was watering. I stretched to wake up my muscles. I looked around noticing both Radek and Yakue were nowhere in sight. I opened the door I’d been lying in front of and saw them outside, not really interacting so much as paralleling each other’s actions. Yakue was cooking, while Radek was gathering vegetables from the garden. He looked to be carefully selecting those close to being too ripe. I gathered my gear in one pile and left it close to the door. Outside I took a seat near the fire, as the morning was frosty. While I was warming up, Yakue brought me a warm drink in a makeshift cup of leaves.

	 “Drink.” She pushed it toward my lips.

	 I glanced to Radek, who gave a quick nod, and I sipped. I don’t know what was inside, but it was delicious, so warm and rich tasting. It was surprisingly filling, too. I finished it in no time, taking care to see how the cup was made. There was some sort of binding holding the leaves, and something had to be sealing the leaves as well because the liquid wasn’t leaking. I recalled how prehistoric people would seal their cups and bowls, and decided I was better off not knowing.

	 “How did you sleep?” I looked Radek.

	 “I slept well. First time in forever I can remember not having any dreams. You?”

	 “Same. I wonder if the church has something to do with that?”

	 “That, or we were both exhausted,” he smirked.

	 “Yakue, what are you cooking? It smells delicious.”

	 “Rabbit.”

	 She was making herself busy, watching us interact as she finished the meal. The baby was on her back but was becoming fussy. I watched as she seamlessly turned her wrap around so that the baby was on her chest, nuzzling up, and falling quickly back to sleep. I went to help Radek finish gathering the vegetables. We buried them on the edge and raked some of the embers over them to help cook them quicker. I noticed Yakue observe this action with curiosity, but she didn’t question our techniques.

	 “Ready,” she called us over, placing pieces of the rabbit for each of us on flat rocks shaped like plates.

	 We waited until we had finished the rabbit before digging the vegetables out to eat. Yakue was highly amused and looked very surprised at how well the technique had worked. She ate happily, smacking her lips together in appreciation. Occasionally, she would take some of the mush from chewing the veggies and place it on the lips of the baby, who seemed content to eat whatever her mother would give her.

	 “Radek, what should we do today?”

	 “Let’s explore a little. We’ll never face our fears hiding out here.”

	 “Yakue, do you want to go exploring with us?”

	 “No. I stay here. Safe with baby. You stay too.”

	 “We can’t. We have things we have to do, the reason we are here. I would like to stay here, but, I agree it is probably best that you stay, especially with the baby. If we find anything of use, we will bring it back with us.”

	 “Don’t move things from the walls with memories. The memories travel. Memories kill.” She was terrified of the memories, as she called them.

	 “Okay.”

	 Radek glanced at me from the side of his eyes but didn’t argue. There was no reason to cause her undue stress by telling her we had already removed items from the rooms. We took our time gathering our stuff. We decided that we would carry our small packs with us, leaving our larger ones hidden in the belfry. We were slower with all the extra weight of the large ones, we knew we would be coming back, and the belfry was the safest place to stow them. We waved goodbye to Yakue as we made our way toward the center of town.

	 On the way, we both found thick, long branches that we could use as walking sticks. I didn’t point out that they could also be used to protect us from animals or the zviera. I hoped we didn’t face either, but I knew that would directly negate the purpose of the trial, so being as prepared as possible was in our best interests.

	 The trek into the center of town was quiet . . . too quiet. We eventually came upon what used to be the hospital. Looking around the outside, it looked slightly more cared for than the other buildings. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason for the upkeep of buildings.

	 “Do you think the upwalkers are the ones taking care of these buildings?” My question wasn’t really to Radek so much as an out loud thought.

	 “It’s possible,” he said thoughtfully. “But if they are all the same intelligence and ability as Yakue, I’m not sure it would be feasible.”

	 “Then who would be doing the upkeep? Someone has to be doing it.”

	 “Maybe the government did before we came, to make it safer than it was?” His face, even as he spoke, told me he didn’t believe that, either.

	 “It’s all just strange. Well, no use in prolonging this . . . might as well go inside.”

	 Inside was dark, with very little light trickling in because of the dirt caked on the windows. I imagined that the radiation was stronger here because my skin hurt a little more than in other places. I could feel my heart beat picking up, and I counted to ten to calm myself down. The light highlighted abandoned hospital beds and chairs. Doors that were once glass were now broken and open. We got to an intersection and stopped. I looked down each way, trying to see if anything was giving me a clue as to which way to go. Darkness filled both, and from the corner of my eyes, I could see Radek tensing up.

	 “Are you getting a bad feeling about one direction or another?”

	 “I have a bad feeling about both, seeing as darkness is one of my nightmares.” His skin looked pale and clammy.

	“It’s now or never. Let’s go right,” I turned, bumping into Radek to encourage him to move.

	 The further down the hall we walked, the darker the area around us grew. Radek moved closer, and I could hear his breaths quickening with each step we took deeper into the dark. I wasn’t a fan of it myself. Every few feet, I would reach out and touch the walls, looking for new hallways or rooms to explore. I didn’t know what I was looking for exactly, but deep inside I knew I would figure it out. On the third touch, I found there wasn’t a wall. I stopped and turned toward the open-wall area and whispered to Radek.

	 “Stay here. I’m going to go through this opening to see if there is light or a room, something to give us an idea as to where we are.”

	“Don’t go too far,” fear reverberated in his voice.

	 “I won’t. I promise.”

	 I wasn’t overly keen on separating from Radek, but I needed him as a point of reference to get back to the main hallways. Using my hands, I went through a door. Inside there was no more light than there had been in the hallway, but the air seemed to be circulating better. So, somewhere there was either a window or a door. I walked straight ahead, then saw a glint of light beaming ahead. I had to turn a corner to see where the light came from. Inside there was a chair in the center of the room. As I circled to see what else was in there, I saw movement from the corner of my eye, near the chair. Turning, I realized the movement came from the chair itself. I screamed before I realized what I was seeing. 

	“FANYA!” I heard Radek running, crashing into things as he made his way to me.

	 Before I could answer him to let him know I was okay, that shadows had made a doll wearing a gas mask startle me, I heard him scream again. But this time it wasn’t because he was scared for me . . . it was because he was terrified.

	 “Radek?” I yelled but didn’t hear a response.

	 I moved faster, trying to get to where he would be. “RADEK!”

	 “Help, Fanya!” he sounded farther away.

	 “Where are you?”

	 “I fell,” he screamed, terror filling the echoes.

	 “I’m coming! Are you okay?” I was cussing myself for not using the flashlight in my pack, but darkness was his fear, and a flashlight wouldn’t have allowed him to overcome it for the trials.

	 Now, however, I needed to stop and find the flashlight. I couldn’t help him if I couldn’t see or find him. I stopped and stooped, slipping the bag off my back. I searched blindly in my bag to find the flashlight and turned it on. I looked around the room and froze. There were skeletons on beds and tables, and dolls with gas masks everywhere, facing me. The visceral reaction made the light beam from the flashlight jump. I made my way forward, scanning the floor for a hole.

	 “Radek, are you okay?” I realized he hadn’t answered me the first time.

	 “Please, hurry.”

	 I could tell he was crying. I wasn’t sure if it was from being injured or scared. I was afraid if I helped him too soon it would disqualify this as part of his trial—but at the same time, it was not in my nature to ignore someone in need. As I made my way back toward the hall, my mind was racing. How had I missed the hole?

	 As I moved, my mind was starting to get paranoid. Were the dolls moving? I stopped and glanced sideways; they appeared to be moving when I did so that they were always facing me. I closed my eyes and shook my head.

	 Get it together, Fan. They are just dolls. You’re letting the fear get to you. You need to calm down and save Radek. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.

	 Near the entrance to the hallway, I found where it looked like the floor had collapsed. I dropped to my knees, inching slowly to the edge. I laid on my stomach and looked over. Shining the light, I saw Radek laying there, tears on his face, eyes closed. He looked to be praying or counting.

	“Hey. Can you stand?” I asked softly, so as not to startle him.

	 He nodded, wincing as he moved. I looked around to see what was available to use to get him out of the hole. Other than chairs, dolls, and skeletons, there was nothing of use. I forcefully ignored the dolls that were now turned almost ninety degrees in the opposite direction from where they had been when I first saw them and looked to see if there were any old sheets on the beds. Nothing. I turned back to lean over the hole, then heard the scraping of chair legs on the floor. Peeking over my shoulder, I saw that the dolls and chairs were closer.

	 “Radek, look around. Is there anything around you that we can use to get you out? I have nothing up here of use.” I tried to keep my voice level, but with the scraping sound, fear was coursing through me.

	 I didn’t have to turn around again to know that they’d moved even closer. In the back of my mind, I heard Yakue talking about the memories in the walls. I wondered if these memories could move through other objects. My head felt prickly at the thought, and I knew counting was not going to help. I looked to see Radek scanning the area he was in, searching frantically for something.

	 “There’s nothing but another hallway,” he looked up me, his eyes begging me to save him.

	 Helplessness was sinking in as I realized he was trapped. I would probably have to abandon him in the dark while I found something that would help him out. More scraping notified me that I was running out of time myself.

	 “Make a choice—I come down to you and we try to find our way back up through that hallway, or I leave you there to try to find something to help pull you out.”

	 “Come down. Now, please,” his voice was suddenly very calm.

	 Noticing silence, I glanced sideways. The dolls were close enough to reach out to touch. Without further coercing, I dropped my legs down the edge. I was planning to lower myself, but when I looked up, a doll was leaping toward me. Screaming, I let go and dropped the flashlight. I hit the ground hard, knocking the aid out of me. All I could do was cough. I rolled to my side, trying to catch my breath. Radek picked up the flashlight and shined the beam of light up. Circling the edge of the hole were the faces of masked dolls. I shuddered.

	 “Let’s get away from here, quickly,” speaking still took some effort. I struggled to my feet.

	 “You don’t have to tell me twice.” Radek was limping with each step. 

	He handed me the flashlight, and we headed to the right down another dark hallway. At least now, we had the light to help some. The memories Yakue spoke of were just as scary as the idea of animal-people. Luckily, we had not seen the zviera, and I said a quick prayer it would stay that way, seeing as both Radek and I were hurting from our falls. Our movement was slower and more calculated. I would stop every so often, listening to see if the memories had followed. There was silence. I wasn’t sure if that was any more reassuring than if I had heard the scuttling of something behind us.

	 Soon we were facing another intersection, this time light illuminated the hallway to the left. Without consulting with each other, we both turned that direction. Light meant a window or a door. I couldn’t speak with complete assurance that Radek was ready to end this part of our expedition, but I would have bet money I was right. We were about twenty yards away when a shadow swept past us in front of the doorway. I pushed up against the wall, and from my peripheral, I could see that Radek had mimicked my movement. A few seconds passed, and there was no more sign of anything, so I signaled we needed to move closer. Radek followed closely behind. I wished that we had our walking sticks, but they were lost in the commotion of the fall. I got to the door first and pushed it forward, peeking out to see if the path was clear.

	 Upon first glance, I couldn’t see anything that was a danger. However, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary chances, so I waited a few moments and then checked again. There was still nothing to be found, so I signaled for Radek to follow me. With haste, we exited the building and made our way up concrete steps. Outside and back on the main level ground, we realized we were on the backside of the hospital, and closer to the reactors than we’d ever been. Heat radiated around us, and our skin began to burn as if we were exposed to open flames.

	 “Run! The radiation is hot here,” Radek yelled, making toward the front of the building.

	 Breathing became more and more of a challenge for me. Tunnel vision was causing darkness to block my peripherals. I tried to yell out for Radek, but there was simply a gurgling sound that escaped. Panic set in—through blurred vision, I saw red and purple welts forming on the exposed skin of my arms. The force of the ground catching me knocked the remaining air from my lungs. I closed my eyes, praying that death would come quickly.

	 

	 

	



	

Eleven

	 

	Pain sent shocks through my body, and I heard an audible groan. I realized quickly that the noise came from me. Opening my eyes was more painful than anything else I had ever done. The panic again set in as I realized even with my eyes open, I only saw darkness.

	 “Shhhh, no sit. You heal,” Yakue’s voice was close, but she sounded more like a dream or an echo.

	 “What happened?” My throat felt like it was made of sandpaper.

	 “Radiation burns. I pulled you out, and Yakue found us about two hundred yards from the church.” Radek’s voice had as much pain in it as I felt.

	 “Am I blind?”

	 “No. Leaves will heal eyes,” Yakue’s voice was clearer this time. “Drink.”

	 She held a cup to my lips. The familiar taste from this morning warmed through me. I was running through my head the number of days we’d be out because of needing to heal. How many of our nightmares were met after this? Did they know that the radiation levels were this dangerous when they sent Radek and me here for our trials? I couldn’t figure out why they would send us somewhere so dangerous if we were as important as they’d said.

	 “Is it the same day?” I managed to ask Yakue before she poured more of her drink down my throat.

	 “Two days you sleep. Skin is healing, but still red.” Yakue was a very strict nurse because she made me finish the drink as she spoke. 

	“Fanya, how many fears do you have left? All of mine have been faced now.”

	 “I don’t know.” I was getting groggy from the drink.

	 His words resonated in my head. His last fear was met? I didn’t understand how that was possible. Fear of the dark, or unknown, was definitely met at the hospital. I had chills just remembering the dolls and the memories in the walls. He must have feared that he wasn’t going to be able to save me, which was the last fear he had to face. I wondered how bad I really was . . . and I thought he had to save something he loved. My heart jumped a little at the thought, but exhaustion and the drink won out. I spent the rest of day two sleeping.

	 The next morning when I opened my eyes, I could see a sliver of light. It was brighter than I’d anticipated, but that was to be expected after having my eyes closed for three days, I supposed. Moving wasn’t as painful this morning, thankfully. Using my arms, I maneuvered myself into a seated position, using the wall behind me to support my body. Scanning the area, I noted that we were back in the church. Yakue had spread our gear out around the floor and pews, letting it air, I assumed. Radek was still asleep in the corner opposite of me.

	 “It’s now or never,” I whispered to myself and bent my knees.

	 I rolled over onto my hands and knees. Groaning, I pushed myself into a squatting position before I used the pew to the left of me to help me stand. My legs felt like jelly, but I was steadier than I’d expected to be. I used the wall to support myself as I stepped, making my way toward the door. Outside, Yakue was burying vegetables as she’d seen Radek and I do, and there appeared to be some kind of animal in the fire.

	 “Yakue, can I help?” My throat was still tender, but my voice sounded stronger than it had yesterday.

	 “No, no,” she indicated for me to sit by the fire.

	 The heat from the fire made my already sensitive skin ache. I sat further back and noticed I still had some sort of makeshift bandages on certain areas of my arms. Touching my neck, I could feel bandages there as well. I assumed that there was some medicinal value to them because the bandages were soothing. I watched Yakue move seamlessly with the baby on her back. She went in and helped Radek out, setting him next to me.

	 “Thank you,” I looked at him, noticing his burns were more abundant.

	 “Don’t be silly. I had to save you,” he looked like he had said too much, so he added, “You would have done the same.”

	 I nodded, but his words were not lost on me. Tierney said nothing was at it seemed. The Council said we were important, different. Radek said he’d had to save me. I was beginning to feel paranoid. Maybe being here was finally getting to me. I wonder if the Council was watching us, judging us on how we were doing, and shaking their heads when we purposely led ourselves into fears. The others that I had observed did not willingly seek out their fears; they’d let them happen organically. Maybe that was why Radek and I were so different. We faced situations head on and on our terms, to the best of our abilities.

	 “I vaguely remember you asking me about my trials. I still have to face having to save someone I love. In my nightmares, it’s my mother, but due to the rules she won’t be here, so I don’t know what it’ll equate to,” I realized I was picking the skin around my fingernails. This was a new tick for me. I had never done anything like that before being here.

	Doing the math, with the days lost, I figured we had been here a week. Most trials don’t last more than two weeks, from everything I had ever heard. That meant we had another seven days to survive here.

	 My skin was begging for relief. Once the healing began, I knew I would be suffering even more, as it would start to itch. I could feel my face pulling into a scowl that was only broken by looking up when Yakue gave me a plate of food.

	 “Eat. New animal, but good. Drink all drink, too. You need strength. Something coming,” she looked toward the tree line.

	 Her words washed over me, and goose bumps rippled over me from my head to my toes. I looked in the direction she was but saw nothing. I turned to Radek, who looked slightly worried but just shrugged it off. Intelligently, I knew I would have to face whatever was coming, but something about her words put me on edge. I tried to not focus on it and gave my attention to eating the food in front of me. Whatever animal it was, it was delicious. Neither Radek nor I decided to ask, fearing that we would not want to eat it if we knew. As soon as the meat was gone, she loaded our plates with vegetables, then set about feeding her baby. I noticed she would wait until we were eating to feed herself. I wasn’t sure if this was out of kindness, or if she had been treated as a second-class person in her family before coming here.

	 Howl.

	 “Did you hear that?” We all froze.

	 “That didn’t sound like any animal I have ever heard,” Radek’s eyes were wide scanning the area around us.

	 “Zviera,” Yakue whispered. “We must go inside, now.”

	 Without hesitation, I stood, helping Radek to his feet as I moved. Yakue kicked dirt over the fire and followed us inside. Quick movements stung, but neither of us complained. The zviera howled again, this time sounding closer. The sound reverberated on the walls of the church, making it sound like a huge animal. Inside, I helped Yakue push pews up against the doors, and we made our way up to the second level.

	 “Can you see anything?” Radek asked.

	 He and Yakue were on the floor of the second level. He was breathing hard, and Yakue was scared.

	 “I can’t see. I’m going to climb up the belfry and see if I can see something.”

	 I made quick work of climbing the steps, noticing the pull of my still-tender skin as I grimaced more with each step. At the top, I bent over to take in a few deep breaths and wipe the tears from my eyes. I made my way to the tower where the bell was and looked out toward the tree line. There was nothing visible, and no noticeable movements. I made a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree sweep, not seeing anything.

	 “Anything?” Radek hollered up.

	 “No, it’s like it disappeared . . ..” Before I even finished my sentence, a rock came flying by, barely missing my head. I ducked, stilling my nerves.

	 “Are you okay?” Radek called up.

	 I went to the edge of steps, “Shhh! It’s close enough that it almost hit me with a rock.”

	 Still on my knees, I crawled back to the area where the rock had come buzzing up by me and prepared to peek over the edge. I stooped first, and then mentally counted to three before I stood and peered over the edge. Below me, A great terror paced the perimeter of the fence. It, like the other zviera, had a head of a human, but its body looked to be that of an ox or buffalo. That wasn’t what the worst part was—it was walking upright on its hind feet, sniffing the air. I scanned the rest of the area, noting that it was alone, just as the bear zviera had been, but this one looked more menacing than the first one.

	 Knowing I needed to keep watch, I decided to go back down and tell Radek what I saw and grab my pack to make camp in the belfry. Yakue was in the corner, terrified, rocking her baby and humming. Radek just watched as he knew arguing wouldn’t do anything but further incite me on my mission. I made my way back upstairs and placed my pack close the edge of the stairway.

	 The beast was still walking just outside the gate, appearing to grow more and more agitated at not being able to get in. I wasn’t sure if it was because the church was sacred ground, or if it was simply because the beast didn’t have the intelligence required to open the door. Quietly, I studied him, watching as he walked back and forth, looking between the church and the tree line. I wondered if these beasts spoke a language, as their faces were very much human, or if they had an animal mentality.

	 As the morning sun moved into its afternoon position, the zviera grew tired. Instead of leaving, it sat down. Off to the side, toward the town, I saw more movement. This time the gait was more human, and so was the height. I watched as the object moved closer to the church. My body wanted to scream, to warn him of the zviera, but somewhere in my mind, I knew we needed to hide more than we needed to warn this stranger. I ran down the steps toward the second floor.

	 “Radek, Yakue,” I whispered. “Someone is coming this way. I don’t know if they’ll come in the church, but whatever you do, do not let yourselves be seen nor heard. Understand?”

	 Yakue nodded, fear in her eyes.

	 “Someone? As in a human?” Radek used a hushed tone.

	 “Yes, I believe so. My gut is telling me we need to hide—so please, stay down and be quiet.”

	 He agreed but looked skeptical.

	 Back up the stairs, I looked over in time to realize that the human was a woman. And not just any woman, it was Eliska. Still, my brain screamed at me to keep hidden. I watched as she approached the zviera with no concern for her well-being. I watched it approach her, and she petted its head before opening the gate. She walked to the side of the church with the beast following her. I made sure to keep eyes on her the whole way around. At the back of the church, she inspected our fires and the garden. She looked around, seeing if she could spot any sign of us. She then fed the rest of the cooked vegetables and meat to the zviera. She looked up, but I was able to hide behind a pillar before she saw me. I waited until I heard her checking the doors before I peered over the edge again.

	 “I know you can see me and probably hear me, Fanya, even if I can’t see you. Not everything is as it seems. Remember that. Be careful who you put your trust in.” She looked around the yard, watching the fence and tree line before speaking again. This time to the zviera, “Come on, let’s get you back outside the fence. It’s time for you to get back to your kind.”

	 Again, without fear, she allowed the zviera to follow behind her. I watched as she carefully closed and locked the gate behind her. I slumped down, unsure as to what her words of warning were for specifically, and even more uncertain of the reason why she had come. How did she get here? Did she drive, as Tierney had? If she had, why hadn’t I heard her approaching in a vehicle? I grabbed my bags and made my way back to Yakue and Radek.

	 “It was Eliska.”

	 “What was Eliska, and who is that?” Radek asked, still using a quieter tone than me.

	 “She was on my board.”

	 “She was on your board?” he was beginning to sound like a mockingbird.

	 “Yes, are you dense?” I felt bad immediately after the words left my mouth. The hurt was visible on his face. “I’m sorry. I'm just shaken up. She gave me a cryptic message.”

	 “If she’s from your board, why didn’t we go to her? Maybe she was here to take us back.”

	 “She was here to feed the zviera and to check our supplies, from what I can gather. Then she spoke to me—well, to the air—hoping I could hear her. She stated that things weren’t always as they seem and that I should be aware of who I was trusting. Then she led the zviera back outside and locked the gate.”

	 “Who do you think she thinks you shouldn’t trust? Me? Yakue? And why was she feeding the zviera?” his body visibly shuddered at the word, and he hadn’t even seen this one today.

	 “I don’t know. Yakue, how long have the zviera been here? What about the animals, and the memories in the walls?”

	 “Yakue live here twenty-five winters. Animals and memories here before me and family. Zviera came this winter.” She watched Radek and me closely as she answered. She looked ready to defend herself if need be.

	 “So, the zviera are new, and Eliska feeds them, without fear. My theory is that the zviera are creations of my nightmares, or yours, kind of like Dobra’s worms.” Hot bile slushed in my stomach with the memory of Dobra’s death.

	 “But why would Eliska show up here to feed them? If they have been here, surviving on their own since winter . . .”

	 “Someone has been tending the garden,” I cut him off before he had finished his thought.

	 “True. What purpose would she have for tending the garden?”

	 “To ensure I had food? Not to knock you, but I don’t know if she knew you’d be here, but me? This place is one of my fears.”

	 “And so, she’s helping to make sure you survive your trial? I don’t think that’s even legal,” Radek huffed.

	 “Me either, but what other reason would she have?”

	 I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes. I tried to piece together everything she and Tierney had told me before I got here. I tried to remember words of encouragement from my mom that I might not have gotten at first, and even the words of the Council and those we met at the dinner. I knew I—well, we—were special, but I didn’t know why. From that point of view, keeping me alive would be of utmost importance. Even leading to cheating on the part of the Council . . . but then why even send me to a trial? I passed the Black Trials, why not just wave the magic Council wand and let me pass? Nothing made sense.

	 “There’s this theory . . .” Radek sounded hesitant to continue.

	 “Yes?” I peeked with just one eye slightly opened in his direction.

	 “Well . . . it’s more a rumor that was going around the schools. I don’t know how or when it even started,” he grimaced.

	 “Okay . . .”

	 “Apparently, there is someone . . .” He looked very pointedly at me, “That is going to be made ruler.”

	 “Ruler?” I snorted. “What kind of ruler? And who on this earth would be dumb enough to appoint a teenage girl with no experience as a ruler? Surely, if this was based on facts, those facts were misunderstood or transformed from ear to ear.”

	 “Okay. Well, what if I told you I was specifically sent here to ensure you survive?” he leveled his eyes on mine.

	 “I’d say they were playing off your nightmares. That they were betting that the need to ensure I survive, while trying to survive yourself, would increase your stress level, challenging you more, since you have high scores like me.”

	 He just shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you?”

	 “No, I guess not. I am no one. Nothing special. I grew up in a regular home, with a regular family. Sure, I did well in school, but I have zero experience leading people or making decisions for the safety of society as a whole. This is all a part of the mind game from the Council.”

	 “You are guarded,” Yakue added her input.

	 Radek and I both turned to look at her, curiously. She stood, walked to where I sat. She pulled a picture from the wrap she held the baby in. The picture was of me with my family, the night of my party.

	 “Where did you get this?” I ripped it from her hand.

	 She shrunk back, cowering.

	 “I’m sorry, Yakue. I’m just very surprised. Please forgive me.”

	 She nodded but didn’t move to get close again.

	 “Lady said you come. She give me the picture so I know you. She said guard you.”

	 “Guard me from what?”

	 She shrugged, unfazed by the panic that was setting in. I felt dizzy, and laid down on the floor, placing my hands on my forehead. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. Counting backward didn’t quell the dizziness or panic, but it did help with regulating my breathing.

	 “Why, why is this happening? There has to be some logical reason.”

	 “Why does there have to be a logical reason? Maybe people feel like things should change.” Radek’s tone was somewhat harsh.

	 From my position on the ground, I turned and looked at him.

	 “And I am supposed to be the one to make that change? How? How!? Tell me, because I haven’t lived as an adult. I went to school, had my dreams monitored, and was a daughter, niece, and sister. What I wasn’t was someone paying attention to the government, and how they were running things. I have little to no knowledge of what I could do to ‘fix’ something someone deemed corrupt.”

	“Exactly. You see things differently than everyone else. You have never allowed the government to dictate your opinions. That is why you were tasked to do what you’ve been doing since you came here. That’s why the Council wanted to meet you in person. No one could believe that you thought like you did.”

	 “And you? Why are you here? You were there in the meetings; you did the Black Trials. You’re here with me now.”

	“I don’t know,” his shoulders dropped.

	 We all sat in silence. It felt like hours had passed, but, it was only a few minutes. I sat up and looked around. We were not accomplishing anything just waiting around like sitting ducks. I tried to imagine what Tierney or my mom would tell me to do. Closing my eyes, I imagined myself in the living room, but all I got were flashbacks from my birthday. Mom said to survive no matter what. Tierney gave me the bracelet and said that nothing was as it seemed—the same as Eliska did just now.

	 “Radek. My sister-in-law said the same thing Eliska said,” I sat up, startling him and Yakue, then had to lie right back down as the blood rushed to my head. “Whoa, hold on. Anyways, like I was saying, they said the same thing. It could be coincidence, but it could be Tierney’s way of telling me to trust Eliska. She did ensure that we had food.”

	 “I don’t know Fanya, it seems awfully convenient.”

	 “I agree, but we have nothing else to go on. The radiation is probably already slowly killing us. We can stay here, waiting for the zviera, animals, or memories to get us. Or we can do something.”

	 “Do something? Like what?”

	 “Leave. We can walk back.”

	 That was not my original idea, but once the words came out, it felt like the most logical thing. Chernobyl was my fear, so leaving here would defeat the fear. I didn’t know how long it would take, but we drove here in a day. With breaks and gear, it could be doable. I wondered if Yakue would come with us as my guard, or if she would stay here, hoping to join other upwalkers.

	 “I guess there’s not a better idea.”

	 “And it’ll defeat my fear of this place . . .” I threw that in as a last good measure to convince Radek.

	 “Yakue, will you come back with us?”

	 “I come halfway. I don’t leave here for long.” Yakue still looked scared of me after my fit earlier.

	 “Okay.” My stomach grumbled. “Maybe we should eat first, pack our bags with as much food as possible, and head out as soon as we’re done. The sooner we leave, the sooner we get far away from this place.”

	 “Do you know which way to go?”

	 “We go find the gate past the rows of apartments and head east that way.”

	 “I guess.” Radek gathered his gear, and we made our way down the steps and out the back door.

	 Downstairs, we removed the pews from in front of the door, and I took care to make sure the outside was safe before we left. My flesh was still tender, and the sun only made it more so. I watched as Radek flinched, too. Yakue took notice and gathered some leaves, making her way to Radek first. I watched as she carefully took off the old leaves. Using some sort of sap from the leaves, she applied the new ones. Relief washed over his face.

	 “Thank you, Yakue.” Radek sighed his gratitude.

	 “I appreciate you doing this for us, Yakue. I am positive our healing is because of you. What are these leaves?”

	 “Polyn leaves. Good for pain and skin.”

	 “How did you learn all of this?”

	 “Family. Baby will learn if she gets older.”

	 “It’s good knowledge to have.”

	 She nodded in response as she applied the leaves to my neck and arms. I understood Radek’s sigh now. It was an instant relief when the leaves were applied. Like there was ice or coolant on them. Yakue instructed us to sit and relax. She went about gathering all the vegetables that were ready, dividing the overly ripe to eat now and packing the rest between mine and Radek’s bags. She then went outside of the gate, and behind a tree. I watched her bend and maneuver, and when she reappeared, she was carrying another rabbit.

	 “Do you have any gear that will work for camping?” Radek was laying back, propped against a stone.

	 “I’m sure we can do a make-shift tent. Or even some form of hammocks so we are safely off the ground. Yakue might have some ideas, as she is from here.”

	 I turned to see her closing the gate. “Yakue, how do you survive in the woods?”

	 “Homes. Upwalkers live in the woods.”

	 “Are there going to be some we pass on our journey out of here?”

	 She shrugged. She was fast at skinning the rabbit, and before she spoke again, she had the rabbit on the fire.

	 “There is one or two, but I don’t know if still standing. After family died, I lived here. Waiting for you.”

	 “I’m sorry, Yakue.” Sadness filled me for her loss and loneliness.

	 She nodded, but there were tears on her face.

	 “Soon as we eat, we need to go find the front gate.” Radek was talking more to fill the gap and change the subject than to point out our next move.

	 “Yakue, you know where the gate is for entering?”

	 “Yes.”

	 I watched the tree lines, looking for any signs of zviera. I saw birds flying and watched the occasional fish jump from the creek but found no beasts of any kind. The day was beautiful. If I closed my eyes, I could almost pretend that this was a lazy fall day back home. There was a nice breeze, and the birds were singing their songs . . . but the smell of burnt rabbit soon brought reality back to the forefront.

	 This time Yakue didn’t wait for the vegetables to finish. She unburied them and placed them on the plates with the rabbit. We all were quiet as we ate, each in our own thoughts, trying to figure out why we’d decided that leaving was a good idea, but finding no real reasons to stay. I watched Radek from my peripheral. His foot was bouncing.

	 The meal was refreshing. I made sure to savor it because once we left the safety of the church, there was no telling what or when we would be eating again.

	 “I’m finished. Let’s do a sweep to make sure we haven’t forgotten anything, then we’ll make our way to the gate. The farther we are from here once it’s dark, the safer we’ll be.”

	 “No safer out there than here,” Yakue shuddered at whatever ran through her mind while thinking about outside of the gate.

	 “That’s reassuring,” Radek said to no one in particular.

	 We all packed up, did one final sweep, and then left out the front gate. I made sure to lock up as we had found the gates however many days ago now. The trek into town had us all on edge . . . watching all directions and staying close to each other. On occasion, Yakue would stop and put her hand up. A shadow would move, and then she would have us quietly but quickly move toward the apartments. It took about two hours before we reached the gate. Excitement entered me for the first time in a long time.

	 

	



	

Twelve

	 

	The gate was wide open. When I’d first come in, there had been a huge chain holding the two sides together. I’d had to push my bags through and squeeze myself in. Something, or someone, had cut the large chain links and left the gates wide open to any and all living things. Yakue stopped walking.

	 “Maybe, we should go back,” she pleaded.

	 “We can’t. We have to keep going now,” Radek spoke up before I could.

	 “Gates never open.” Her eyes were wide. She looked petrified.

	 “We will keep you safe, Yakue.” I touched her shoulder gently.

	 “Okay,” she didn’t look as if she quite believed me, but she was willing to take the chance.

	 The first step out of the gates was in tandem. We were side by side, with Yakue and the baby in the middle of us. I felt lighter already. It was like I was able to breathe again. I quickened my pace. Radek and Yakue adjusted and kept up with me. I made sure to scan the tree lines on either side of us to make sure we were not being followed or stalked. There were shadows, but nothing ever came up to the tree line close enough to be identified as one thing or another. Chills took over my body.

	 “Yakue, do you think we will be able to get to a village before nightfall?” talking and planning was my way of avoiding the shadows.

	 “Yes, if we keep this pace.”

	 “Radek, how are your burns, are you doing okay?”

	 “They’re sore, and the sun hurts. But I’m okay.” He was sweating already.

	 I gradually slowed the pace a little to help Yakue and Radek. To pass the time, I noted all the animals that were visible. Most were very much like their counterparts that hadn’t been exposed to the radiation. However, I noted that the spiders were remarkably different. The webs they spun looked thick, almost as if they were yarn and not silk. They looked to be sturdy enough to captures birds. My theory was proven correct as there was a bird in a web further down the road. The insects, not just the spiders, appeared to be different, too. The flies were larger, the ants too. I noticed that the bees were slightly less aggressive, which to me seemed to be opposite of what one would think of radioactive insects.

	 “We need to cut through the woods now,” Yakue paused at the edge of a slightly noticeable path.

	 “Is that safe?” Radek stopped mid-step.

	 She looked at him, then at me, shrugged, and headed down the path. 

	“What other choice do we have?” I asked, not any more enthused about entering the forest than Radek.

	 “We could stay on the path, take our chances,” he didn’t sound any more thrilled about that choice.

	 “We need to decide now because she’s getting further away.”

	 “Fine, let’s go,” he said.

	 We made our way toward Yakue. The first thing I noticed was how quiet it was under cover of the trees. No birds, no insects, and no sounds other than the steps we took on the leaves below our feet. The light slowly crept away the further we got from the main path. Yakue was hypervigilant to our surroundings. She made sure to stop every so often, signaling for us to do the same, and she would listen. Whenever she deemed it safe, she would take up our journey again.

	 About two hours into the trek, we came upon a clearing.

	 “We eat here. Rest. We have a while to next stop.” Yakue laid the baby down, giving us our first real look at her.

	 She was tiny, hairy, and reminded me slightly of a bear cub. She was squirming and making sweet noises. I sat down next to her while Yakue and Radek went about gathering logs to build a fire. I let the baby play with my finger, while I trifled through my bag with the other. I pulled out a bottle of water for us to share. I only had two left and wasn’t sure if Radek had any. We had been saving them while we were close to the creek, but now we were nowhere near a water source, as far as I could tell. I closed my bag and turned my attention back to the baby. She was holding my finger, gnawing on it as if she was hungry.

	 “Yakue, I think the baby is ready to eat.”

	 She came over, strapped her and the carrier over her and let her eat while she continued cooking the vegetables. We didn’t have any meat, and there wasn’t time to hunt. I decided that we should eat the protein bars too, with all the traveling we would be doing, we were going to need our energy. Radek plopped down beside me, and I handed him the bar.

	 “Do you think we’re on the right path?” Radek asked between bites.

	 “Figuratively or literally?” I chuckled.

	 “Both, I guess,” he smirked.

	 “I know it’s not a joke. But I’m exhausted, I’m scared, and I feel like no matter what choice I make, something will go wrong.” I laid back on the grass, letting the breeze soothe the skin that was burning from the sun.

	 “Understandably so, but you have to learn to rely on yourself and your knowledge. I think that’s what these trials are for more than anything. Sure, we have to face our fears, but at the same time we have to show that we are capable of making adult decisions without any help when necessary.”

	 “Okay, let’s say that is the sole purpose of these trials. Then why do they let those who fail die? Why not save them before the death, and let them try again in like a year?” Tears formed at the memory of Dobra, and the countless others who’d died that I never met.

	 “Survival of the fittest?” Radek contended.

	 “Well, that’s crap. Just because someone can’t physically survive doesn’t mean they don’t deserve a chance.”

	 “What about the mental strength needed to get out of situations that you may not be physically able to survive?”

	 Anger seared through me. “You put kids into situations they have never faced, without any training. How are they supposed to think their way out of them? That’s unfair and unnecessary. There are probably children that died that may have had the cure for diseases, inventions to help our society improve, even lead us into the next decade! But now we will never know because they couldn’t overcome their fears—with NO training whatsoever—just to fulfill some old rule that says this is how we become adults.”

	 I didn’t realize I was yelling until I realized Yakue had stopped and was staring, and Radek was smirking.

	 “Stop. Smirking.”

	 Red was flooding my sight. I was furious that Radek didn’t see the trials as they were. Others in our community probably thought as he did. I wondered what about him made him special to the Council. I was beginning to see why I was different. I really didn’t view things the way others did. I closed my eyes and tried counting again, but the numbers started to correlate to kids that had died over the years of the trials.

	 “Yakue, how much longer for the food?”

	 “Twenty minutes or so . . .” she kept switching her gaze between Radek and me.

	 “I’ll be back before then.”

	 I got up and headed toward the tree line opposite of where we came in. Birds were still silent here. If I’d been more alert, I would have realized that there was probably a reason for that.

	 About twenty yards in, a zviera was standing in front of me with just a fallen log between us. I stopped, holding my breath. I sent up a quick prayer that maybe I could back up and away without the zviera noticing me, then took a small step back, away from the beast. It looked like a lion with a human head. I kept my eyes on it, taking in its action. On my next step, I broke a stick, and it cracked. I froze. The zviera raised its head; something about its face chilled me to my soul. It looked sad. As it took a step, it appeared to limp. On the second step, it let out a whimper.

	 “Are you hurt?” I felt ridiculous talking to a beast.

	 It nodded. It understood me. I was in shock. I knew that Eliska had fed the one, but I wasn’t sure if that one was safe, or if they all were but we saw them as different and instantly feared them. I stepped forward, and it cowered somewhat.

	 “I won’t hurt you,” I used a calm, soothing voice.

	 When I got within touching distance, I squatted down next to it. The zviera’s eyes were striking. There was so much emotion behind them, I felt sorry for it.

	 “What hurts?”

	 The zviera lifted its paw. I took it, and inspected it, finding a splinter. I carefully removed it from her paw, amazed at the size. I looked around and found the leaves that Yakue had been using and placed it on the wound. The zviera let out what sounded similar to a human sigh.

	 “Can you speak?”

	 It shook its head.

	 “But you understand me, obviously. Are you going to hurt me? Is that why your kind have been placed here?”

	 It shook its head.

	 “I wish I understood your purpose.” I sat down on the log beside it. “Well, I should be getting back. They’re probably looking for me. Be careful.”

	 The trek back wasn’t as scary now that I knew the zviera were safe. Yakue was just pulling the vegetables out of the fire when I made it back to the clearing. I waved as I exited the tree line so that they knew my anger had dissipated. Radek started waving hysterically. Before I knew it, he had his knife up, and he looked prepared to attack me. I stopped, frightened.

	“MOVE!” he yelled.

	 “What?”

	 “ZVIERA.”

	 I turned, to see the lion behind me. Before I could stop him, Radek threw the knife. I watched it head toward the zviera, and without thinking, I jumped in front of the knife. It hit my arm, and everything went black.

	 “Fanya . . . Fanya,” Radek was shaking me, looking white as a ghost.

	 “What happened?” The pain was overwhelming, and I remembered. “Where is it? Did you hurt it? They’re not bad. They understand when we speak. Their eyes are so human.”

	 

	“It ran off. Fanya, I could have killed you.”

	 “You didn’t. And now you know not to hurt them. There’s something about them, Radek, something is so familiar about them.”

	 “Like what?” he shuddered just thinking about the zviera.

	 “I don’t know. Their faces . . .”

	 “What?”

	 “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “Maybe, I’m just hallucinating from being out here for so long, but they look like people we know or knew.”

	 His eyebrows shot up as he looked at the tree lines. “Well, let’s hope not.”

	 “Help me stand. We need to eat and be on our way.”

	 “Fanya, look around. It’s almost night time. You were out for a while. Yakue made camp for us here so that we can start out in the morning.”

	 “Oh . . .”

	 “Come on, let’s get over by the fire and get food and water in you.”

	 I blinked and looked around, realizing that it was in fact dusk. The first star of the night was visible in the clearing. I looked at my arm where the knife hit me. There were leaves like Yakue had used on my burns. The thought of a knife slicing my skin made me woozy again. I leaned against Radek to keep from falling. He wrapped his arm around the small of my back to help support me but didn’t speak. Yakue came over and helped him set me down. She had piled my packs to support me in a seated position.

	 “Eat. Rabbit and vegetables.”

	 “You had time to catch a rabbit?”

	 Both nodded. I must have been out for a while if they had had time to set up a snare to catch a rabbit. I took the food and cup of water. After eating, she handed me a leaf.

	 “Chew, it helps with pain.”

	 “Thank you.”

	 The taste was bitter, but before long I could feel my body relaxing. I leaned back and watched the sky. I watched as more and more stars showed up. The moon slowly appeared. I imaged the stories from our ancestors of going up to the moon. About a century ago, there was even talk that there had once been a colony of humans that had tried to live there, but they hadn’t planned accordingly, so they abandoned the station. I stared, blurry eyed, trying to see where the station was, knowing I really wouldn’t have been able to see it from here. Slowly, my eyelids drooped, and before long I was asleep.

	 

	



	

Thirteen

	 

	The smell of smoke woke me up. I looked around and realized the fire had died down. I stood up, still feeling slightly light-headed, but managed to make my way to the fire. I placed a few more of the logs that Radek and Yakue had gathered last night and re-lit the fire. I went searching for Yakue’s snare to see if there were any other rabbits or animals in the trap. The tree line was quiet. The more I walked, the stronger I began to feel. I watched a spider building its strong web, a family of birds being fed by the mother, and a snake slither past. Finally, I happened upon a snare that held a squirrel. Reaching down to gather the squirrel, I heard a crunch. I scanned and saw the zviera from last night. It came up and nuzzled me.

	 “Are you thanking me?” I smiled.

	 The zviera purred in response.

	 “You’re welcome. But, you really must go on now. I might accept you, but I think that Radek is still unsure. Plus, Yakue is scared.”

	 The zviera growled at the mention of Yakue. Its response put me on edge. I sat for a few moments, calming the zviera down. Its lack of speech was unfortunate. Yakue had been good to us. Maybe the zviera and Yakue were enemies, and that was the reason for its response. I patted the zviera on the head and took my squirrel back to camp. Every few feet, I would turn and see that it was still watching me, but only as a guard rather than a hunter watching its prey. I decided that I would observe Yakue more closely, just in case.

	 Preparing the squirrel wasn’t the best task so early in the morning, but I was hungry enough to complete it and put it on the piece of bark that Yakue had used last night. I dug a place to bury the vegetables and went about to see if there were any berries in the area near where we’d entered the clearing. There was a bush of wild blackberries. I ran back to the camp and got the empty water bottle from last night, cut the top off, and filled it full of the berries.

	 “Good morning,” Radek stretched

	 “Hey. I was just getting our breakfast ready, so we can eat and be on our way. We have a lot of time to make up from the incident last night.”

	 “I am sorry,” Radek looked sheepish.

	 “No harm, no foul.”

	 “But there was harm.” He stood up and closed the space between us. “I hurt you. I would never hurt you on purpose.”

	 “Radek, I know that.” 

	His closeness made it hard to breathe.

	 He smiled and headed over to wake Yakue. I watched her. She still looked uncomfortable around Radek but got up and started busying herself. I had an internal debate as to if I should tell Radek about what the zviera had said—or more how she had reacted—when I mentioned Yakue. On the one hand, maybe he would be able to help with watching her to see if he caught her doing anything suspicious . . . but on the other hand, he was already uncertain if we should be trusting her. At the moment, I felt like she was our best chance of getting home.

	 “More leaves for pain?” she asked in a sleepy voice.

	 “No, thank you.”

	 “We need to eat and get on our way, soon. How long before we reach a stopping point?”

	 She shrugged. “We walk until tired.”

	 “Radek, it took Tierney and me several hours to drive here. How long should it take to walk back?”

	 “If we have no more . . . accidents, probably another two days or so.”

	 “Well, let’s hope there are no more accidents,” I smirked at him.

	 “Eat.” Yakue handed us each our share of squirrel, vegetables, and berries.

	 “These berries are good,” Radek said, juice on his chin.

	 Yakue smiled for the first time. It was slightly scary, but I appreciated her acknowledgment that it was funny. The berries really were good. They were sweet and helped balance out the savory flavor of the vegetables and meat. Yakue had made cups from the leaves and used the sap mixed with water to help with settling our stomachs. The baby was laying on the grass playing on her belly while we finished eating.

	 I finished first. I packed up my bags and took out a change of clothes. I headed over to the corner of the woods where there was a lot of bushes that would give me the privacy I needed to change. The fresh clothes really helped boost my mood and refresh me. I wish I had water to wash off with first, but I would have to make do. I tried to braid my hair to keep it back, but it was so tangled, all I could do was pull it back into a messy bun. I took my old clothes and made my way back to the camp. Radek and Yakue had packed up their belongings and were waiting for me to head out.

	 We headed out the opposite side of the clearing. We passed the spot I’d been standing when Radek threw the knife that injured me, and my blood was still visible. The light-headedness swept through me, but I quickly recovered. The woods were awake this morning, which I took as a sign that there were no shadows or zviera present. It was warmer today, even under the cover of the canopy. I was glad my hair was up, and I even took my jacket off and tied it around my waist. Radek had taken off his shirt as well. Yakue would not make eye contact with him at all the entire time he was shirtless.

	 The morning trek took us deep into the woods. I saw animals I had never seen before, and there were unknown flowers. Three hours after we started, we came upon a waterfall and creek. We followed the creek for a while, making our way down hills and rocky cliffs. By the time we made it down to the edge of the creek, we were all exhausted. We climbed onto a flat rock near the water to rest. Yakue climbed into the creek, taking the baby in with her to cool off.

	 “Let’s join her,” Radek suggested.

	 He slipped in and went under the water and came up smiling. It looked so good; I joined him. When I jumped up, bursting out of the water, I yelped. The water was freezing. Radek laughed, and Yakue smiled. It was very refreshing but so cold.

	 “You didn’t even warn me!”

	 “I figured you should enjoy this as much as me,” he grinned.

	 “Thanks.” I splashed him, and the baby giggled.

	 We stopped and looked. 

	Yakue grinned, “Do again.”

	 I obliged, and she giggled again. We did it several more times before I noticed that my teeth had begun to chatter. I climbed out and laid on the rock. It wasn’t much longer before Radek and Yakue joined me. She laid the baby out beside me and went to make a spear out of a stick. I rolled onto my side, and the baby cuddled up next to me. I watched Yakue fish with the spear. She caught one for each of us with ease. I was amazed by her skill.

	 “Fish will be a good change,” Radek commented.

	 “I agree, but we need to get some firewood gathered. Yakue has been preparing our food for us. We need to let her rest and take our turn.”

	 “Sure, stay here with the baby. I will get the wood.”

	 I sat up, taking care not to wake her. She was very snuggly, and so cute all curled up and sleeping. I allowed myself a moment to dream of a future where I was married and had snuggly babies of my own. I knew that exposure to radiation was probably going to negate that dream, and sadness washed over me. How in good conscience could the Council send us to a place that was known to be dangerous to humans?

	 “Yakue, come sit. Radek and I are going to make lunch this time. You’ve been doing so much for us; we decided you should rest.”

	 She nodded and sat down beside me. She would watch the woods and fidget, but she made an effort to allow us to make lunch. We decided to save the vegetables for dinner. I looked around the area and noted there were wild berries across the creek. I slid the baby toward Yakue then stepped into the creek. I waded over and collected a handful. Berries and fish sounded good. I took out an empty water bottle and filled it halfway, then placed the purification drops into the bottle.

	 “We have to let that set for a while to make sure it’s safe,” I explained.

	 “It is safe.” Yakue bent down, cupped her hand and brought it to her lips.

	 “Well, we’ve made some now, so we will wait. However, before we leave, we will fill the empty bottle, so we’ll have some for the afternoon.”

	 Radek looked at me, and I shook my head. I had plans only to fill up the bottle so much so that I could put in more drops. I wasn’t sure if the upwalkers had different digestive systems than Radek and me, or if she was just adjusted, but I wasn’t going to take the chance. 

	The meal was delicious. Yakue gathered more berries while Radek and I finished packing up our bags again.

	 Yakue pointed out that the trail picked back up on the edge of the creek. We walked for a while before the creek curved away from us, but we kept our path. The path was less visible and had more vines that would grab our feet if weren’t careful. My best guess was that it took about an hour just to travel a mile or so because of the undergrowth. Soon we happened upon another clearing, but this time Yakue skirted around the tree line, keeping us in the shadows.

	 “Why . . .”

	 “Shhh!” Yakue’s response was harsh. She stopped us and pointed to the clearing again.

	 There in the center, was a family of upwalkers. They looked peaceful enough. I watched them interact as a unit. Maybe they had territories, and that was why she was avoiding the center. Yakue watched for a few more seconds, wistfulness in her eyes. She sighed and then continued to guide us around the tree line. Once on the other side, we picked up the pace. I think she was trying to get us further away from them.

	 “Are they mean?” Radek asked in a harsh tone.

	 “No, but you cannot refuse food from family. It would be rude. We would be there for a long time,” Yakue stated.

	 “Oh, okay.” He sent a look my direction, but I could only shrug.

	 As we were walking, I kept getting a feeling of being followed. I was in the rear of our group. When I stopped, I would turn around and scan the area, but there was nothing there. Not even shadows. The birds were quiet again, too. I caught up with Radek.

	 “I feel like something is following us,” I spoke so that Yakue couldn’t hear me.

	 “Like the zviera or the upwalkers?”

	 “I’m not sure. Whenever I stop, I can’t see or hear anything.”

	 “Let me take the back for a while, see if I can see something.”

	 “Okay.” I moved up behind Yakue, and we continued our trek.

	 Miles passed before we came to an upwalker village. Yakue had us stay in the forest while she went to inspect the homes to make sure they were abandoned. We watched her go in and out of each of the buildings, and when she came out of the last one, she signaled for us to come. The houses were small, and Radek and I had to duck to get inside. Inside was neatly put together.

	 “How long do you think this place has been abandoned?”

	 Yakue looked sad, “About a year. This was my home.”

	 “I thought you lived in the city?” Radek asked what I was thinking. 

	“We did. The other family ran us out of here. We moved there. The shadows and zviera killed all others.”

	 I watched a tear trickle down her fuzzy cheek. My heart went out to her. “I’m sorry. Are you okay staying here?”

	 “Is it safe to stay here?’ Radek asked before she could answer.

	 I hit his arm.

	 “What? It is a serious question. She said that another family ran hers out.”

	 “It is safe.” Yakue stared at him.

	 “We’re just as safe here as we were in the open last night. We can take turns staying up and keeping watch if it’ll make you feel better.” 

	“Yeah, sure,” Radek shook his head. “I’ll get some firewood.”

	 “I get meat.” Yakue went off toward the woods behind us.

	 Dinner passed uneventfully. I was the first one on guard duty. I had both knives out, and the make-shift spear that Yakue had used when she was fishing. Radek went inside the house to my left, and Yakue on my right. I was propped up against my bags. Hearing movement behind me, I turned and saw the zviera. She was pacing like she was trying to decide if it was safe to come out. She stopped when she saw I was watching her, and slowly made her way to me.

	 “Hi, girl.”

	 She purred.

	 “Have you been following us?”

	 She nuzzled me, circled three times, and cuddled up beside me. I mindlessly rubbed her back, as I watched the tree line. Before too long, she was purring. It was comforting having her near. It was darker here, with the canopy blocking out the moonlight and stars. Her purring calmed me, and I must’ve gotten too relaxed because I fell asleep. The yells woke me up, and when I finally made out what was going on, I saw the family of upwalkers running toward us. The zviera’s hackles stood up, and she roared an unearthly sound.

	 “Radek!” I yelled.

	 “You no talk.”

	 An upwalker held a spear pointed toward my neck. I put my hands up, not wanting him to feel provoked. I scanned the area and saw they got Radek, too. They had a spear to his neck as well. I watched as they pulled Yakue out of the house beside me. I moved to go to her, but the spear nicked my neck. I felt blood trickle down, so I stopped.

	 “No, please, no!” She was begging and screaming.

	 I looked toward Radek, but he shook his head. He couldn’t get to her either. I looked over and spotted the zviera on the edge of the woods, pacing. She was anxious but seemed wary of coming in around the family of upwalkers. She did manage to make enough noise that the upwalker holding the spear in front of me turned. I took my chance and pushed him out of the way. I made it over to where Yakue was, but two other upwalkers tackled me, holding me down.

	 “She is ours,” an upwalker yelled at Yakue. “Where is she?”

	 “You can’t have her.” Yakue was crying.

	 “We will find her.”

	 The upwalker made a hand signal and the other upwalkers not holding me or Radek spread out searching all the homes for something. Finally, one walked out, carefully carrying the baby. I watched in horror as I realized they were taking her.

	 “You can’t have her,” I growled.

	 “Human girl, you don’t decide.” One of the upwalkers holding me down pushed his knee harder into my back.

	 “That is her baby. She is not yours to take.”

	 “Silence!”

	 “Take me,” Yakue pleaded.

	 “You’re worthless.”

	 I was fighting against the restraints of the upwalkers, but they were stronger than I was. I took one last shot—using all my energy, I pushed up against them. I felt a sudden sharp pain in the back of my head, and I was out.

	 “Fanya. Wake up, Fanya,” Radek sounded panicked. “Are you okay?”

	 “My head hurts.”

	 “Yeah, the upwalker knocked you out. They took the baby, and Yakue . . .”

	 “Where is she, is she okay?”

	 His face was grim, and he shook his head. He glanced over his shoulder, and there was an unmoving lump. My heart broke. The sobs escaped me, causing my head to hurt even worse. Radek helped me to stand. And we made our way over to where her body laid. I took care to close her eyes. They were still wet with her tears.

	 “We can’t stay here. We need to keep moving.”

	 “Where to? We don’t know where we are. I knew the way on the path, but I don’t know how to get there from here.” I was trying to calm my breathing, but the tears were freely falling.

	 “I don’t know, Fan.”

	 The zviera came up beside me. She was timid around Radek, but she nudged me.

	 “I think she is trying to lead us.”

	 “Do you trust her?” He looked skeptical.

	 “I do, actually,” I petted her head.

	 If you didn’t focus on their faces, the zviera looked like animals mostly. It was what I tried to do, mostly because her eyes were frightening. The human qualities were disconcerting, but she had only been helpful. She tried to protect us from the upwalkers, and she tried to warn me about Yakue.

	 “Well, let’s go.” Radek picked up his bags.

	 My tears had stopped, but my body was sore, and my heart was aching. I hated leaving her body out in the open for the animals to devour, but we didn’t have time to give her a proper burial. Her poor baby . . . the sadness just kept hitting me in waves. I wondered to myself what they’d wanted with her baby, what they’d meant that she was theirs. It was something that I would never have an answer to, I supposed, but it still bothered me.

	 The zviera was leading, and she made sure to sweep her head from side to side to check if we were safe. We followed her for hours, and just when I was sure I couldn’t go any further, we came out of the woods and were back on the original path. It was still dark out, but I felt like it was easier to breathe. The path was straight, but I wasn’t sure how far we’d gone, so I still had no way to judge how close we were to the community.

	 “You haven’t slept. Are you sure you’re okay?” He looked concerned.

	 “Yeah. Has my neck stopped bleeding?” I asked wearily.

	 “Yes.”

	  “I am so ready to be back to the community. I miss showers.”

	 “I miss ice cream,” he sighed.

	 I laughed. “Ice cream is good, but I miss pie.”

	 “Coffee,” he sounded almost tortured.

	 “Coffee was nice. Still not sure why they feel like it’s an adult-only drink, but I did enjoy it.”

	 “Milk and donuts.”

	 “You’re going to have to stop. You’re just torturing yourself, and me,” I laughed.

	 “I think it’s because I’m hungry.”

	 “I understand, but we are going to have to ration our food.”

	 “I know. But that doesn’t mean I’m not hungry.”

	 The zviera stopped, turned to us, and moved her head toward the left. I couldn’t see anything, so I moved closer. There was a shadow, and I stopped in fear. The zviera nudged me with her nose, and I stumbled forward. My hands landed on something metallic. I cleared the vines and found an old, abandoned truck.

	 “Radek, there’s a truck.”

	 “Think it’ll run?” He came over and helped me clear the remaining vines.

	 “Only one way to find out.”

	 He got behind the wheel and saw there were no keys. He climbed under the dash and tried to hotwire the vehicle. The engine turned over a couple of times but never started. We started searching through the back and behind seats to see if there was anything of use. He found another knife, an empty canteen, and a walking stick. I was only able to find a blanket, but that was all of our findings. The zviera was in the bed of the truck, and we looked in the back, but it was empty. She circled a few times and laid down. I looked at Radek, and he conceded. We climbed in the back, placing our packs against the back of the bed.

	 “Fanya, sleep. I’ll watch and make sure we stay safe for the night.”

	 “Wake me up when you’re getting tired.”

	 He moved his arm around behind me, opening his chest for me to use as a pillow. I had never slept on anyone before, but hearing his heartbeat was calming. His arms were warm, and I felt the safest I had felt in a long time.

	 When I woke up, I felt rested. I looked up and noticed Radek had fallen asleep, too. The zviera was sitting on the edge, surveying the tree line on both sides to make sure we were safe as we slept.

	 “Good morning,” I said sleepily.

	 “Hey, sorry. I must have fallen asleep.”

	 “It’s okay. She’s been watching out for us.”

	 She turned and grinned. Radek gasped, and my body got goose bumps. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so I returned the smile. I got up, stretching, and looked around. My stomach was rumbling, and so was Radek’s.

	 “Let’s have a protein bar and share a bottle of water.”

	 “Does she need to eat?” Radek moved his head in an upward motion toward the zviera.

	 She swung her head side to side and jumped off walking toward the woods. She wandered off to hunt for her breakfast. I handed him a bar and took one for myself. It wasn’t as good as the vegetables or rabbit or squirrel, but it was enough. The zviera exited the forest, licking her paws looking fulfilled. She waited at the edge of the path for us to follow. We had a long day’s walk ahead of us, and I was antsy to get moving.

	 “I hope maybe we will get into town tonight. If we do, we should have a plan on what we’re going to say.”

	 “Say? What do you mean say?” Radek asked.

	 “Well, surely they’ll want answers on why we decided to walk back.”

	 “I thought you said we were going back since Pripyat was your fear.”

	 “Partially, but also because you said I was someone important,” I looked at him, confused as to why he was confused.

	 “I don’t think barging in there, and demanding answers is the best way to go about this.” He stopped walking

	 “Who said anything about barging in? I am just going to show back up. That’s not barging in. And of course, I’m going to ask questions about myself. I deserve answers, but I have no plans to barge.” I’d placed my hands on my hips, aggravated at him for thinking anything else was an option.

	 “Okay, then what are you going to do?”

	 “Well, first I’m going to start walking again, because the zviera is getting further and further away from us as we are debating something that is going to happen with little control over the how.” I turned and stormed off toward the zviera.

	 “Hold on.” 

	I saw him roll his eyes, but he still jogged toward me and caught up. 

	“I’m sorry. I am, Fanya, but I just think that this isn’t going to go as planned.”

	 “Probably not, but it is definitely going to happen.” I kept my eyes forward.

	 The last of the leaves that Yakue had placed on our wounds were starting to fall off. The wounds were pink, but the blisters were gone. The sun didn’t hurt as much anymore, so we didn’t bother trying to find more. The leaf on my arm where the knife sliced me was still on, thankfully. I didn’t peek under even to see what was going on. I figured I would allow the doctor back home to inspect it once we get there.

	 Radek and I walked in silence until the zviera stopped. The sun was reaching mid-day, and we decided to see what was around that we could have for lunch. We ended up with berries, and the protein bars with the last bottle of water either of us had. If we didn’t find a water source when we stopped for the night, we were going to be hurting tomorrow. We didn’t bother sitting down our packs, we just walked and ate, holding the berries in our hands.

	 My feet were starting to ache, and my back was sore, but I willed myself to continue. I imagined seeing my brothers, my mom, Tierney, and my nieces and nephews. The thought of being at my home and in my bed—even with all the pink—was calming. It was helping to distract me from the fatigue that was setting in.

	 “Can we stop soon?” Radek was beginning to limp.

	 “Are we close to a place to stop for the day?” I asked the zviera.

	 She turned toward us and nodded. She had been staying about twenty yards ahead of us, giving Radek space. His discomfort radiated off him. She was being considerate, and I appreciated her effort. She took us another hundred yards or so before turning to the left. We followed her until we came to a small clearing that was about fifteen feet inside the tree line. I had Radek sit and went about gathering sticks and logs for a fire. It was still rather warm from having the sun up, but I knew we would be chilly this evening. The zviera kept near and kept watch as I gathered everything I needed.

	 “I found some berries, and some of the leaves Yakue had given me for pain. I’ll set a trap and go search for some water. I may bring my hook too, see if there’s any fish. You’ll be okay here? I can leave the zviera here with you, if you’d like?” I asked as I dropped the bundle I had gathered.

	 “I’ll be fine. Take her with you, just in case. Leave the bundle there; I can build a fire.”

	 “Thanks. We’ll be back soon.”

	 She came up beside me, and I kept my hand on her back. She purred as we walked. She seemed to know where to go, so I let her lead me. The walk was quiet. The birds took notice of the zviera and made sure to keep themselves hidden.

	“Are we close?” I asked, and she nodded.

	 I was beginning to get used to the way she looked. It wasn’t as unnerving as it had been, but there was still something very familiar about her.

	 She stopped at the edge of a small creek, and I patted her in thanks. We had two bottles that I filled up most of the way, allowing space for the drops to purify the water. I watched as she drank straight from the creek as Yakue had done. I took my bracelet off and tied it to the end of the hook and dropped in the line. 

	I sat down on a rock and leaned against a tree trunk. The babbling of the creek was calming, and I watched the breeze blow the grass on the plains across the creek. My bracelet floated down a few feet, letting the current take it and the hook toward the middle. I glanced to the left and saw the zviera plopped down to sun herself. I could’ve fallen asleep if I hadn’t felt a nibble on the end of the line. 

	I sat up slowly to make sure not to let the bracelet move too much. I needed to move a little more to get a good bite on before I hooked the fish. I let it bite a few more times before I yanked the hook. On the end was a large bass, and I was able to get it out of the creek without any issues. The zviera perked up, and we headed back to the camp.

	 Radek made a fire and was resting. He’d taken his shoes off and applied the leaves to the bottoms of his feet.

	 “I tried chewing them, but I couldn’t get past the flavor. I figured this would work too,” he looked at me sheepishly.

	 “Is it working?” I asked. I had no room to judge. I would have tried that too if I couldn’t eat the leaf.

	 “Yeah. Any luck?” 

	“I caught this,” I held the fish up.

	 He clapped. “With berries and fresh water. We shall dine as kings.”

	 Dinner passed, and we laid by the fire watching the darkness creep in. The zviera was getting braver around Radek. She laid down beside me and rumbled happiness until she fell asleep. We added our packs to each other to make a back support for us, and I took the first turn staying awake. I listened to the song of the night owls, the crickets, and the crackling in the fire. The moon provided light, and before I realized how much of the night had passed, Radek was waking up.

	 “Hey, do you need sleep?” Radek asked in a sleepy voice.

	 “Yes, please.” I hoped to get at least three hours before we had to get back up and moving.

	 “Okay, I’ll stay up for a while. I had a new nightmare, and I’m not tired right now.”

	 He moved his arm around me, and I laid my head on his chest. The beat of his heart and his rhythmic breathing lulled me to sleep. He was warm and safe. My dreams took me to a place where he was my husband, where I was helping in the government and knew my children would be safe no matter what. I was used to nightmares, so I let this dream go on. I didn’t wake back up until the sun was playing on my eyelids. I glanced up and smiled. He grinned back at me.

	 “What’s with the smile?” he asked, yawning.

	 “I had a good dream is all. It was novel, and I liked it. I hope it’s a good sign for things to come.”

	 “Well, I’m glad. Hopefully, we will be able to make to the outskirts of town by nightfall. Do you want to eat the rest of the fish and berries now, or save it for lunch?”

	 “Might as well eat now and have energy.”

	 I looked around and noticed the zviera coming back with her breakfast. It was still odd to see them eat, but I tried not to focus on it. I got up and stoked the fire, then trekked back to the creek to fill up the bottle of water we drank last night. I hadn’t bothered to take the zviera with me as I knew the path from last night. I was all the way to the creek before I realized the forest was silent. I stopped and searched to see if the zviera had followed me. She was nowhere to be around. When I turned back to the creek, I saw a shadow moving in the tree line across from me.

	 “Leave here,” the shadow’s voice was dark and inhuman.

	 I didn’t need to be told a second time. I grabbed my empty bottles of water and ran the whole way back. I almost stumbled over a log as I entered the clearing. The zviera jumped to her feet, baring her teeth and took off. It wasn’t long before she came back whimpering. She nudged me toward my gear, and Radek toward the fire to extinguish it. I picked our stuff up, and we quickly made our way back to the path.

	 “What happened back there?” Radek’s eyes were wide.

	 “I don’t know. I went to get water, but there was a shadow in the woods. It told me to leave. I remembered the memories in the walls back in Pripyat and didn’t want to take any chances,” I shuddered.

	 “What about you?” Radek turned toward the zviera.

	 She looked sheepish and nudged me.

	 “I think she’s seconding my story. Remember Yakue said that the memories were worse than the zviera.”

	 She growled at that, and Radek grinned.

	 “Well, if the zviera were afraid, then I say it’s a good idea we left. Besides, we need to hit the road. Lead the way,” Radek pointed toward home in a silly manner.

	 The zviera shook her head, looking only semi-amused at his antics. She padded off, taking the lead. Radek and I would take turns checking our rear to make sure we weren’t being followed. The tree lines didn’t show any signs of shadows, either. The morning was breezy, and the sun definitely didn’t hurt our wounds as much today. The pinkness was fading. My feet weren’t as achy this morning as they had been last night. The leaves on the bottom did wonders for taking the ache and blisters away.

	 We passed the time talking about what we had learned in school, what careers we had thought we would have when we were growing up. The time passed quickly, and before we realized it, the zviera stopped. She guided us under a tree that had a nice area of shade. The rest was nice, and we both added more of the leaves to our feet. Even the zviera came over and allowed me to apply leaves to her raw paws. The break was longer than we planned because none of us wanted to get moving again. The day had gotten really hot, and the shade was nice.

	 “Come on guys, we need to get moving. I think I can see the outskirts of town.”

	 They both looked at me, knowing I was exaggerating slightly, but we pulled ourselves up, moving at a slower pace. I didn’t know what time it was, what day it was, or how long we had walked that morning, but I was starting to get beyond the point of fatigue. I pulled images of my mother to the forefront of my mind to keep me going.

	 “I thought you could see the outskirts . . .” Radek glanced at me sideways.

	 “Hey, I need something to keep me going. I’m not feeling very well. It’s hot, I’m tired, and I’m just trying to motivate myself to move,” tears streamed down my face.

	 “Oh, Fan. I was just teasing you.”

	 He stopped and turned me toward him. He wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pulled me in. He didn’t say anything, he just held me, and rubbed my hair. It was soothing, and I calmed back down enough to be able to get back on the road headed toward the town. I wiped my face and reset my determination to finish this journey that was my idea to begin in the first place.

	 We kept our pace, and before long we could see the sun gleaming off the roof of the government buildings. We were out of food, out of water, but we could see the town. There was a renewed pep in my gait, and Radek began to smile again. The zviera turned and smiled. She led us up to the tree line that was the back of the town. She stopped and nudged us in where a path was waiting.

	 “Can you not come?” I asked, sad to say goodbye to my friend.

	 She swung her head from side to side.

	 “Well, I hate to say goodbye. Thank you so much for helping us.” I knelt face to face with her, petting behind her ears.

	 She brought her eyes up to mine. There was a sincere look of appreciation in them. Also, up close I saw the color of her eyes. They were dark brown with light golden specks. The similarity between her eyes and Dobra’s stopped all movements. I looked at her facial features and gasped.

	 “Oh . . . oh no,” tears blurred my vision. Through the blurriness the features became more Dobra-esque and my heart ached. “Dobra?”

	 The zviera perked up and nodded.

	 “I’m so sorry,” I wailed, and Radek came over to check on me.

	 “What’s wrong?”

	 I looked at Dobra, and she shook her head. She didn’t want him to know.

	 “I’m just going to miss her. She’s not going to go into town with us.”

	 “Aww, she’ll be okay Fanya. She’s used to living out here. Right, girl?” Radek patted her back.

	 “Yeah, but still.” It took some time, but I was able to calm myself down. “Okay, let’s get through the forest and to the training center.”

	 “And just walk in unannounced?” His voice went up an octave as he spoke.

	 “Yes . . .” I was confused by his question. “We watched people in their trial during our Black Trials. Don’t you know think they know where we are, and what we are doing?”

	 “I guess. I figured that was just about of our trials, and not part of the regular trials.”

	 “Well, there’s only one way to find out. Let’s go. I’m tired, and I’m ready to be somewhere with a bed or a couch . . . somewhere I can get clean.”

	 “Here goes nothing . . .” Radek turned to the direction of the path and began leading the way.

	 The path was old and worn. We had to watch our step to make sure we didn’t step in any holes. There were snakes throughout the path. I jumped every time, but never did they present as aggressive to us. We were sweating by the time we came to the other side of the tree line. We could see the buildings. Relief washed over me. No matter the outcome of coming back, I was relieved to see a safe place.

	 We didn’t initially pass anyone on the way into the center of town, but as we got closer to the training center, it became abundantly clear that we were noticed. I’m sure we looked disheveled and dirty. I was certain we were recognizable as well. The whispers started building, and by the time we got to the training center, we had amassed a following. They failed miserably at being casual, but I’m sure we were of interest, as no Rojkos had ever done what we were doing.

	 I knocked on the door of the training center. Radek was standing beside me. Just as the door opened, the world started spinning. I felt myself grab toward Radek, and then everything went dark. I heard the mumble of worried voices around me, but I couldn’t place what was said or who was saying it. I felt as if I was floating, somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I was being lifted and carried. I tried to talk, but I couldn’t even manage to make a sound. Relief from being home, and realization of having to face the Council had become so overwhelming that my body systems seemed to revolt, and I was out.

	 

	



	

Fourteen

	 Beeping noises repeated over and over. I tried to reach over to turn the alarm off, but my movement to roll over was impeded. I opened my eyes to see what could be blocking me and was shocked to see I was not in my room. I looked around, trying to identify where I was. Fear set in, and the beeping increased. The lights were bright. After a while, I remembered being at the door of the training center. I must be in one of their rooms.

	 “Hey, quit moving. You’re going to hurt yourself,” a lady in a white outfit said soothingly.

	 “Where am I?” My throat hurt as I spoke.

	 “You don’t remember?”

	 “No . . . last thing I remember was knocking on the door of the training center.”

	 “That was a week ago, dear. You’re in the infirmary. You had a pretty severe infection from the cut on your arm, and you were dehydrated. The doctors think that you were running on adrenaline and didn’t notice any symptoms because your body was fighting so hard. Once you realized you were safe, it abruptly stopped the increased hormone production, sending your body into shock.”

	 The news of my body seemingly failing was frightening. I didn’t even know what to ask, so I watched her tinker with different machines. She moved around gracefully, all while humming some unfamiliar tune. She reminded me of a grandma. After checking each of the machines, she helped me into a sitting position on my bed. It took a minute for the room to stop spinning. My body ached, but it felt good to be up.

	 “What’s your name?”

	 “I’m Nurse Petrya. Do you want to try to move to that chair over there so that I can change your bed sheets?”

	 “I can try. Do you think I have enough strength to stand and walk?” I was honestly unsure of my abilities.

	 “To be on the safe side, we will bring the chair closer.” She patted my arm.

	 “Is Radek okay?”

	 “That boy who came in with you? Yes, he’s been up every day coming to check on you. He can’t come in, but he asks about your health. Your mom, brothers, and sister-in-law Tierney have all visited too.”

	 “Will I be able to go home soon?” I watched as she moved the recliner close to the edge of my bed.

	 “No, dear. Once you are healthy, we will discuss this more. You’re lucky to be alive.”

	 She made her way back toward me and helped me bring my feet over the edge of the bed. I was sitting on the side, and with her help, moved into a standing position. My feet hurt, and my legs were shaking, but with help from Nurse Petrya, I was able to pivot and sit in the chair. My head felt woozy, and my breathing was labored. Nurse Petrya handed me a cold cloth, and it felt great on the back of my neck.

	 “After I get your sheets changed, we will wash you up and get your hair cleaned. It’ll help with making you feel better. We will get you something to eat, too. How does that sound?” she asked as she changed the sheets.

	 “Food does sound good.” I held my head in my hand, using the other to hold the cold compress to my head.

	 

	“Good, good.”

	 She busied herself getting the old sheets bundled and put into a dirty linen hamper. She filled a basin with soapy water and brought it over. She took my hospital gown off and washed me. She took care to make sure not to hurt my wounds, and she moved my arms gently so as not to make me wince. After drying me off, she helped me into new undergarments and actual pajamas that looked like a pair I’d had at home. She leaned the recliner back and washed my hair. She had to wash it twice and put a solution in to help get a comb through it. The process of combing my hair was relaxing; I could feel my body settling into the chair.

	 “Thank you,” I whispered in appreciation.

	 “Anything for you, dear.” She patted my cheek. “Let’s sit you back up. You just sit right there; I’ll bring you some comfort food.”

	 “Thank you.” It was so nice to be treated so tenderly. Tears brimmed my lashes.

	 “Knock, knock.”

	 “Come in.” I looked up fully expecting to see Nurse Petrya, but I was looking at my mother’s face.

	 The tears that were brimming now cascaded down my cheeks. “Mama . . .”

	 “Oh, Free One.” She dropped down in front of me and cupped my face in her hands. “Whatever made you decide to walk back?”

	 “I needed to be here. I needed to leave Pripyat. It was one of my fears,” I said between sobs.

	 “Do you understand the implications? You’re not safe here anymore,” her tone was not as soft as her touch.

	 “What?” I looked up, scanning her face. “Not safe?”

	 “You defied the Council. You will have to answer them.”

	 “Defied them?” I was feeling my defenses building up toward my mother. “I didn’t defy them; I did what I felt was the best way to address my nightmare. If you don’t see that, and if the Council doesn’t see that, then that’s on you all. To me, it was the exact thing I should have done.”

	 She looked at me like she didn’t know me anymore. There was hurt in her eyes that mimicked how hurt I was feeling right now. How could my mother, who told me to survive no matter what, be questioning my actions? Everything was falling down around me, and the one person I was expecting to support me said words that were as hurtful as if she had spit on me. I leaned away from her, watching her. She didn’t speak, and without another word, she walked out the door. With the close of the doors, another torrid storm of tears fell. I was inconsolable by the time Nurse Petrya came back in, and she immediately made her way over to me. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and cupped my head to her chest.

	 “Shh, shhhh. Come now, dear. It’ll be okay. Everything finds a way of working itself out.”

	 “I don’t see how,” I was hiccupping now, making it hard to say one full sentence.

	 “Let’s calm down so you can try to eat. You can’t accomplish anything if you’re too tired or upset.”

	 I took deep breaths in and slow breaths out to help with regulating my heart rate. Getting worked up wasn’t going to help, Nurse Petrya was right. I sat up and wiped my face.

	 “Can you get me a tissue?”

	 She handed me the tissue, and then placed the tray of food on the cart in front of me. Occasionally, the hiccups would interrupt my eating, but Nurse Petrya was right— the food was delicious. I could feel the nutrients moving through my body. I was already feeling the energy building, and the tears and emotions were starting to settle.

	 “Feeling better now dear?” She took the tray and placed a blanket across my lap.

	 “Yes. Thank you.”

	 “There’s another visitor if you’re feeling up to it?”

	 “Who?”

	 “She says she’s your sister.”

	 “Oh, yes please.”

	 “Okay. She’ll be here in just a moment.” She made sure to take the empty tray with her as she went to get Tierney.

	 I watched anxiously for the door to open. “Tierney.”

	 “Hi,” she smiled, trying to hide the shock of seeing me like this. 

	I hadn’t seen myself in a mirror, but I assumed I looked sickly. And I hadn’t seen the cut on my arm, but the burning led me to believe there was healing happening. I watched Tierney walk into the room. She looked like she had aged a few decades since the last time a saw her, though it couldn’t have been more than a couple of weeks. I looked to see if Miro was with her; if he was, he let her come in alone.

	 “Hi,” my voice was sounding stronger and stronger.

	 “Your mom said her visit didn’t go so well.” She came over and sat on the edge of my bed.

	 “No, it didn’t.” I had to swallow back the tears that were fighting to fall. “She wasn’t happy with my choices.”

	 “Well, Fan, you have to admit your actions were slightly non-traditional.” She winked, and I relaxed. She wasn’t going to chastise me. “I think you did what you felt was right. It’s just further proof that the Council was right in their decision.”

	 “Tierney, what was their decision?”

	 “Fan . . .” she scrunched her face. “There are some things I cannot tell you. What I can tell you, though, is that if you trust me, you have to believe that it is all for the best. Do you trust me?”

	 “Absolutely. I just think it’s insane. Radek has said things, and I just don’t understand. Why would anyone think that a teenager with little life experience could be in a leadership position?”

	 “Well, that is for the Council to answer. As for Radek, he will have to answer for his part in revealing too much to you,” she shook her head in pity for him.

	 “Tierney, may I ask something else?”

	 “Yes, sure.”

	 “Is Eliska on my side?”

	 “Fanya, there are no sides.”

	 “I don’t believe that,” I raised my head to look her in her eyes.

	 “I’m sorry you don’t believe me. I hope you continue to trust me when I tell you everything will work out. You are safe, you’re not in trouble, and you will do great things. I believe that one hundred percent. I am so overwhelmingly relieved and happy that you succeeded. Miro is too, and he should be here soon.”

	 “That’s good, but to be honest, I’m quite exhausted. Can you please go find Nurse Petrya?”

	 “Oh, yes. Hold on, Free One.”

	 I was struggling to keep my eyes open when the nurse came back. She was strong and was able to help me back into the bed with minimum help from me. My clean body and the clean sheets were the combination I needed. Even with the repetitive beeping of the machines monitoring me, I was still able to pass out. Dreams filled my head. Images of ruined buildings, smoke and ash in the air, and me yelling at all of those around me. Just as I was turning to give what for to the next person in my dream, a wall began to crumble. I jolted awake from fear—my heart was racing and sweat was dripping off my brow.

	 I sat up. The room was dark except for the light from the monitors. I pulled myself to the edge of the bed and stood up. My legs still felt a little wobbly, but I was confident I could make it to the bathroom without Nurse Petrya’s help. I leaned on the bed and reached for the wall to help support me. The tiles in the floor were cold against my feet, but they felt wonderful. I closed the door behind me and placed both hands on either side of the sink. Looking in the mirror, I could see dark circles around my eyes. My cheeks were slightly sunken in, and my lips were cracked from dehydration, but they were healing.

	 I stared for a little while longer before closing my eyes to calm myself. In a drawer to the left of me, I found a rag and ran the cold water over it. The water felt soothing on my hand. I leaned over and took a few sips of the water straight from the faucet. As I listened to the sound of the water, I began to hear whispering. I stopped, afraid to move, wondering who was in my room. As I turned the water off, I realized the whispering was in the room with me. I looked around and saw a few shadows moving about.

	 “The memories live in the walls . . .”

	 Yakue’s words came forward, and I stilled. Surely, they weren’t able to follow me here. I had to be still dreaming . . . I just thought I was awake. But when I pinched my leg, it hurt. There was a large red mark where I had pinched it. I looked around, still seeing the shadows, I decided to make my way back to the bed. Even if I was awake, I bet there were side effects to the medications I was taking.

	 “I guess I am just going to go to bed,” I said to the universe.

	 My steps were still slow, but I was determined not to let anything feel my fear. The whispers continued to grow, even though I made my way to the bed. I was climbing in when one of the shadows jumped toward me.

	 “AGH!” I jumped back and lost my footing.

	 There was crashing as the trays and machines fell. I hit the ground, and pain shot through my shoulder. I scrambled backward on my hands and feet, trying to move away from the shadow that still advanced.

	 “Help! Please, someone, come help!” I screamed

	 “Fanya?” Radek came crashing into the room, turning the lights on as he did.

	 “Radek, they’re here. They followed us.”

	 He came over to help me to my feet, looking around as he did.

	 “Fanya, I don’t see anything,” his voice held concern for me.

	 “They were in the bathroom, whispering. I tried to make it back to the bed, but one jumped out at me.”

	 “Are they still here?” he continued to support me as he scanned the room.

	 “I can’t hear them anymore, but they may be hiding from you.”

	 “I’m going to get the nurse. She’ll need to check you out, make sure you didn’t hurt anything in the fall.”

	 “Please don’t leave me alone.”

	 “Okay, okay. We will use the call button.”

	 He covered me back up once I laid down, and he sat on the edge of the bed. He hit the call button; concern etched on his face. He kept an eye on me while watching the walls. I knew he didn’t believe completely, but he’d been in the hospital in Pripyat with me. He had seen what I had seen, so he did have enough sense to be cautious.

	 “Fanya, do you need help?” Nurse Petrya came in quickly.

	 “She fell. I found her on the floor.” Radek jumped off the edge of the bed quickly at the site of Nurse Petrya.

	 “Fell? What were you doing up, child?”

	 She shined a small light in my eyes, touched under my chin, and felt the top of my head with both of her hands. She pulled the blankets back and made sure there were no cuts or scrapes on my legs or feet. She pulled the bandage down on my arm and made a “tsk-tsk” sound.

	 “You popped your stitches. I’m going to run and get a kit, and we’ll get them fixed. Boy, you stay here with her. Please try to stay out of trouble,” she pointed her finger at his face.

	 Radek threw his hands up defeat. “No trouble here, ma’am.”

	 “You can’t charm me,” she laughed as she walked out, shaking her head at Radek.

	 “Radek, have you met with the Council since you’ve been back?”

	“No, they want to wait and interview us together.”

	 “Great . . .” I plopped back onto the pillow.

	 “What’s wrong?”

	 “I feel like everything is spinning out of control. I’m on a merry-go-round and can see my exit, but I have no way off.”

	  I felt silly confiding in Radek because he had seen me in the trials. He’d seen me at what I thought was my strongest, and now he was seeing me at my weakest. Tierney had said I wasn’t in trouble, but she wasn’t in the government, so she wouldn’t know for sure. She loved me and was my sister—but she could have just been trying to reassure me.

	 “Would company help? I can bring in Lukas or Dobra . . .”

	 I gasped loudly. “Do you think that’s funny?”

	 “What?”

	 “Dobra died in her trial.”

	 “No, Fan. She didn’t. She passed and has been in training for her job.” He tilted his head as he spoke. “Why would you think she died?”

	 “Because I watched her . . .” The octaves in my voice raised. “I stood in my Black Trials and watched as piranha-like worms killed her.” 

	“Fanya . . .”

	 “If you can’t keep her calm and happy, you cannot come in here,” Nurse Petrya came back in with the suture kit.

	 “I’m sorry ma’am.” He looked at me with his eyebrows raised.

	 “Actually, I’m tired. Can you have him come back tomorrow?” I made eye contact with him as I spoke to the nurse.

	 “Yes, yes. Radek, I will call you in the morning and let you come visit when she’s ready.”

	 His shoulders drooped, but he left.

	 “Nurse Petrya, will you lie to me if I ask you something?” I was careful to make myself sound sickly.

	 “I don’t lie,” she was careful to remove the stitches without hurting me.

	 “Do the children who fail the trials really die?”

	 “Sometimes, but not often.”

	 “What happens to those who fail, but don’t die?” I kept my eyes on her to watch her face as she spoke.

	 “That is not for me to know.”

	 She made sure to meet my eyes so that I knew she wasn’t lying to me.

	 “Ouch,” I flinched when she began to put in the new stitches.

	“Sorry, it’ll hurt because we can’t use the pain medicine for this. The wound is infected.”

	 “Still?” I looked down at my arm.

	 It looked a little pink, and it was definitely still tender, but it didn’t look that bad. Granted, I didn’t have any medical training, but I wasn’t afraid it was going to fall off anytime soon. I sat back and let her finish the stitches, grimacing occasionally as she forced the needle and string through the wound. She had clean lines and tied the ends off before cleaning it and re-bandaging it.

	 “Do you want some more pain medicine?” Nurse Petrya asked.

	 “Actually, can I see how I do without any of the medicine?”

	 I was beginning to have a theory that the medication was affecting my reality. If I could convince her to let me stop my pain medications, I would be able to test it. I knew I wouldn’t be able to get away with stopping the antibiotics.

	 “Sure. You have to keep your IV to keep you hydrated, and we will keep you on the antibiotics, but we can stop the pain medicine to see if you do okay.” She patted my arm and moved around to turn off the drops on the machine.

	 I paid attention, watching which buttons she touched. If I continued to have the hallucinations of the memories, and Radek saying Dobra was alive, I would try to turn off all the drops. Maybe I could convince Nurse Petrya to give me antibiotic in pill form. I laid back, waiting for sleep to find me.

	 Sleep didn’t come. I laid there, counting the ceiling tiles.

	 “Fan?” someone whispered from the door.

	 “Go away, you’re not real,” I said to the disembodied voice.

	 “I am so,” the familiar voice retorted.

	 “Dobra?” I sat up a little too quickly and felt a rush of blood.

	 “Of course.” She stepped into the room, and the light from the hallway lit her face.

	 “But . . . I saw you die.” Tears flowed freely. My friend was alive, and she looked healthy.

	 “Radek told me you said that. I’m not sure what you think you saw, but I most definitely did not die. I passed my trial easily,” she looked concerned for my mental state.

	 “How did you survive the worms?”

	 “They were tiny, and I climbed out of the hole.” She tilted her head sideways and stepped closer. “Are you sure you’re okay? Was your trial so bad that you’re rewriting history?”

	 “Are you saying I’m lying?” hopefully, she heard the incredulousness in my voice.

	 “No, Fanya. I just think maybe they were messing with your mind. Do you want to touch my arm, to see that I am real?” She stepped closer to me.

	 “No . . .” I slumped back onto the bed. “I just don’t understand. It was very real. I saw it happen.”

	 “Well, one thing I have learned here is that they are good about making you believe things that may not be the complete truth.”

	 “So, did anyone not pass?”

	 “Agata and Zieta didn’t pass. They were moved on to a different community, and they will be allowed to try for adult status there in a year.”

	 “How do you know?” I didn’t know anyone who knew what happened to those that didn’t pass.

	“My new job is in reassignments.”

	 “What’s that entail?”

	 She made her way over to my bed, and I moved my feet so she would have a place to sit. She explained her duties, and I watched her face light up with excitement. She looked happy, and I felt relief. This was the image I needed of her . . . not the one with the piranha worms eating her. I listened intently, hoping to remember everything she said about the reassignment of people. Apparently, it wasn’t their choice, but on occasion people did ask to leave.

	 Her voice was lulling me to sleep. The last thing I remembered was her pulling my blanket up over me and whispering good night. Visions of her being alive and being eaten by worms plagued my dreams. My body was reacting as if I had electrodes attached, and I could feel myself up reaching to adjust them, only to wake up with the realization that my dreams were not monitored. Sunlight was sneaking through the window, waking me up.

	 “Good morning, dear.”

	 “Can I see if I can stay hydrated with drinking and food today? My arm is getting really sore with the IV in it. It’s hindering my movement,” I looked up, hoping to pull off an innocent face.

	 “Sure, sure.” she carefully turned off the machines and pulled the IV out of my arm.

	 Watching her pull the needle out of my arm made me woozy. I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing. I felt better already, knowing that if they had continued to put medicine in the IV, I would be able to think clearly soon enough.

	 My morning passed with breakfast, and me standing up to build back the strength in my legs. Nurse Petrya made sure that I never left the room. Anytime I came close; she was conveniently just walking into my room, making me feel trapped.

	 “Nurse Petrya, do you think I could go outside sometime soon? I miss the sun.”

	 “When your skin heals better. Right now, it’s still sensitive to the UV rays, so it could burn again easier than before. The radiation did a lot of damage.”

	 “Why did it affect me more than Radek?” This time my question was genuine.

	 It hurt that he was out of the hospital and free to move around. He had been exposed just as much as I was to the radiation. I knew he’d carried me out when we got overexposed leaving the hospital, but he didn’t seem to be as affected as I had been. He’d had wounds, but Yakue had treated our wounds equally. He didn’t eat, drink, or move around things differently than I did . . . and yet he was free.

	 “We don’t know, dear. We assume the cut and adrenaline that sent you into shock is why you were affected more than Radek.” Sadness filled her eyes when she answered me. “Radek spoke to the medical team about what happened to you both when you were out there. He broke down your food, water intake, everything he could remember that you were exposed to. He even said that he felt your exposure was equal. The only thing we have concluded is that your smaller stature is the difference in how you are reacting. We need you healthy.”

	 “I don’t want to be needed. Why is everyone putting this pressure on me? Everyone has these grand expectations for me, and yet no one seems to be able to explain why.”

	 “Calm down, you’ll get yourself worked into a tizzy. I am not one of those people; I don’t know anything about expectations, dear. I only know what the medical team wants. The radiation levels that you were exposed to had adverse reactions. Your memory seems to be altered, and Radek said you’ve hallucinated.”

	 “And that can be due to the radiation?” That made me feel a little bit better than thinking I’d been drugged.

	 “Radiation is not a good thing,” she stated simply. “Now, settle down. I’ll bring you lunch. And I’ll talk to your doctors, see if I can convince them to let you outside . . . if I promise that you’ll stay in the shade, okay?” She patted my cheek, leaving before I could respond.

	 

	



	

Fifteen

	 

	Access to the outside was denied. The doctors felt even the shade wouldn’t allow the proper cover for my skin. I was beginning to feel stir crazy. Radek stopped by again, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk to him. Mom hadn’t come back to visit or apologize. Miro stopped by briefly, but I could tell seeing me made him uncomfortable. I felt sorry for my family. It must have been hard on them, seeing me look sickly and knowing I wasn’t the same little girl from the last time they saw me. I could feel myself slipping into a dark place.

	 “Not everything is as it seems.”

	 The memories whispered to me. I looked around, but there were no shadows. I was losing my mind. I had to make a break out of here. I started timing when people walked past, how often Nurse Petrya checked in on me, and the number of breaks the staff took from what I could tell from the small view out of my door.

	 In my heightened state of alertness, I’d decided that right after supper would be my best chance for escape. I didn’t know where I would be going, and all I had was the pajamas Mom had brought for me to wear, but I needed to get out of here. I knew I was still being monitored, and not just for medical issues. I was being watched. I couldn’t make my own decisions, or even find out information on what I needed to make decisions about.

	 Nurse Petrya brought in my food that evening, and Eliska stopped by while I was eating. She sat quietly as I ate, making sure not to watch me too closely so that I didn’t feel even more uncomfortable than she was already making me by simply being there.

	 “Are you finished?” she asked as I was finishing my water.

	 I nodded.

	 “Good, listen. In a few days, we will be coming to take you down for your meeting with the Council. You and Radek will be asked questions together about your trial. Then you will be separated and asked questions pertaining to you specifically. I came here to tell you not to mention my visit to the church.”

	 “Why?”

	 “Well because some of us are on your side, and we’re trying to help you. Some things do not need to be advertised . . .”

	 “Let me guess—not everything is as it seems?”

	 “Exactly.”

	 “You know what, Eliska. Why don’t you tell me what really is, then? Because I may have to go in and tell them you were there, and that I had help from an upwalker and a zviera. That I was provided information from others, and that my pack was conveniently filled with needed items.”

	 “Then you would be destroying everything we have been working toward since day one. I can’t tell you everything . . . and before you interrupt again, just shut up and listen. What I can tell you is that we are hoping to make necessary changes. I’m sure you have taken notice of things that don’t happen as one would hope. Some people feel that having fresh minds and opinions would help with making those changes possible.”

	 “And I am the one that has the fresh mind?” My brows scrunched together.

	 “Yes. Without me giving you everything, just take these next few days to think things through. Also, don’t try to run. They’ll find you.”

	 “How did you know?” I was genuinely interested.

	 “Because I would be doing the same thing,” she smiled and excused herself.

	 Nurse Petrya came in and took my food tray. My two older brothers and their families came by to say hi. They stayed for a while, but the energy required to visit with them was more than I had in reserve. Several times my nieces and nephews had to shake me awake.

	 “I’m sorry. I do appreciate the company.”

	 The goodbyes came with hugs and sloppy kisses from the little ones. Without waiting for Nurse Petrya to return, I tucked myself into bed. Sleeping and eating was my routine now, and it was exhausting. I had no idea how I was going to function for a full day in the meetings, being interrogated. I could barely walk to the bathroom without being exhausted. I had hoped I would get some treatment to build my energy, but none was offered.

	 “I came to break you free . . .” Radek was standing at the opening of my room.

	 “Where are we going?” I sat up, feeling hopeful.

	 “There’s a game room at the end of the hall.”

	 “Exciting.”

	 “Don’t get sassy. The group is down there. It’ll do you good to be around people.”

	 He came over and helped me stand. Exhaustion was my constant state of being, but the thought of seeing people my age in a quasi-normal setting helped improve my mood. I didn’t have shoes, and I was guessing my hair was a mess, but I didn’t care. The walk down to the game room was the most I had walked in over a week. We had to stop several times, even though the room was only twenty feet away.

	 “Hey!” Lukas came over hugging me. “So glad to welcome you to the survivor's group.”

	 “Hi.” Dobra waved from one of the chairs in the middle of the room.

	 Ales and a girl I was unfamiliar with were waiting there, too. There was some board game on a table in the center of their chairs. Radek helped me over to where they were sitting. I watched as they laughed and joked. They had all passed their trials and were in training for the adult jobs, yet they all still looked young and carefree.

	 “How are you feeling?” Lukas asked as he handed me a can of carbonated water. 

	“Still pretty tired. How are you?”

	 “I’m good. My new job has been intense, so being able to come hang out with everyone and relax has been fun.”

	 “Wait, are you all living in the training center still?”

	 “Of course. Where else would we be living?”

	 “Home. That’s where my brothers lived after their trials. Well, until they were married.”

	 “Huh. I don’t know, maybe because we all were given government jobs?” he shrugged.

	 “All of you did?” I looked at each, amazed.

	 “Yes. Not the same job areas, obviously. But yeah. Radek is the only one that hasn’t been given a new job listing yet. He’s been bumming around here, waiting for you to get better.”

	 Lukas ribbed him, and Radek’s face flushed. “Shut up. I have to wait. We have to go to our thing together.”

	 “Together.” Lukas and Ales said the word simultaneously with the air quotes, and the girls laughed.

	 I felt like I was in some kind of twilight zone. How could these people be this happy and relaxed? Maybe I was more messed up than I’d realized. Even Radek seemed more relaxed than I did about our situation. I sat drinking my water and observed them. My heart was sad that I couldn’t will myself to participate. My friends were legal adults, yet they still seemed to be living their childhood . . . and I was here trying to find the strength to leave mine. Panic was setting in, and I couldn’t feel air moving in or out of my lungs.

	 “Fan, are you okay?” Lukas came over and kneeled beside me.

	 I shook my head. “Can you help me back to my room, please?”

	 I didn’t make eye contact with anyone. I didn’t want them to see me close to a break-down. Lukas helped me up to my feet, and we took our time going to my room. Halfway down the hallway, Lukas stopped us. He looked up and down both ends of the hallway before he leaned in.

	 “Fanya, Eliska said she visited you today. I was just making sure you were doing okay. I know you’re overwhelmed, and I’m sorry. We haven’t told much to Radek because he isn’t as observant as you. He saved your life more than once, though, so that is a big consideration.”

	 “How do you know this? Can you tell me why I am so important?” I used what I hoped was a flirtatious voice.

	 He grinned at my attempt. “I know because I was asked to help by Eliska, and you’re important because you don’t think like the rest of us. You see ways to do things that most of us don’t. We have no qualms that you will do great.”

	 “Do great at what?”

	 “Nice try,.” he shook his head and laughed. “Let’s get you back to your room. The nurses will be making their rounds soon, and Petrya will not be kind to us if she finds you missing.”

	 “She’s sweet.”

	 “Yeah, to you maybe. She scares the rest of us,” he feigned horror.

	 I laughed. It was nice. “Thank you, Lukas.”

	 “For what?” he asked.

	 “For this. I was going crazy in my room.”

	 “We figured as much. We had an orderly distract the nurses, so we could sneak you out, but I fear we are pushing our luck. Now, get in your room and rest.”

	 “See you soon.” I hugged him and snuck back through the door.

	 The room seemed smaller. I had just made it back under the covers when Nurse Petrya came in to check on me. I pretended to be asleep. I watched through narrowed eyelids as she checked my vitals, touched my cheeks, and busied herself cleaning the area. I couldn’t imagine how the others would find this sweet old lady scary.

	 “Wake up.” She brushed my hair out of my face. “Your skin is clammy, and you’re sweaty. I need to check your temperature, dear.”

	 “Maybe I did too much,” I yawned, hoping to carry on the lie that I had been sleeping the whole time.

	 “That’s to be expected when one sneaks out,” she winked.

	 “I’m sorry.” I felt sheepish. Of course, she would have noticed. She was constantly checking on me.

	 “It’s okay. Put this under your tongue.”

	 I sat there as she monitored my temperature. It was normal. She handed me a cold cloth to wash my face. The coolness felt great, and I dabbed the washcloth on the back of my neck as well. She handed me a cup of pills and a glass of water.

	 “What are these for?”

	 “They’re your antibiotics, and the blue one is a multivitamin. You need your energy. Tomorrow the Council is coming to meet with you. I’ll get you early in the morning so we can get you showered and changed. Your mom brought clothes for you to wear tomorrow.”

	 “She stopped by? Was it when I was out because I didn’t see her?”

	 “No, it was earlier this morning. She didn’t want to disturb you. She said when she came by the other day she upset you, and she didn’t want to upset you any further.”

	 “Oh . . .” My mom was avoiding me.

	 “Don’t worry your little head about it right now. Just go to sleep. You have a long day ahead of you tomorrow. Would you like something to help you sleep?”

	 “That would be great.”

	 She handed me another pill. I prayed for sleep to come. Without dreams, and with actual rest. I did sleep, but images of my family, the other Rojkos, and my upcoming meeting kept circling my mind. I let the images show me whatever my brain was trying to process.

	 When morning came, I was up before Nurse Petrya came in. I was waiting on the edge of the bed for her when she entered.

	 “Good morning.”

	 “I would like to shower on my own.”

	 “Good, good. I’ll lay your clothes on your bed and come back to check on you in a bit. If you need me before then, there’s a button you can push.”

	 “Thank you.”

	 This was the first actual shower I had been able to take on my own since the day I left for my trials. The water running down my body felt wonderful. I could feel the dirt, the worries, and the tension leaving me. I took my time washing and shampooing my hair. By the time I was finished, the water was icy cold. The clothes were nice and looked professional.

	 “Are you ready?” Nurse Petrya asked from just outside the door.

	 “Yes. I’m just fixing my hair.”

	 “Good. The Council is heading here to get you and Radek. Are you nervous?”

	 “Extremely.”

	 “Here, sit down. I’ll do your hair for you.”

	 I sat down on the chair. She took care with braiding my hair. It was relaxing and spread goose bumps all over my body. She was done in a matter of moments. I felt my face physically pout when she stopped, and she chuckled.

	 “Thank you.”

	 “You’re welcome. Good luck.” She placed her hands on either side of my face. “Be yourself. Follow your instincts.” She kissed my forehead and sent me out the door.

	 

	



	

Sixteen

	 

	Radek was outside the door waiting for me. He was dressed neatly in khakis and a polo. He was fidgeting and watching him made me nervous. We stood outside my door, waiting for the Council to show up. We could hear the whispering from the end of the hallway, but they didn’t seem to be getting any closer as the time passed.

	 “Are you ready?” I was hoping to calm us both by breaking the ice.

	 “Not so much. How can you be ready for something that you’re unsure of what you need to be ready for specifically?” His eyes quickly scanned the area.

	 “I don’t know. Radek, look at me.”

	He stopped fidgeting and turned toward me.

	 “Do whatever feels right when you’re in there. If we are truthful, then whatever happens, happens. Deal?”

	 “Deal.” He looked wide-eyed still but wasn’t fidgeting as much.

	 “Radek, Fanya. Follow me, please.” There at the end of the hallway was Guardian One from the training center.

	 I took his hand, squeezed it, and started down the hallway. It was now or never. There was nothing we could do to change our actions, and I knew I would never be able to move forward without knowing what this meeting was about. The Guardian led us out of the wing we were in and into the main hall of the training center.

	       “The Council is meeting you in room two. This is as far I can go with you. Go down that hallway to the left, and you’ll find the room. Good luck.” She grinned and looked very excited to be a part of whatever this was.

	 “Thank you,” Radek’s voice was barely above a whisper.

	 “Let’s do this.”

	 The walk down the hallway felt like a scene from the old movies we used to watch in history class. There should have been dramatic music playing, building the suspense, but this wasn’t a movie. We were heading into a room full of people, about to be interrogated about our trial, and we were alone. At the door, we stopped.

	 “Let’s take a deep breath, and count to ten before we knock.” I looked up at him. 

	He had steadied himself, and he nodded.

	 “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.”

	 I took one last deep breath after we reached ten and knocked. Another Guardian answered the door.

	 “Come this way.”

	 We were lead down another hallway. At the end, there was a second door. She opened the door, and it was a dark room. She stepped aside to allow us to pass. Inside there was a table, with a cake and candle on top. We made our way toward the table. Once we reached it, fear coursed through my body. There, in the center of the table, the cake was iced in a light pink icing, and written in black were the words Welcome to Phase 2. Radek gasped, and I screamed. I was so mad; I couldn’t see straight. I looked around trying to find someone or an exit . . . but there was nothing. Through a speaker, a voice came over the room.

	 “Enjoy your cake. Your training begins in two hours.”
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Prologue

	 

	Exhaustion. That’s the only word that comes to mind when I lie in bed at the end of training each night. Phase two had been no joke. It’s like they thought we’re going to be soldiers. Neither Radek nor I received soldier positions, but our physiques were becoming built as if we had. Of course, we had other more advanced knowledge training, too. I was training in statistics, government population control, and had a path to study the science of people’s behavior.  I was certain those who wanted me to be sustained were trying to ensure I was too tired to seek further information. I hadn’t seen Tierney or Eliska in days. Nurse Petrya had moved me into an apartment near the others but still far enough away that the isolation point was made.

	Each night before going to bed, I would write down my memories of my daily trials. I was worried all the training they were doing with me was to make me forget what I had seen and heard while I was there. I couldn’t get past how much the zviera looked just like Dobra, and yet she swore she was there training the whole time—that she hadn’t failed her trials, never been eaten by those worms. I was battling internally with what was true and what wasn’t. When I tried to talk to Radek about it, he brushed it off. He was studying advanced technology. Sometimes I’d say something about his advanced training, and he’d blink away, shocked by my statement, before returning his expression to neutral.

	I reviewed the notes from the weeks of writing I had done, trying to find something I had previously missed, but I was coming up empty, and it was getting frustrating. There was something I was missing. Something obvious but obscured. I wished Tierney or Eliska would show up, maybe I could bring them into the fold and ask their opinions. They’re the ones who said I was to be the leader of this new government position, but now they were nowhere to be found. Sleep crept in, and exhaustion won. I fell asleep with the journal on my stomach and the lights on.
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One

	 

	Dobra sat down with me for lunch. She was smiling and chatty, but her eyes seemed distracted. I was too tired at the moment to care enough to ask. So, I chewed my food, nodded, and half-heartedly listened to her prattle. 

	She was back to herself lately, nothing like the year before the trials. She and Lucas were speaking about the excitement their jobs entailed, which was almost an everyday topic. I would usually nod and half-listen as I have every other day, but today something in Lucas’ tone piqued my interest. My ears and attention perked at the mention of clones. I tried not to let them see my heightened curiosity about the topic because I was afraid they would stop talking.

	“Clones are a big deal, Dob,” Lucas stated a second time.

	“Yeah, they are, but they’ve been around for ages.” Her bored tone said she wasn’t too interested in the conversation.

	“But not in this manner. The studies are showing promise.” Lucas looked proud of his work.

	“Well, until it’s been instituted at a hundred percent, there is still a chance of failure,” Dobra clarified.

	“What percent are you at now?” I piped in. I pretended this wasn’t new information to me.

	“You should know more than we do, you’re studying the outcomes, aren’t you?” Dobra arched her eyebrow at me.

	“We monitor one person at a time,” I lied. “If we had all the details, it would negate the study’s outcome.”

	I held my breath, hoping they wouldn’t be able to tell I was lying. I hadn’t monitored anyone in training yet. I had only been preparing to learn how to read behaviors and actions. I was working with small crowds in training, and now I was beginning to question the purpose. Making a mental note, I would study the people more closely, to see if I could identify if any clones were being used. My observation skills were one of the reasons I had my job, but I wasn’t using my full potential because, somewhere in my subconscious, I knew not to.

	“That makes sense, especially since you’re still in training.” Dobra shrugged it off.

	“Well, I’m not sure what percentage we’re at either, really.” Lucas shot me a sheepish glance at that admittance.

	“That’s helpful,” I teased, trying to lighten the tension that had built with my question.

	“Says the trainee,” he quipped back.

	The tension was gone, but my mind was racing. Another thing I added to my growing mental list. Months ago, I’d had a written journal but made the mistake of falling asleep with it on me. It was gone by the morning. I don’t know who took it, or even how they’d gotten it, but I had suspicions. Not everything in this government was adding up. People were off, attitudes were distrustful, and—aside from lunch, and an hour of free time in the evening which I usually spent in quiet solitude for my sanity—I was isolated from everyone else.  I spent breakfast with Radek only, and supper was provided during my training sessions. One thing I was thankful for was that the rigorous physical training had dropped to only once a week as maintenance.

	One time, I had mentioned to Dobra that I didn’t know how she survived the physical training, and she looked at me as if I had had two heads. She proceeded to tell me she didn’t have any physical training. At the time, she stopped, blinked a few times and then adjusted to say because she didn’t require any physical work, she was able to skip out on it. I didn’t realize how she seemed to be robotic in her change of tune . . . until now. Clones. I was missing something huge, and maybe it had something to do with the information I learned today.
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Two

	 

	Radek was in class before I arrived, taking notes from the board. We spent mornings separated during our training.  In the afternoons, we trained together. When I approached him, he barely acknowledged my hello, pretending to be engrossed in the writing on the board. Maybe I was just suspicious from the lunchtime conversation, but Radek seemed off today—he was more distance than usual. I sat down and started to copy the information, knowing that once we were done, we would be put into observatories. Even though we were studying different aspects of society, we were kept together. Radek observed how well the advanced technologies were being incorporated by the people, and I studied and wrote observations on how people interacted with each other in various situations.

	What if people were Radek’s technology? The question popped into my head, and I audibly gasped. This caught his attention. Quickly, I turned it into a coughing fit to cover.

	“Are you okay?” His brow crinkled with concern.

	“Yes. I think I aspirated.” I pointed to my throat as if that was enough explanation.

	He didn’t care, because he turned back to his writing. The board was covered with information about the scenario we were to observe today. It explained that fifteen-year-olds were getting their letters about their trials. Usually, the letters which prepared Rojkos for their upcoming trials were sent thirty days prior to their birthdays and were delivered to the recipient’s home. Since my group was sent through at the same time, against tradition, I guessed they were going to change everything. This scenario had a group of ten fifteen-year-olds with each other—no parents and no other adults, save for the guardians assigned to deliver the letters.

	My job was to note the reactions from each of the teens. These were teens I may have known from growing up. Teens that were unprepared and alone for this event
The trainer came in just as I finished writing down the information I needed from the board. She escorted us to the observatory. We each had our own desks, but we were positioned further apart than usual. A folder lay on my desk that would provide the names and pictures of each teenager I would have to document observations on. The file also held copies of their letters. This was to help ensure my note-taking would be improved by noting if reactions were appropriate to what their letters said. I quickly scanned what Radek was to observe and saw he was to watch the interaction of the guardians with the teens. This was an odd assignment, but I knew it meant I would be observing the entire scenario, to include the guardian.

	The glass in front of us appeared as a wall to those on the opposite side. They were completely unaware as to why they were in the room. Speakers in the room allowed us to hear and not just observe them. I flipped through each folder so I would recognize faces and names. I read the letters last. I had a system. It wasn’t how the trainers would like for me to observe, but I wanted to be surprised by reactions and not expect a certain one.

	I felt data should be as raw and real as possible. I didn’t want information to be influenced. I wrote down my initial reactions of each teen. There were a few familiar faces, but none I knew well. The guardian walked in, very friendly looking. I scanned the faces of each teen in the room and tried to hear the whispers spreading through the group.  I picked up my headphones, so I could better hear as the guardian began to speak.

	“Hello. I am a guardian at the Center. We are doing things a little different this year. You are the first group of Rojkos that will get six months to prepare for the trials. You are receiving your letters today. Please take your letter, read it, and sign that you acknowledge the letter. You will each be given a copy in an envelope to deliver to your parents as well.”

	The guardian called the names of each teen individually and motioned for them to approach and receive their letters. They had been instructed to not open and read their letters until each Rojko had gotten theirs. Naturally, each teen had different reactions. A few of the girls cried, even one or two of the boys. The others put on stoic expressions and straightened their shoulders as if this was a rite of passage and they were now adults. 

	The first up was a young red-headed girl. She was one that had put on a brave front. She walked with her head held high to receive her letter. I noted a slight quiver of her hand as she took it, but it was so unnoticeable that without training it would probably not have been detected. I watched the guardian smile. Her eyes didn’t seem to match the smile on her face. They were lifeless and flat. Mentally, I noted she had a flat affect with each child. Smiling only with her lips. It was strange, my guardian had been very friendly and bubbly. This one was not at all, but it could’ve been she was told to be neutral with them, so as not to affect their responses. 

	The last called up was a boy that didn’t look like he was fifteen. Had I seen him in public, I would have guessed no older than ten. It was shocking that someone so small would be facing fears so soon. He had tears but wasn’t sobbing. Deep inside, I was proud of him. This boy was showing what if truly felt like to receive your letter—a little scary but not wholly unexpected.

	“You may now open your letters and read them. You have ten minutes to review them, sign them and bring them to me to pick up your items to take to your parents.”

	Even the guardian’s tone was off. I glanced to where Radek was sitting. He was writing fiercely on his notepad. I couldn’t figure out what was so important in her interactions, but I supposed that was because I didn’t understand what he was observing. I scanned the faces of each as they read. Some read and re-read without any emotions. One girl sobbed with each word, and I noted the girl beside her hugged her. Looking down at my papers, I realized they were twins. It was not common in our society to have multiple births. I noted the twin hugging her sister had exhibited tight lips when reading her letter. She showed only anger, no fear. I was curious if this was indicative of their personalities.

	Radek looked up at the scene, glanced at me and went back to writing whatever he was seeing. There was nothing notable about the room. Unless the observation of our screen was the tech, he was documenting. The letters were printed, and there seemed to only be mics in the room to allow us to hear them. The bags the guardian was handing out looked like the bags we had been given. Nothing jumped out as being advanced technology. He was told to watch the guardian, was she technology? Was she a clone?

	I snapped my eyes back to the scene in front of me. I watched her watch the group without expression. She was almost motionless. Almost without recognizable human habits like fidgeting. I shook my head to clear it. I needed to look at each teen’s reaction and document. Several of the guys signed hastily, grabbed the items for their parents, and left. The last to leave were the crying twins and the littlest boy.

	He dragged his feet as he made his way to the guardian. I watched her observe him with no emotion. He was breaking my heart over and over, and she stood there with her frozen smile. No empathy, no sympathy . . . nothing. Each adult had survived a trial if they weren’t clones, so they should have something happening on an emotional level. Even if it was encouragement. It was as if she was cold. I had learned how to watch for other clones, watch for the tell-tales of human life. I intended to do my own observation study from then on. Exactly how many clones was the government creating? Who were they and why did they make them?

	The glass in front of us went black, and the room brightened.  Radek seemed done with his study. He gathered his notes and folder and headed to the trainer. She took his stuff and let him go. I got busy writing down my first reactions to their reactions, and then I read what each of their letters stated. Some reactions had been appropriate for their fears, or that they were teenage girls reacting to their fears and the unknown. However, the little boy’s letter explained his tears. 

	The fears he was set to face would make anyone cry. He had to face a dragon, watching his siblings die on repeat, and having to survive against one of the zviera. I wasn’t sure how they would create a dragon for him to face, but to watch your siblings die would be rough no matter how it happened. The rules of the trials dictated that family members cannot participate in the trials, so I was unsure how they were going to create that nightmare. When I read his history, I felt even worse. All of his siblings had failed their trials, and it was not on him to survive so that his mother would have at least one child in adulthood. 

	Finishing my notes, I was gathering my things when the trainer came in. She collected my notes and excused me from class. In the hallway, I found Radek seated on a bench in the hall waiting. He stood when I approached but seemed content on not speaking. We walked several steps down the hallway before I decided to break the silence. 

	“How are you doing?” I darted my eyes toward him, trying to gauge his reaction. 

	“Good, just tired. I wasn’t prepared for all the physical training.” 

	“I hear you on that. I’m not as sore in the morning as I was in the beginning, but I’m definitely not built for this kind of lifestyle.” 

	“I’m sure you’re doing just fine. You look so much better than before . . .”

	He didn’t finish his sentence, he left off the before when we survived the trials. This was the closest we’d come to discussing our time in Chernobyl. I didn’t want to push him any further, so I just nodded with understanding. It hurt to feel that the only person who was there to know the truth, was starting to pull away from me. I wasn’t sure if his distance was due to his need to forget what we went through, or if he was beginning to doubt what we saw out there was true.

	“What’s on your agenda this afternoon?” He switched subjects. 

	“I plan on eating in the cafeteria and maybe going to the library to do some research.” 

	I hadn’t initially planned on going to the library, but as the words came out of my mouth, I decided it wasn’t a bad idea. I needed to research more on the clones testing that our government was doing and had previously done. I was curious about the purpose of testing, and whether it should be something I shared with Tierney when she came to visit. 

	“Cool, would you mind if I tagged along?” He gave me a goofy, almost friendly grin. 

	I had missed that grin and was quick to fall for it. 

	“Sure, I wouldn’t mind.” 

	“I’ll see you in the cafeteria then. I have to stop by my room first, but I’ll meet you to eat.” 

	He turned left to head to the dorm area. I went right toward the cafeteria. 

	I skimmed the cafeteria and found Lukas already sitting at a table. He waved to me, indicating I should come sit with him after I got my food. I got in line and was subconsciously scanning and judging the people around me. I knew what those of us like Lukas and Dobra ate here, but the more I paid attention, the more I noticed there were a lot of adults around. 

	“Hey!” Dobra came up beside me smiling. 

	“Hi.” I smiled, jealous that she looked relaxed. 

	“How has your day been?” 

	“Not too bad, I’m ready for some free time.” 

	I grabbed the pre-made plate created for me specifically according to the detailed health plan the doctors in the center set. I looked down at Dobra’s plate. She had pizza, a salad, and a dessert. I had only proteins and vegetables—food designed to help keep my body strong and ready for intense workouts. I made my way to the table where Lukas was finishing the last of his cookies. 

	“I cannot wait until I can choose what I want to eat.” I sighed sitting down next to Lukas. 

	“It is nice,” Lukas smirked. 

	“Shut up.” I threw my napkin at him. 

	He laughed, and Dobra sat down beside me. Radek was the last to join the table. He had grabbed his backpack while in his room. I assumed he had serious plans to study at the library while I was going on a whim. I wondered if that was why he was in the same level of training as me. He was more prepared than I seemed to be. For a moment, I doubted myself, but memories flashed of me making all the decisions that saved us, and I knew I was just as prepared. 

	“What was all the fuss about?” Radek asked between bites. 

	“Fanya was whining about the lack of privileges she has to include her food choices.” 

	“Wait . . . what other privileges am I missing?” I arched an eyebrow. 

	“Like shopping for clothes, going out into town . . .” Dobra realized too late what she had revealed. 

	“So, do you all get to leave?” I made sure to keep my face as neutral as possible. 

	None of them had to answer, I could see it on their faces. Even Radek’s face showed that he was concealing privileges I apparently wasn’t privy to. The atmosphere at the table grew awkward, and we spent the rest of our meal in silence. The only noises were those of silverware hitting the plates. My mind raced between the thought of clones and the fact that I was being kept in isolation. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	[image: Image]

	
Three

	 

	The library was empty except for me, Radek, and the librarian. At least I had library privileges, but I assumed that was more because it was attached to the Center. I scanned the rows of research papers that were filed, I found nothing dealing with clones. I pulled several documents relating to when the government changed to the system we were currently following. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt like that was just as beneficial as anything about clones would be. 

	“What are you looking into?” Radek tried to sound nonchalant with his question, but his eyes gave him away. 

	“I’m not completely sure, to be honest. Just trying to see if I can find information that will help with our studies. I feel like for me to be better prepared to provide feedback, I need to know our history.” 

	“Make sense.” 

	I smiled. Opening the first page of the paper I’d pulled, and I was quickly engrossed. The words began to pour from the pages about how the government of our ancestors felt there were too many people who were unworthy and a burden on society. Space-fillers was one of the words used. As I read about how these people had been non-productive to the community, my eyes were glued to the page. Words printed in ink so many years ago were basically asking me to believe there were people who didn’t deserve to live because they were weaker. The leaders of old had created the trials system. 

	Paragraph after paragraph described how they had decided that forcing teenagers to face their worst nightmares in real life in a controlled environment was the best idea. Their thought process was that it allowed the leaders to witness the mental capacities of the children as they were growing while allowing the teenagers to show their ability to adapt and overcome in order to be efficient adults in the community. My stomach felt full of hot bile. In just a few sentences, they had deemed human life important based on the ability of that person to provided something of worth to society. 

	“Fan, are you okay?” Radek's eyebrows pinched together in concern. 

	“I think so, I’m just a little nauseous. Probably need to drink some water.” It was the best excuse I could muster, but it allowed me to get up and walk away for a moment. 

	I grabbed myself and Radek a bottle of water and sat back down. He thanked me, and I opened the water to drink before he could ask me anything more. Considering how he had been pulling away lately, I didn’t feel like I should trust him with what I was doing, which was a weird feeling seeing as he was there when I survived my trials. Sadness briefly swept through me. I could feel Radek watching me from the side of his eyes. It felt as though he was afraid I was going to break.

	I didn’t know if I could stomach more stories about the worth of teenagers. Sighing, I switched to a different binder. This was about how the nightmare trials were formed. It was mainly the technology behind how they created each aspect, and while it was interesting, I knew it was not something I cared to learn. 

	“This might be of interested to you,” I said as I slid the binder toward Radek. 

	“Thanks.” He opened it and scanned the words. “Oh, this will be very helpful. Any original blueprints you come across, please let me know.” 

	“Will do.” 

	“Is there anything I can pass to you?” he asked. 

	I smirked. “Smooth. But yes, actually. Anything you find on the emotional testing of children and teenagers.”

	My answer wasn’t completely a lie. As far as the outsiders were concerned, I was studying the behavior of the teenagers, so learning about the emotional testing that had been doing in the past would be helpful to me.  

	“Actually . . .” he turned to scan books he’d set aside and made a noise when he found the one he was searching for, “this one would probably fit that perfectly,” he beamed, proud to have been able to help me. 

	“Thank you.” 

	Taking the binder, I went back to research. Researchers had found that when testing emotional intelligence, teenagers had a harder time balancing and masking emotion in situations. After a few pages and age adjustments, it was determined that sixteen was the age where the hormones and emotions started to regulate. This was how the age limit was set for the trials. Notes upon notes written on the edges of the paper pointed out that most human brains weren’t fully formed until the age of twenty-one, but the government felt that age was too old to start new members of society. I flipped through a few more pages and was about to close the binder when the words popped off the page. 

	“By choosing sixteen-year-olds, we have learned that they can adapt and overcome while masking their emotions with some training, but they are also still young enough to be shaped and molded into functional society members that we feel will be most beneficial for our current and future communities. Research has shown that those who are incapable of adapting still have some uses such as breeding, maintenance, and janitorial members as well as molds for the upcoming clone experiments that are underway.” 

	Chills ran down my spine, and goosebumps appeared over my whole body. Not only were these original leaders dictating how the community members would live, but even if they could live in general. I wasn’t sure why I was surprised. I knew some didn’t survive their trials. I was beginning to realize that maybe it had more to do with their worth and not their capabilities. I fought back tears. Dobra . . . I had watched her die in the trials even though she was here now. Was she a clone? Did they deem my real friend unworthy of life? A quiet sob escaped, and I pushed away from the table quickly. I needed to breathe, my chest felt like the world was coming down on it, crushing it.  I couldn’t go outside, but being in the open, empty hallway helped. I heard movement behind me, but I was too upset and focused on trying to calm myself to see who was around. 

	“Fanya, take deep breaths.” Someone rubbed my back, soothing me with his words. 

	I knew the voice and was shocked to realize it was Lukas and not Radek. I wasn’t sure why he was there, but his words and actions helped calm me enough to bring myself back into a standing position. 

	“What can I do to help?” His eyes searched my face. 

	“I need fresh air.” 

	“Come on, we’ll go out the back.” 

	He wrapped his arm around my waist, helping me toward a door I didn’t even know existed. He swiped a card, and the door swung upon. Outside was the back of the center. Just beyond an open space were woods. The area seemed familiar to me, but I couldn’t place why exactly. This was the first time since we made it back after my trials that I had been outdoors. The air was refreshing. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. 

	“I’ve missed the smell of the earth,” I said, turning to look at him.

	“I figured you wouldn’t want to be out here since your trials.” His brows crunched together, and he had an almost quizzical expression. 

	“Honestly? It made me miss the outdoors more. You’re not as confined out here. Plus, I met a zviera, and I miss her.” 

	It’s the first I had spoken of her to anyone besides Radek. It hurt a little, and subconsciously, my eyes began to scan the tree line. My heart sunk as I realized she wouldn’t be out there, she wouldn’t dare get this close. I could feel Lukas staring at me, and I was afraid if I looked at him he would see there was more to my statement than I was sharing. Lukas had always been observant. I’d never got to spend a lot of one on one time with him, but I could see that he watched everything. 

	“In my training . . .” he hesitated. “We have been told that the zviera are vicious, mindless mammals only set on killing humans.” 

	“One helped me survive, along with an upwalker, and I saw others that were pleasant to another human. I can’t attest to all of them, but I don’t think that you are being provided with full information.” 

	“You know something, don’t you?” His question was more of a statement. 

	“I’m not sure it’s what you’re thinking, nor do I feel it’s something I can share openly.” I scanned the outside of the building. I knew there were cameras everywhere. I wondered if they were watching us to see what I would do or say. This job and training were making me paranoid, more than I cared to acknowledge. Just as I had watched and studied those children today, I knew it was very plausible, even likely, I was being observed at that moment. Lukas may have even been a part of it, so I dared not tell him my forming opinions. 

	“That’s understandable. There’s camera’s everywhere.” He shook his head. “If you ever want to talk about anything, without even telling me, I am here. We can figure out a way for you to vent or express yourself without you have to tell me things. I know you know things. I know what the others want you to do. I know what the government is expecting of you, too . . .”

	“The government?” I knew what Tierney had said, but I played dumb hoping Lukas would share what he thought he knew. 

	“You’re expected to rule, to take over after your training.” With his last words and the sheer shock on my face, he realized he has said something I didn’t know. 

	“What?” My voice was several octaves higher than I had anticipated when I spoke. “No, no, no . . .  that was not what I was told. I was told I would be the head of a new department in the government.” 

	I felt woozy. I didn’t even bother to look at what was around me. I sat down. The grass was wet, but I didn’t care. Rule . . .  rule what? We had several leaders, why would they want a ruler? The earth felt like it was a ride I couldn’t escape, and the more the words ruminated in my head, the more nauseous I felt. 

	“Fanya?” Lukas sat down beside me. “First, breathe. Second, take time to think about this thoroughly. Eliska doesn’t think it’s such a bad thing.” 

	“Eliska? You know her?”

	“Of course, do you think I snuck you out here so you could breathe?” 

	“I thought you were being nice. Why wouldn’t she just come see me?”

	“She’s being watched, we all are, except I am better at keeping a low profile. I feed them what they think I know and do the research perfectly.” 

	I watched him before I spoke. “How do I know this isn’t just a part of the plan. They could feed you the right words.” 

	He pulled his hand out of his pocket and showed me his wrist. He wore a brown leather bracelet that matched the one Tierney had given me. I brought mine up and noticed they were identical. 

	“Tierney said you would know it was true with the bracelet.” There was a sparkle of hope in his eyes. 

	“She gave me this bracelet on my birthday.” 

	“And she gave me this one, once I passed my trials, and was sought out by Eliska to be your support.” 

	“Why not Radek?” 

	My heart rate picked up, waiting for his answer. Depending on how he responded, my whole training could change completely. Spending hours on end with Radek during my trials, I would watch him. During our time in Chernobyl, I had come to trust him explicitly. I was even falling for him, but if he wasn’t on “my” side, I wasn’t sure what I would do. 

	“He’s not in the know. While he is trustworthy to an extent, he’s been so guarded by everyone in the Center that we haven’t had a chance to discuss anything with him. He’s suspicious on his own about everything, and he is asking the right questions, but we can’t get to him.” 

	“How can they be watching him more closely than they watch me? I mean, I can’t even get liberties to leave the building.”

	“The government wants to know what you’ll do on your own. They don’t, however, want him to even know that there’s a possibility of a different truth.” 

	“What is the truth, I don’t think I even know anymore,” I admitted.  

	“The truth is what you make it.” 

	“Sounds deep,” I smirked. 

	He gave me a lazy lopsided grin and got to his feet. After he stood, he turned and reached down to help me up. It was nice to see the outdoors and grass again, but the sun was setting, and it was beginning to grow cool. I knew I needed to get back to my research in the library and to try to continue on as normally as possible. With the new information from Lukas, I felt safer knowing there were people out there on my side, and I also felt sympathy for Radek. He was possibly more isolated than I was. 

	“Remember, my offer is always open. You can vent to me anytime. Touch your ear or chin, and we can slip away.” He winked. 

	“Thank you.” 
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Four

	 

	The library was empty when I walked in. Radek had stacked my things neatly but was nowhere to be found. My body suddenly felt heavy, and a fog slowly filled my brain. I returned the files and gathered my things, so I could head back to my room. I didn’t need to write down anything. It was burnt into my memory. 

	Walking back, the hallways were empty. We didn’t have a curfew in the Center now that we’d passed training level one, but we were expected to be well rested. Rested enough that we could efficiently complete our jobs. It wasn’t late, but most people were in their dorm areas relaxing and preparing for bedtime. My room was pleasant enough. I had a private bathroom, a nice large bed, and a table and chairs to eat at as well as a place to relax in at the end of the day. 

	We couldn’t decorate or paint, but we could have whatever bedding we chose. I had asked for the bedding from my home and Tierney had brought it for me, as my mother wasn’t visiting me. Tears stung my eyes at the thought of my mother. I missed her terribly, and I had survived as she had asked me to, but I didn’t know that she thought this was better than not surviving. I laid my bag down on the chair beside the table and made my way to the bathroom. Thankful for the privacy, I took my time in the hot shower. 

	My pajamas were from home, too. They were fluffy and soft and reminded of a much easier time when the worst thing was forgotten homework. I didn’t know why I had been chosen for this, or what this truly was any more than I had before I spoke with Lukas. Why would the government want a ruler when we were a democracy? I had no special training, no advanced knowledge or foresight, and I wasn’t from a wealthy family. Rulers had been banned for centuries, so why would they want to bring them back? 

	My mind raced with thoughts of the truth and of dreams as my eyelids grew heavy. I focused on steadying my breathing in an attempt to decrease the anxiety I was feeling and to be able to fall asleep. I wasn’t sure what my training would involve the next day, but I knew I needed to be alert. I didn’t know what my job would be, but I knew every situation brought me closer to either failing Eliska and the group or my mother and the government. Frightful dreams filled my sleep, and rest was elusive. 

	The morning alarm startled me awake. Sitting up, I scanned the room, confused about where I was for a moment before everything came back to me. I was at the Center, as I had been for six months, and in what I was afraid would always be my room. Standing, I felt heavy. Each step required a lot of effort. I was more worried about what the day would hold than actually feeling fatigued. Glancing at the clock, I decided to dress quickly and head to the cafeteria to eat instead of showering. My hair was still damp from the shower I’d taken the night before, so I pulled it up into a messy bun and put on the uniform that had become the daily identifier that I was in training.

	As I headed into the hallway, I was met by Tierney passing in the opposite direction. She made quick eye contact to let me know not to acknowledge her before glancing at her hand. I held my hand in an open position at my side and turned my eyes back to the hallway door in front of me. I felt the pressure of her hand against mine as she placed something in it. I quickly wrapped my fingers around it and recognized the shape of folded paper. I discreetly slipped it into my pocket and walked the rest of the way to the cafeteria feeling nervous and anxious. 

	“Why the face?” Dobra asked as she came up beside me as I was getting in line. 

	“I’m just anxious for the day to start.” I feigned a smile. 

	“I bet. Your job is probably more interesting than mine,” she said. 

	“I don’t know, because I’m unsure of the specifics of your job, but I’m starting to really love mine.” 

	My words were not lies, I loved the aspect of secrecy because it seemed as if both sides were rooting for me for different reasons, and I was gaining the ability to formulate opinions without bias. I wanted to be able to decide for myself when and if the time came to tell the government what I intend to do when approached to lead. Sometime in the middle of the night, my subconscious made the choice for me. Clearly, I remember telling them I would rule, and that when I do it would be as a monarch with no council. I wasn’t sure if that was what I would do in real life, and with fleeting thoughts, my heart was racing. 

	“Earth to Fanya . . .” 

	I looked up, blinking reality back into focus to find Lukas staring at me. Radek was behind him, both looking peeved that I was holding up the line. 

	“Sorry.” 

	“It’s okay. You are okay, right?” Radek spoke this time. 

	“Yes, sorry. I had strange dreams last night. They keep running through my mind.” I made eye contact with him. Hoping maybe he could understand why I would have strange dreams. 

	“Dreams tend to do that. Hence the reason we monitor them.” An unfamiliar face appeared behind Radek with a goofy grin on it. 

	“Touché,” Radek said.

	“Hi, I’m Kveta.” She was tiny with large brown eyes and hair and skin that shined. 

	“Hello. I’m Fanya,” I spoke first. The others all turned to introduce themselves. 

	After six months in the training facility, I thought I knew the face of everyone there. Her face was unfamiliar. I mentally scanned through the files of faces and still was unable to place her. She was chatting with Radek, but I wasn’t listening to any of the words. My eyes switched to Lukas’ face who was watching me as I watched Radek and Kveta.

	I took the food that was given to me and walked to a table. I didn’t want to say anything to anyone. I was a little taken aback by the surge of jealousy I felt as Radek was speaking to Kveta and the addition of butterflies I had from Lukas’ stare. I felt like a cliché. How had I grown to like both of them when I knew before the trials I’d had zero interest in either. Although Lukas had always been attractive, I had wanted a career before all of this mess. 

	“Kveta, join our table,” Dobra called out to her from her position next to me. 

	I shot her a look. 

	“What?” 

	“Do you know her?” I asked.

	“No, but she seems nice.” 

	“You got that from the five words she’s spoken?” 

	“What’s your deal?” Dobra furrowed her eyebrows. 

	“No deal. I usually recognize faces, and she’s not someone I’ve noticed before.” 

	“And so, because Fanya doesn’t know her, she’s suspicious?” Dobra rolled her eyes. 

	“I didn’t say that at all.” Her words caught me off guard. “I just mean, we’ve been here six months, and not a single one of us know her. You don’t find that odd?” 

	“There are a lot of people here you don’t know. You don’t work in every section, so how can you expect to know everyone?” Her face was scrunched, but her expression was almost flat. 

	“You’re right.” I didn’t want to argue with her. 

	I pushed the food around my plate, not really hungry. The food today was more protein filled than usual, although, I did have a chocolate donut on my plate. It was a pleasant surprise since I usually wasn’t given fat and carbs. I didn’t question it and ate it first, just in case it was a mistake. Heavenly chocolate icing melted in my mouth. I actually closed my eyes with joy. When I opened them, Radek and Lukas were grinning; Lukas had placed a cup of milk in front of me, and I suddenly felt like I was going to have a great day. Milk was such a luxury, I wasn’t sure how he had gotten a cup, let alone gotten permission to get me one. 

	“Drink up.” He smiled. 

	“Even though I should be worried that you are sending me to a final meal with a donut and milk, I will accept these gifts without questions,” I said between bites. 

	“Maybe it’s a reward and not a final meal?” Radek joked. 

	“Guess we shall find out after training.” I smiled. 

	“Maybe the government just had extra leftovers this month,” Kveta said between bites. 

	When she’d joined us at the table, she’d sat on the other side of Dobra. She wasn’t even looking at anyone in particular when she spoke. I scoffed, to which she reacted by looking shocked that her words were said out loud. Her eyes widened, and she looked around the table. 

	“I’m sorry. Sometimes I speak before I think.” Her shoulders shrugged, and she dipped her face in chagrin. 

	“Either way, I’m taking it.” I smiled. 

	I didn’t know her. I didn’t know her purpose for showing up the day after Lukas and I had spoken in private, but I didn’t want to be on her bad side right away either. She took the grin as acceptance and returned to eating. The table was quiet afterward as we all enjoyed the last of our breakfast. As nonchalant as possible, I periodically scanned the faces of each person randomly to see if there was anything that might give anything away. None of the others seemed to second guess the new girl or the new provisions of sweets and luxuries. 

	“Fanya, if you’re ready, we need to meet with our trainers.” Radek’s voice broke me from my thoughts. I nodded and stood. 

	“Bye.” I didn’t know what had possessed me to say bye this time when I normally didn’t, but the other three, Kveta included, smiled and waved. My whole body seemed more relaxed this time compared to the last few months. My brain kept flipping between resolve of my situation and confidence that I wouldn’t survive the end for it to matter. At that point, I was honestly okay with either. I knew if I continued to stress, I was going to start missing big things. 

	“You disappeared last night. I went to find you, but you were gone. Is everything okay?” Radek glanced at me from the side of his eyes as we walked down the long hallway to our training room. 

	“Sometimes things just get a little confining in here.” 

	“I understand completely. After having been out there with you, I find having walls around us all the time to be strangling,” he grimaced. 

	“Suffocating is more how I would explain it, but yes, exactly.” 

	It was the first meaningful conversation we’d had in weeks. I was happy to know he wasn’t completely okay with how things were working. Maybe Lukas was right, maybe Radek was distant due to circumstance and not because he didn’t want to be around me. I missed him most nights. He had been there with me through the worst of the worst, and that builds a bond. I contemplated asking him about it when the door to the classroom opened. 

	“Hello, Radek, Fanya.” It was Mr. Forsinth. 

	We hadn’t met with him since the first interview before my trials began. He smiled, but it was tight. Moving back, he opened the door wider and stepped back inside to allow us entrance. Radek stepped in front to go in first and scanned the room before giving me a barely noticeable nod. Suddenly, the note from Tierney felt like it was burning a hole in my pocket. I hadn’t had a chance to read it, but I felt like I needed to before I entered training with this man.

	“Excuse me, could I go to the restroom before we begin?” I asked, making sure to slightly cross my legs to insinuate I needed to go. 

	“Yes, but be quick, please.” 

	I hurried down the hall, entering the bathroom quickly. I did a quick examination to make sure no one else was present and pulled the note from my pocket. 

	“The revolution begins soon. Watch those on your side and those who are against you.” 

	That was the only thing written. I read and re-read the note before flushing it down the toilet. She didn’t say how I was supposed to know who was who, so I guessed I would have to be extra aware of how people were acting around me. I was still replaying the words in my mind when I re-entered the room. Radek was seated at the desk, legs out straight and his one arm draped over the back as if this was the most relaxing day ever. 

	“Finally, she returns.” Mr. Forsinth says to Radek and then winks at me. “Are you ready?” 

	“For what?” I asked as I slid into the desk next to Radek. 

	“You both have graduated to the next level of training.” 

	“And that involves what?” I asked hesitantly. 

	“If you’d let me finish, I could get there.” There was a strict tone in his voice, but the twinkle in his eyes gave him away. 

	“I apologize. Please continue,” I offered. 

	Radek grinned. “She can’t help herself.”

	They both chuckled at what I assumed was some inside joke. 

	“The next level is actual participation in your new careers. You will be monitored and have a mentor to help as needed, but you will begin your adult classification as of today. I will give you each a book to read through by lunch, which will be provided to you in here. After you’ve read the books and eaten, you will be escorted by your mentors to you new jobs. The research and training you have done these last few months have been essential to the formation of our new government.”

	Before he could finish, I jerked my head in Radek’s direction. He was sitting there as if he was hearing the weather on any given day—cool and relaxed. Just as I turned my head, a glimmer of light from his wrist caught my eye. There on his left wrist was a bracelet similar to mine, and the one Lukas had shown me the night before.  The words “. . . who is on your side . . .” bounced around in my mind. I turned my attention to the wrists of the man before us and noticed that Mr. Forsinth, too, had a bracelet on his wrist. 

	“Fanya . . .” Mr. Forsinth spoke my name. 

	“Huh . . .” I refocused my attention to meet his stare. 

	“I asked if you were okay.” He and Radek were both looking at me funny. 

	“Yes, why?” 

	“You looked pale,” Radek said. 

	“I’m okay. I promise.” I smiled. “I think I was just a little nervous at mention about the job.” 

	Subconsciously, I touched the bracelet around my wrist. This seemed to catch their attention, and they nodded as if my nervousness made sense to them. I wasn’t sure if it was reassuring to me or nerve-wracking that these people were relying on me to do something I wasn’t even aware of what I was supposed to do. 
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Five

	 

	The books we were given to read were so thick I was certain we would never get through them by lunchtime. Once we opened them, I sighed in relief. Every other page contained images that went along with the information on the opposing page. 

	Page after page provided statistics on the people in the government, to include personal and profession facts. I was through half of the book when I realized some of the pictures had a blue dot beside the name. I wasn’t sure what they meant, so I flipped back to the beginning to start taking note of the people who had blue dots. 

	I noted their jobs more closely. It made more sense that they were identified separately than others because their interests seemed to be more focused on improving the whole community versus those in a ruling position. I still hadn’t made the connection when I saw a picture of Tierney and noticed she had a blue dot beside her name. That’s when it clicked. She was on my team. The blue dots were on my team. Quickly, I scanned the rest of the book. The last five pages were a list of rules and expectations. I read through them. Most of them were the same as those we’d had when we were in school. However, the last few rules looked to have been added last minute. 

	
		You must not discuss your daily tasks with anyone. 

		You need to choose who will be your second but choose wisely, for once you have chosen, you cannot change your decision. 

		The future of our community is now in your hands, Queen Fanya.



	An audible gasp slipped from my lips. Looking over, I intended to sneak and see if Radek had any extra rule written at the bottom of his page, only to realize he had his book closed. My body felt warm all over, and suddenly the world was spinning around me. I laid my head down on the desk, closed my eyes, and tried to focus on my breathing. 

	“Deep breaths . . .” Radek was by my side fast. “I don’t have much time, but listen to me. You can do this. You can do what’s right, just keep your eyes and mind open. Choose wisely.” 

	“Queen, are you okay?” An unfamiliar voice spoke behind us. 

	“Fanya,” I correct her. 

	“What, your highness?” The unknown woman looked confused. 

	“My name is Fanya. Please address me as so.” I didn’t dare lift my head from the desk. I knew the moment I opened my eyes, this would all become a reality. 

	“If you say so, miss. Are you okay?” the voice sounded.

	“Own it,” Radek whispered and stood from my side. 

	I watched his feet as he headed back to his desk. I took my time, took three deep breaths, and raised my head. Leveling my gaze, I saw Radek smirk and then nod. 

	“Yes. Better now,” I assured them. 

	The voice belonged to an unfamiliar, older lady with kind eyes. I instantly glanced at her wrist to find she did not possess a bracelet. I hoped she was not going to be with me forever. I made sure to keep a kind expression when I looked up at her, but I knew to watch her as well. 

	“The food is ready. Shall I bring it in now?” she asked.

	“Yes,” I replied. 

	Radek stood to go. 

	“Radek will eat with me,” I insisted. 

	I spoke the words as confidently as I could. A slight smile showed on his lips before he straightened his face back to a passive expression. I wasn’t necessarily choosing him as my second, yet, but I also wasn’t ready to be alone.

	Thoughts swirled around my head as to what the title Queen would entail. Why was everyone else so comfortable with calling me Queen? They seemed sure I had been trained to know how to act, think, or even react to being called Queen. It felt like everyone was in on some joke and I was the butt of it. Knowing that it was, in fact, not a joke made it scarier.  Would I be the sovereign, or would I have a council? I didn’t even know if that was something I was going to get to decide. I was just getting my head to stop swimming when the lady brought our food over. Radek pulled his desk over so that the front of his faced the front of mine. We were now across from each other, and he looked confident. 

	“Your favorite meal, your Hi— . . . Fanya.” She quickly changed her words with a sharp look from me. 

	“What is your name?” I asked, making sure I softened my tone and look when I spoke to her. 

	“Sarka,” she replied meekly. 

	“Hello, Sarka. What is your official job?” Radek asked before I could say anything else. 

	“I am . . . Fanya’s maid and nurse.” She darted her eyes toward me to see how I would respond. 

	I outwardly scoffed. “Why do I need a nurse?” 

	“Nurse may be the incorrect word,” she retracted her statement.  “I am more of a caretaker of sorts . . .  I am to tend to any and all of your needs.” 

	“Are you my sole . . . employee?” I couldn’t call her a maid. 

	“No, Miss, you will have a whole house of assistants, some assigned, some you will get to choose.” 

	“Thank you. That will be all for now,” I said just as my stomach growled in agreement. 

	Radek laughed. 

	The food was delicious. I savored every bite because it was the first time since the day of my birthday, and the day of the interview, that we got to eat what we wanted and not what the Center decided we needed. Radek seemed to enjoy it as much as I did even though it wasn’t his favorite meal. Maybe I could request our next meal together be his favorite. I smiled for the first time in a while at how an option as silly as picking my food felt like a taste of freedom. Ironically, I was Queen, and there was a chance I may never have real freedom again.

	 I leaned in close to Radek. “Hey, what was your job?” 

	“It said that you would assign me a job,” he smirked. 

	“How am I supposed to do that? When am I supposed to do that?” 

	My eyes widened in fear. What if chose wrong? Crap, crap, crap. Panic was beginning to set in again. I tried to focus on breathing. I started listing off the things I could control. I can control breathing. I can control my facial expressions. I can control how I let myself react to situations. I can control who I surround myself with. These are the things I kept repeating as I tried to refocus on the present. 

	“So, do you have any idea what you want me to do?” he asked.

	“Not yet. I don’t know even know what I want to do.” I tried to suppress a grin, but his face made me crack, and I laughed. 

	“Laughter is better than tears, I will take it.” Radek winked.

	“Fanya, is there anything more you need?” Sarka asked. 

	“Did you know your name means maiden of battle?” Radek asked Sarka. 

	I smirked. It did not escape me, the irony of her name. With me as Queen, would I lead a battle? Historically, didn’t all monarchs have at least one battle or war during their term? I had no intentions of fighting anyone, I mean who would I even fight. Why was I even thinking of fights?

	“What’s next on the agenda?” Radek’s voice interrupted my internal thoughts montage. 

	“I have no clue,” I shrugged and relaxed back into the chair. 

	“You have thirty more minutes to rest, then we will head to your new accommodations to prepare for the announcement of your crowning,” Sarka spoke up. 

	“My crowning?” 

	I felt like I was just repeating the end of her sentence. I was thrown into this role with no guidance. 

	“Yes, your coronation will be this weekend. It’s set to be a royal party,” she grinned, but quickly straightened her face after reading the room. 

	“I don’t think so,” I scoffed. 

	“The government officials are not open to discussing this,” Sarka informed me. 

	“So, am I just a figurehead, not someone with governmental powers?” 

	She lowered her voice and stepped closer as she spoke. “I don’t know how to answer that specifically, but I can ask around?” 

	“I may take you up on that eventually, but for right now, I will do as they ask while I am learning my ropes.”  I leveled my eyes to hers but tried to keep them kind while conveying the strength of my request. 

	“Yes, Fanya.” She nodded as if she understood. “Speaking of names, Fanya means free one.” 

	“My brother used to call me that.” 

	My brother! I wondered if Miro would even want to be on my council. Or even Tierney. Excitement began to flood through me. I was just beginning to realize that I had some advantages, and with Tierney’s quick thinking, the bracelets were going to help me. Thinking of my brother and sister-in-law, I was beginning to wonder if my mother would be at my coronation. 

	“Sarka, do you know who will be in attendance?” 

	“The whole community will be there.” She smiled. 

	“Do they know what they are attending?” Radek asked. 

	“I’m not sure,” she replied. 

	I was impressed by Sarka. Throughout this mild interrogation and our changes in tones and looks, she remained calm. She was pleasant in demeanor, and with each question, she seemed to be as honest as she could. Even without a bracelet, I was beginning to hope that I could trust her. 

	A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts. 

	“Enter,” Sarka spoke as she opened the door. 

	There was Mr. Forsinth. 

	“Radek, please return to your room. You will be moved, and they will let you pack up everything you need to bring with you.  Fanya, your room and all items have been cleared. They found your diary too but were given explicit rules to not look through any item that did not belong to them.” 

	Fear sparked in me but settled quickly at hearing they were forbidden to look through my personal items. 

	“Now, if you’ll follow me, Sarka and I will take you to your new living quarters.” Mr. Forsinth smiled. 

	“Lead away.” I stood, knowing I didn’t have much say in the manner. Out of the room, we made a left instead of the usual right. I had never ventured to this part of the training center and was not entirely sure where it would take us.

	We walked about two hundred feet before the hallway opened up to a domed area that six corridors splintered off from. Mr. Forsinth led the way, we headed to the far-right corridor, but it required a key swipe to enter. I made note that Sarka had to swipe her key. The door opened, and we walked in before she turned and swiped her key again to close the door behind us. 

	“This is your hallway that leads to your living quarters. Only you and your servant will be able to enter with the keys provided. Anyone else will need your permission and someone with them to move in and around. Any questions so far?” Mr. Forsinth asked.

	“Who chose my staff?” I purposely used the word staff versus servants. 

	“Some were chosen through job applications, they wanted to be here. Others were chosen by the government. The remaining will be chosen by you once you get comfortable within your new responsibilities,” he replied, 

	“And the announcement tonight will include?” 

	“There will be an on-air announcement of your title. Afterward, there will be a dinner in your honor. Your family, friends, and the government leaders who will eventually be stepping down will be there,” he said. 

	We stood just inside the door listening to the others speak. Sarka patiently waited for us to head down the hall to the rest of the living quarters. Stalling was not going to put off the inevitable. I turned and indicated that they should lead the way to my new living place. Light yellow paint adorned the walls of the hallway making it bright and cheery. It was a welcomed change from the dreary gray walls of the center. 

	“This is the first room of your new living quarters, Fanya.” Sarka opened the door to a sitting room. 

	Mr. Forsinth arched his eyebrow at the casual tone with which she addressed me. However, seeing as how I didn’t react, he didn’t make a scene. 

	“The room across the hall is the guest bathroom. Follow me, the next two rooms will house your kitchen and dining room.” She quickly showed the rooms before moving to the last two rooms. “The room here on your left is the library/office, the room to the right is your bedroom.” 

	She let me do the honors of opening the door. On the other side was a beautiful open space. Light pink glowed from the walls, and white furniture filled the room. Black décor offered a touch of contrast. It felt like home, and my heart ached for an easier time. I walked in and saw another door toward the back of the room. I headed that way, trailing my hand across the beautiful white bed frame, admiring all the space. Opening the back door, I found a massive bathroom and walk-in closet that together was almost as big as the bedroom itself. 

	“No time for getting comfortable. A team is coming to prep you and get you ready for your dinner” Sarka almost clapped. 

	“I will let myself out now,” Mr. Forsinth spoke. 

	“You need a key.” I reminded him. 

	He thanked me and headed down the hallway with Sarka following behind him. 
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Six

	 

	The team was bubbly and chatty as they made their way down the hallway. I could hear them speaking as I waited in my room. I was relaxed and enjoying the chair in my sitting space of the room when they entered. I didn’t recognize any of their faces, but I quickly scanned their wrists for bracelets matching mine. I counted four of the eight with bracelets. I made sure to pay acute attention to their names. 

	“Have you chosen an outfit for tonight, Your Highness?” A soft-spoken, blonde girl asked. She grinned and was reprimanded by an older lady whose name I didn’t catch. 

	“Please, everyone, call me Fanya,” I addressed the group as a whole. 

	They were shocked that I would suggest such an informal approach, but I couldn’t tolerate the titles, they were just too much. I’d never had dreams of being anything great. I wanted a job, a husband, and a family. I wanted to be able to be able to visit with my brothers and mom. Tears started to form in my eyes, so I turned my head slightly. 

	“Miss . . . Fanya . . .  do you want me to choose your dress for this evening? You will need two—one for the coronation and one for the dinner.” 

	“What is your name?” I turned to the young blonde again. 

	“Vira.”

	“Vira, I would like very much for you to pick out both of my dresses.” 

	I noted that she did not have a bracelet. But she was young, if I observed her well enough, maybe I could persuade her to be a spy for me. She couldn’t be much younger than me to have a job, but she certainly looked to be younger. I begin thinking about the studies we had done for our training. As Queen, would the trials still stand? Did I have the power to overturn them? Did I even want to overturn them? Because, in some ways, I could see their validity in helping find appropriate jobs and letting the strong survive. On the other hand, who was I to determine the worth of someone’s life based solely on their ability to withstand a nightmare. My head began to hurt. 

	“Fanya . . .” The word sounded like it stumbled in the mouth of the girl in front of me. “My name is Alza, in case you didn’t catch it the first time.” She smiled. 

	“Nice to meet you.” 

	“I am supposed to run you a hot bath with roses and milk. Before I do, is there a preference for how hot you like the water?” 

	“Not so hot that it burns but enough that my muscles relax.” 

	“Yes.”

	Alza had a bracelet, but she also had a more forced tone with me than the others. Her face was familiar, but that could have been from being around the center. I didn’t ask any of the ladies what their jobs had been before this because I wasn’t sure what the etiquette was for prying into the personal lives of my staff. 

	“Fanya, your bath is ready.” Her tone had softened. 

	“Thank you.” I followed her into my bathroom. She had filled the bathtub with hot water, milk, roses, and what smelled like lavender drops. 

	“You need to relax.” She lowered her voice. “They need to see you as reasonably relaxed and ready for the job. Don’t let them see any weakness.” 

	With those words, she then touched her wrist and left. I undressed and slid into the water. It was divine. I had never experienced anything so luxurious. A moan slipped from my lips. I sank down in the water, letting the heat penetrate my sore muscles. The water covered me up to my chin. I closed my eyes, enjoying the moment of quiet solitude. 

	“Fanya, I’m going to wash your hair.” I nearly jumped out of my skin at the sound of Alza’s voice. I opened my eyes to see her standing there, hands on her hips, waiting. 

	“Resisting would be futile, I suppose?”

	She smirked. “Yes.” 

	“Fine.” 

	I sat up enough to keep me covered and still allow her access to my hair. 

	“Go under completely for a minute, I need your hair wet.” 

	I looked at her. 

	“You can trust I won’t hold you under.” Another smirk. 

	“That’s good to hear, but that wasn’t the reason for my initial hesitance, although it might be now,” I laughed. 

	She shook her head, then pointed to the water. It was a command. Under I went. Again, I relished in the divine sensation of the heat and held my breath for a while. Finally, my lungs were screaming for air. I sat up and was given a towel to wipe my eyes and face. Before I had the water wiped off my face, I could feel her hands in my hair. I knew it would be awkward to moan, but it was taking effort. Her fingers massaged the shampoo into a lather on my scalp and through my hair. With each passage of her fingertips over my scalp, years of tension seemed to leave my body. 

	“Rinse,” she commanded. 

	I went back underwater and rinsed the shampoo out quickly. I was thankful for the prep time I was given. It allowed me to relax and prepare for whatever events I was expected to face that evening. I slid back up again and was once more given a towel to wipe my eyes and face. I pulled my knees up and let my wet hair sprawl across my back. Alza sat there, allowing me time to think before speaking. 

	“If you are ready, I have the towel warmed for you.” She stood with the towel opened, head turned so she couldn’t see me. 

	“Thank you.” I wrapped the towel around me before turning to face her. 

	“Have a seat at the vanity, I will send Baba in to do your hair,” she instructed. 

	I nodded. She had called this woman Baba, and I wondered if she was related to Alza, or if that was just what the staff were asked to call her. In walked an older lady with graying hair, soft wrinkles, and the kindest eyes I’d ever seen. I noted she, too, had a bracelet. I had never felt more relief than to know she was a supporter of me. Whatever that meant.

	“Do you want your hair up or down, Fanya?” Baba asked. Her tone reminded me of honey. 

	“Whatever you think would be best . . .” I hesitated to call her Baba, as I was unsure of her name. 

	“You may call me Baba, it is what the other girls call me too,” she chuckled, and her cheeks lifted so high you could hardly see her eyes. 

	“Yes, Baba.”

	She ran her fingers through my hair, straightening it and randomly lifting while looking in the mirror. I closed my eyes and the memory of when I was going to the one and only school dance we had flooded my mind. Mom and Tierney were excited, I was seated in front of the mirror in our bathroom. They were working on putting my hair up in a tradition braided bun and discussing if makeup was a necessity for the evening.  The whole time I just sat there, absorbing the vibes they were releasing. They were excited. I had no interest in the dance, but I was feeding on their excitement. What I hadn’t been prepared for was how grown up I looked when I opened my eyes that night so long ago. I had the same feeling today as Baba worked her magic on my hair. I kept my eyes closed. She was silently humming to herself, a tune that was familiar, but I was unable to place as I was relaxed. 

	“Almost ready?” A voice from behind us asked. 

	“She’ll be ready when she is ready, she is the Queen. She has to be perfection.”  

	I opened my eyes, and they met Baba’s in the mirror. She gave me a nod as if her word was final. It made me smile, which she returned and then winked. I took in the vision of my hair. She had put my hair in several intricate braids that she had piled up and around the crown of my head. The reflection in the mirror looked like an older version of myself. A reflection that looked lean but tired. I barely recognized myself anymore. There were dark circles under my eyes and several scars from the trials sprinkled over my neck and body. 

	“Don’t fret, you’ll get wrinkles between your eyebrows,” she chided me. 

	I reached up and put my hands on the spot between my eyebrows and straightened it out. I was only sixteen, I hadn’t been thinking about wrinkles, but now I was. 

	“I’m scared.” I looked up, searching her face. 

	“That’s good. I would be worried if you weren’t. This isn’t normal. We haven’t had a queen in all of our history . . . for as long as I know of. So, whatever possessed them to decided we needed one, and then to name a sixteen-year-old, is beyond me. Pardon my frank speech, because it is not against you personally, dear. You’re a smart girl, I’m sure you’ll make wise choices, and see there may be a ploy behind all this.” Baba’s face and tone were so serious that chills ran through my body. 

	“Yes ma’am.” My voice was barely above a whisper when I answered. 

	“Good. Now, let’s do your make up before they put that dress on you.” She patted my cheek, as she turned me to face her. 

	Her hand was soft, but I could feel her age and the years of hard labor that she had endured. There was an air of authority about her, but I could see kindness, too. The leather bracelet on her left wrist made me happier than any of the others I had seen, except maybe Radek’s. She made fast work of the makeup. Makeup wasn’t a normal, daily routine for most of us in the community. So, I’m sure it was used as a point to the others that would be seeing me. Thankfully, when I glanced in the mirror after she was finished, she had used just enough. 

	“She’s ready now,” Baba announced to whoever the voice was that had spoken earlier. 

	In came Vira. She gasped, then grinned. “You look beautiful, Your Highness.” 

	“Fanya,” I reprimanded gently.

	Her cheeks flushed, and she lowered her eyes. From the indents on her lips, I could tell it was a habit for her to bite them. I felt bad for correcting her when I knew she was just doing what she had been taught. I got a look from Baba questioning how I was going to handle this situation.

	“Vira,” I waited for her to look up at me. “I understand that you have been trained to call me that, so when I correct you, please don’t take it to heart. I am just not comfortable with that title. I may be the Queen, but I am still just Fanya. I only ask that you address me as such because I feel more comfortable around you when you do.” I smiled at her. 

	The tears that had been forming in her eyes stopped. She nodded, took a deep breath, and returned my smile. 

	“Here’s the first outfit I chose for you.” 

	She turned and opened the dress bag she had brought in with her. Inside was a beautiful, yet sleek, golden dress. It reminded me of pictures of the Greek goddesses from our history books. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen anything so beautiful in person. I was pleased a little more than I expected. She pulled it out and helped me slip it on. The material felt like the softest silk against my skin. I was amazed at how perfectly it fit me. A slight tug pulled at the corner of my lips before my face returned to normal. I would not let the luxuries of this new life change me. 

	“You can enjoy it a little.” Baba seemed to be able to read my thoughts. 

	I shot my eyes in her direction and saw a small grin on her face too. 

	“If you’re ready, we need to head to the ceremonial hall,” Baba spoke.

	“We have a ceremonial hall?” 

	“Yes, it’s been around for centuries. We’ve just not had a reason to use it in the recent years. My team has spent a good amount of time getting it cleaned for this night.” Her shoulders seemed to straighten up with the pride she felt for her team and her work. 

	“I’m sure it will be beautiful.” 

	I had no doubts about Baba or her team’s ability at this point. She led me into my room where the others were waiting. They all stopped talking when I entered and bowed. It was the first time they had done this, and I was suddenly acutely aware of how awkward this whole evening was going to be for me. I stood there, unsure of what I was supposed to do. Baba cleared her throat, and the girls returned to whatever they had been doing beforehand. 

	“I’ll speak to them about only curtsying when in a public setting where it’s required from now on,” she whispered to me. 

	“Thank you,” I whispered back. 

	The trek down the hallway to the door out of my living quarters seemed shorter than I remembered. I stopped before they opened and took a deep breath, unsure of what would happen when they did. Baba stood beside me, not saying anything, but her presence helped. It also made my heart ache for the absence of my mother. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t here. Or even why Tierney wasn’t here. I was too afraid to ask though. 

	“I’m ready.” 
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Seven

	 

	I was surprised to find both Radek and Lukas on the other side of the door. They escorted me, each on one side, as we made the last leg of the trip to the ceremonial hall. Barely any words had been exchanged for the whole trip. Both were dressed in nice suits, the finest I had ever seen. Both seemed to be tense, but I was too wrapped up in my own fears to bother to ask about theirs. The doors to the hall were in front of me sooner than I was hoping. I stopped. All those who were surrounding me stopped, turning to me to see what I would do next. 

	“You okay?” Radek’s brow furrowed. 

	I giggled, and before long, the giggle turned into a full on fit. I couldn’t regain control. The nerves had gotten the better of me. Everyone standing around looking at me as if I was crazy was not helping the situation. The more perplexed they looked, the funnier it became to me. I was Queen. There had to be a reason behind this because I was not fit to be Queen of anything. The absurdity of this reality hit me, and fear struck my heart. The laughing switched to tears.

	“Shhh.” Baba came up and placed her hands on both of my cheeks. She brought my face level to hers. “You can’t let them see you scared or appearing weak. Dry the tears. Let me fix your makeup, and then you plaster a smile on your face. Hear me?” 

	I nodded. 

	“Good girl.” She turned, faced the others and spoke out loud. “She’s ready.” 

	Lukas and Radek eyed me. When they decided I was back to being semi-sane, they faced the doors and took time to straighten their suits. I ran my hands down the front of my dress, pulled my shoulders back, and lifted my head and eyes. Even if I didn’t feel like a queen, I decided I would appear as one, at least until I knew what I was being used for by the government. From inside the doors, I heard a voice over a loudspeaker asking for the silence of those in attendance. 

	“Now, if you are ready, we will bring in Queen Fanya, and her party.” 

	“In first let me introduce, First Lieutenant Radek Cernan, followed by Commander Lukas Ander.” 

	I made a note to remember they were given military ranks. That was new, as we had not had a military in over half a century. “Wars . . .” The meaning of Sarka’s name flashed in my mind. Before I could muse any further, my introduction began.

	“Please stand for your new queen, Her Highness, Queen Fanya.” 

	Curiously, the announcer didn’t use my last name. The door opened, and I walked in to face a crowd much larger than I had anticipated. All were on their feet, suddenly clapping. I searched the faces to see if any were recognizable. None were, it was a sea of people who looked excited for a queen. Of course, the government could have specifically chosen those who were genuinely excited to be in the front so that I couldn’t see any hostility. As I reached the center of the stage, silence fell. The men dropped to their knees, while the women did a low curtsy. The awkwardness returned. 

	I searched until a found Baba’s face. She touched her chin, indicating for me to raise my head. They were only down for a second, but it seemed to me to be an eternity. Finally, they returned to their seats. Mr. Forsinth walked out and motioned for me to join him. 

	“On this momentous day, I am proud to say I was chosen to crown Queen Fanya before her speech to her people.” He indicated for me to kneel on the padded bench in front of him. 

	I did as was expected.

	“For many years, we have been a society led by a President and their team. We have seen struggles and triumphs. In the last few years, as we’ve sought continued growth opportunities, it became glaringly clear what we needed was someone of sound mind to lead us there. We needed a ruler who was equal to those of the countries around us. For the last decade, we have studied and observed everyone in the community. One person has shown time and again that they possess the courage, intelligence, and propriety we needed to lead us into the future. Now, please stand and welcome our new leader.” He paused to build effect before he placed the crown on my head. “I crown thee Queen Fanya of Sloveny. Rise up and address your people.” 

	With the weight of the crown on my head, the weight of the world came too. My chest tightened, and my breathing quickened. I knew this was not the time or the place to have a blackout spell. I scanned for Baba’s face again, but my eyes landed on my mother. Our eyes locked, her face was flat, there was not one inkling of emotion good or bad. She stared, and then gave a barely noticeable nod. She then touched her left wrist. Tears formed, she was on my side. That acknowledgment gave me the strength to stand. 

	“Good evening to you all. I admit I am very underprepared for a speech, so I ask that you all forgive me. Until this morning, I was unaware that I was to be crowned this evening. It was, and still is quite unexpected, as you can imagine. I ask that you all bear with me as I learn this new leadership position you have entrusted to me. I ask that you each help in any way you know to ensure that I, along with the help of everyone here, lead this community into the future with the best of all it can have. Thank you.” 

	I stepped back and looked to Mr. Forsinth. The beat of my heart pounded in my eardrums. My palms were sweating, and I was sure the whole crowd in attendance could see the pace of my breathing. There was silence in the room. 

	“Long live our Queen.” A voice in the back shouted the blessing. 

	Before long, the entire hall was on their feet chanting. While I’m sure they felt their words were encouraging to me, they only offered an ominous feeling. I turned to see Radek beaming at me. I slid my gaze to where Lukas was standing, and he looked back at me. There was a new look in his eyes, one that made my stomach do flips. I had felt this feeling once before with Radek in the trials. Looking back at Radek, I could still fill the flitter of butterflies but knew they were the least of my worries. 

	“There will be an hour intermission before we meet in the dining hall for the official welcoming and celebration of Queen Fanya. Please join us in wishing her well.” Mr. Forsinth sent the room on their way. 

	“Queen Fanya, if you will, you are to return to your quarters and change.” Forsinth pointed to Baba who was just off the left of the stage waiting for me. 

	This time Mama, Tierney, and Miro were with her. I didn’t wait for Lukas or Radek. I took off as quick as possible to join them. I bounded down the steps and ran into Mom’s arms. She wrapped me tightly in her embrace. This was the mama I remembered from before the trials, not the one that was cold after the trials. I felt her chest heaving with sobs, and a burning sensation formed in the back of my throat. 

	“Don’t cry, Mama.” I pulled back and wiped the tears from her face. 

	“You look beautiful.” She smiled. 

	“Thank you.” 

	“Good, short speech, Free One.” Miro patted my back. 

	It didn’t take long for me to realize he was not wearing a bracelet on his left wrist, and my heart sank a little. I smiled at his words and turned my face to Tierney. She was beaming. I hugged her a little longer. She returned the hug without any inkling of trying to pull away. Only Baba’s throat clearing signaled we needed to separate. 

	“We must retire to her rooms now, she will see you again at dinner.” Baba’s words left no room for argument regarding if they were allowed to join me. 

	I watched as mom's eyes fell a little, but she gave me a weak smile. Apparently, even outside of my living quarters, people knew Baba's word was final. I was sure I could override her word, being queen, but I was curious to talk to her about why she would not let my family join me as I was getting dressed. We walked in silence for a while, ahead of the team, before I got brave enough to ask her. 

	"Baba, why didn't you invite my family to come with us?" I kept my eyes forward so that the others in the group wouldn't know what we were discussing. 

	"The same reason you didn't, you're not sure who to trust. Am I right?" 

	My shoulders slumped a little because deep down I knew that was true. Tierney I trusted unequivocally, but my mother and brother? I wasn't so sure about. Mom had the bracelet on signaling she was for whatever those bracelets indicated, but was she just wearing it now that I was queen, or did she change her views with the help of Tierney? 

	"Baba, can I ask you anything?" 

	From the corner of my eye, I saw her cheeks lift in amusement. "You may ask, but that does not mean I will answer." 

	I laughed a little. "What do you know about clones?" 

	I left the question broad to gauge her reaction before delving in too deep. Knowing if I slipped up at any time and she wasn't truly on my side, then I would have a lot more to deal with than what I wanted. I glanced over at her and watched her face for signs. 

	She knitted her eyebrows but didn't stew for too long. 

	"I know they are usually copies of living things. I know there are a lot of people around here that have seemed to be clones of their former selves once they started working as adults." 

	Her words were low and purposeful. 

	Lightening of hope struck through me, and I felt relieved and anxious at the same time. Maybe she was trying to tell me something I was already thinking. This was neither the time nor the place to have this conversation in more depth, but I was glad to know she was willing to answer me truthfully. In the back of my mind, I could hear Tierney's warning about watching and choosing carefully. Baba had been nothing but helpful, but I supposed at that point everyone needed to be on the watch list, just a little. 

	"Your Highness, we need to get you ready for the dinner." Vira's voice broke a little, but she knew to address me properly even against my wishes since we were in a public setting. 

	I gave her a quick wink, and then a nod to let her know that I was ready. She scanned her key and let the team into my living quarters. At that moment, I realized I was yet to be given my own key. And that the same key that opened my living area, went to my bedroom. I would need to ask for a copy for myself, but to see if I could have a separate one for my room, for safety, of course. 

	"The next ensemble isn't as fancy. It's still beautiful, but I figured you would like to be a little more comfortable or an evening of eating and socializing." Vira's eyes lit up with excitement. 

	She opened the other garment bag as Baba helped me take the golden gown off. Inside was sleek black fitted dress pants, heels—which I have never worn—and a silver tunic. It was another beautiful outfit. It was more opulent than I was hoping for, but it was still better than wearing a dress the entire evening. Again, I was surprised at how well the outfit fit my body. 

	"You look lovely, Fanya. Is it comfortable?" Vira asked, bouncing on the balls of her feet. 

	"I am, thank you for these wonderful choices. You did very well." My return smile caused her face to explode in an ear to ear grin. 

	“Baba, when do I get my own key to get into my living quarters?” I asked.

	She looked at me, then to Vira, and then back to me. “Well . . .”

	“I don’t . . .” I answered matter-of-factly for her. I could feel the flush of blood flow to my face. 

	I was still a prisoner. The only difference now was that my living space had improved. I looked at each of them. They had the decency to at least pretend they had sympathy for my plight. There were a dozen or more girls I could think of that could fulfill this job while never questioning every decision made. 

	“So . . . what am I to expect at this dinner?”

	This opened up a Vira level explosion. She filled me in on the meals, the people coming, the purpose, and how long it was expected to last. I let her babble on endlessly. I stopped listening after a while. While she spoke, I thought of the fact that the following day I would be going to a job I was not qualified to do because I wasn’t even sure what it consisted of exactly. 

	“It’s time to go.” Baba touched my shoulder, causing me to jump. 

	I composed myself and followed them out the door, now fully aware that they were my team, but they were also my prison guards. The others stayed far enough away that they couldn’t hear me, and I couldn’t hear them, but they could see me. I turned, looking for Alza. When I found her, I indicated that I wanted her to join the front group with me, Vira, and Baba. She looked at Baba for approval. Baba was the warden. 

	“I need you all to be close as we eat so that if I need something, I can signal you quickly. I am unsure of what I am walking into and who I am to be speaking to, so as much help as I can get will be welcomed. I know it is taboo to speak about who everyone was before their trials, as we are now supposed to recognize our adult statuses only, but if you have information I need, cross the boundary. Understood?” 

	It was the first real command I had given to anyone. All three nodded without hesitation. Vira, who wasn’t wearing a bracelet and who I wasn’t even sure was old enough to be an adult, seemed ready to do anything to stay in my good graces. She might be one to keep close. 

	“Fanya, I will say that you need to make sure you choose who you sit with as a political move and not one of convenience for you,” Alza spoke in a hushed tone. 

	“And whom would be the best political choices?” 

	“I would avoid Tierney, but your mother and brother are appropriate. Also, Mr. Forsinth is good, but avoid Eliska.”

	“What about Radek and Lukas? Or Dobra?” 

	“All three are very appropriate, probably even would look good, especially Dobra as she was promoted at her research job today.” 

	“Promoted to what?” 

	“Lead researcher. Her findings on the ability to link minds to each other have put us leaps and bounds ahead of where we were before she joined the lab team.” Alza’s pointed words were not missed by me. 

	I shot a quick look to Baba who gave a single nod to acknowledge that my thoughts were correct. My thoughts went back to the zviera. She was my Dobra. This Dobra had to be a clone using this technology, right? 

	“Fanya, are you ready?” Baba asked. 

	I blinked, realizing we must have been standing at the door for a while. I merely nodded, they unlocked the door, and I followed them to the dinner. I was thankful for being in pants, I was not thankful for the shoes Vira had chosen. I had never walked in heels. I was certain I would eventually wipe out before the night was over. 

	Again, I had to wait to be announced, this time it was “Queen Fanya” but no other exciting titles. I was thankful for the lack of ceremony. Everyone was standing, and I was led to the front table. People were standing, waiting to be assigned a seat. I chose Alza to sit to my left, Lukas to my right, Radek to the right of him, my mother to the left of Alza, then Miro and then Tierney. Mr. Forsinth rounded out our table. I glanced quickly to Baba who seemed to approve of my choices. A quick sigh of relief ran through me. A servant pulled the chair out for me to sit. My sitting signaled the others to sit. 

	While I knew they’d said having Dobra at the table would help, I just couldn’t bring myself to add her because of my suspicions. However, I decided when it was time to visit tables, she would be the first I would visit offering congratulations on her promotion. I needed to learn as much about her research as I could. A spark of a plan was beginning to formulate. In building this plan, I also knew I would need to study those around, bracelets or not, to see who was trustworthy to help me. My researcher’s brain knew I needed facts, and that meant asking those on the “other side” what they knew would give me the most amount of unbiased data I could gather. 

	The food was brought in, and I was pleasantly surprised by the meal. The chatter I heard around me was mainly on the grandeur of the food, the decorations, and the size of the room we were in. Just like me, they had never experienced anything of such magnitude. We were not a poor community, by any means, we had technology and a functioning economy, but our government had needless expenditures. This seemed to be a needless expenditure at my expense. If there were people against having a Queen, then this expensive dinner was a great reason to validate not needing one. 

	“Fix your face.” Lukas leaned over and whispered. 

	He had a slight smirk on his lips. 

	“What is wrong with my face?” I used the napkin to start wiping my face. 

	This action seemed to only further his amusement. 

	“You were scowling, and it wasn’t very Queen-like.” 

	“Oh, thank you.” I consciously tried to appear passive. 

	I wasn’t sure I was passing as now both Lukas and Alza were smiling. I stuck my tongue out at both of them, causing a boisterous laugh from Lukas. 

	“I would love to know what is so funny,” Miro asked, his eyebrow arched. 

	“Well, it seems as if our Queen has a sense of humor when it comes to how she responds to feedback from advisors.” The words came out more like a reprimand to Miro than as an answer. He made sure he emphasized the word our as a reminder I was his queen as well. 

	“Well, Fanya has never taken well to corrections.” His eyes met mine, and I saw a glimmer of softness there. 

	I smiled. I had to hide the sadness that this version of my most beloved brother wasn’t the one from my childhood. I couldn’t understand what had changed between the night of my birthday and now. It hadn’t been a year even, and yet he acted as if I was the one wanting to do all this nonsense. I shifted my gaze to Tierney whose downcast eyes and solemn face said all it needed to without words. 

	“Excuse me.” Ivan Boors, the former president, interrupted the tense family moment. 

	“Yes?” I turned to face him. 

	In all of my training time, and even today, I had never spoken one word to Ivan. I was unsure as to why he was here now. He certainly didn’t seem upset with this situation which begged to be asked if this was not his plan in the works. His dark features were similar to the others in leading positions, in fact, they were similar to mine. Dark hair, tanned skinned, and light eyes. His eyes were mischievous, and if it weren’t this situation, at this moment, I would have bet he was a fun person. Now, I was cautious with everyone new. I searched his left arm and unsurprisingly noticed no bracelet. 

	“I was wondering if you could start your table visits soon? Also, could you give a quick ‘thank you’ speech to those here, and to those who got this evening ready.” 

	There was a noted kindness in his request. And that is precisely what it was, a request, not a command. He was patient as I waited to respond. My first thought was to scan for Baba or even Lukas but decided to make this decision on my own. I gave a nod and stood. 

	“I think I will speak first, then visit.” 

	“Good, good.” His smile was almost blinding. “I will get the room quiet for you, Your Highness.” 

	“Thank you.” 

	I stood and followed him to the center of the dining area. Lukas and Radek were not far behind me. They made it look as if they were talking to people at the tables around them, but I was sure they were there in case something happened. I could feel the cold in my hands spreading. The reality I was living right now was more dangerous than any of the trials I could’ve faced. The face of the little boy in tears when he read his trials flashed in my mind. I was once in his place, and I’d felt how he felt. If there was any way I could save even one person from ever feeling this way again, I was going to do it. Fear was not a good foundation for a community. That was something I believed completely. 

	“Everyone, please quiet down. The queen would like to address you.” Ivan’s voiced boomed. 

	I stepped up to the mic and looked at the faces staring back at me. Some were smiling excitedly, some were solemn, and a few even looked bored. My heart settled when none of the faces appeared hostile. I’m sure that was done intentionally, for those against me openly wouldn’t be invited, but it was still unsettling to know there was surely those people out there. 

	“Good evening. I would like to thank each of you again for being here to join me on this first night of a momentous, life-changing event for me. I was asked to speak, literally a minute ago, so I apologize for not having a grand speech ready for you all. This day has been a whirlwind, and seeing your faces here has given me hope and confidence. I have a lot to learn and am anxious to start meeting with each of you and learning how this community is doing. So, thank you, again, for coming and please enjoy your evening.” 

	Silence filled the air for a minute, then a loud burst of applause took over the room. Mr. Boors was leading the most enthusiastic of those cheering. Relief flooded me. I spotted Dobra at her table and made a bee-line, not even waiting for the applause to end. She stood and hugged me when I approached her. Pain shot through me, my Dobra would have hugged me tightly, this Dobra’s hug felt fake.

	“Congratulations on your promotion.” I smiled at her.

	She beamed. “Thank you.”

	“I do believe I will have your department be the first place I start my tour off tomorrow. I am excited to learn what all you do.” 

	Ice filled her eyes, and her smile went tight. She hadn’t thought through what me being Queen meant. I had access to any and all knowledge I wanted. Granted, I had to know it existed to ask, so maybe she was hoping that I didn’t ask the right questions. Her uncomfortable reaction let me know that my therapy of the clones was probably close to the mark. I wondered how many zvieras there were and if there was a document somewhere tracking them. 

	She recovered enough to respond finally. “Sounds fun!”

	I left her and made my way around to all seventy tables in the dining hall. By the end of the evening, I was exhausted. I had talked more in one evening that I had probably talked in my sixteen years of life. Baba wrapped her arm around my waist as I made my way to my room. She and Vira helped me undress. I was asleep practically before my head hit the pillow. 
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Eight

	  

	Around midnight, something woke me from a deep sleep. I rolled over, sat up, and rubbed my eyes, waiting to see if my vision would clear. To the left of me, I noted that my mother was asleep on the lounge beside my bed. I checked again, to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. I got up, walked over to her, and touched her cheek. She was real, or at least at this moment to me she was real. She stirred with my touch and blinked a few times. 

	“Hi,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to wake up, just didn’t expect you to be here.”

	She sat up. “Baba came and got me after you went to sleep. She gave me a long speech. She’s protective, that one, but you are my daughter, and anyone who is trying to keep you safe is good by me.” 

	“Speech?” I shook my head, my cheeks raised. I was glad someone was on my side completely. 

	“About how you are here to do a job, and she will ensure that you do it the way you deem fit, and no one, not even your mother will be allowed to try to persuade you differently.” She smirked. “I told her I agreed one hundred percent.”

	“Can I ask why you weren’t supportive when I first returned?” Tears clouded my vision.

	She dropped her gaze and frowned as she wrung her hands together, then she swallowed a few times before speaking. When she lifted her gaze to mine, her pain was obvious, and tears pooled in her eyes. She patted the area beside her, indicating for me to sit. 

	“Fanya . . . when you were born you were my only girl. I never wanted anything more for you than to survive, get married, and have a family of your own. You didn’t need a big-time job, just a happy life. I knew the stress you would have to face with a high-profile job. Instead of that being your life, I was told you would be the leader of a department. My anger wasn’t at you for surviving, it was because you had figured out more than you should have and were telling people who could do something it. It took Tierney talking to me about how this could be to our advantage before the anger passed. You see, for years, there has been a group of us trying to shut down the trials . . . not because the basic idea isn’t good, but because they are using it to build a community of followers. Those of us who aren’t what they consider true followers are in danger daily, and you were openly questioning these things. There is still a lot you don’t know or understand. I’m still afraid for your life daily and now the reasons for why you were chosen for this position. But I am not, and never was, mad at you.” She placed her hands on either side of my cheeks, bringing our faces forehead to forehead. 

	I broke down. All the fear from before the trials, during the trials, and now escaped me. I turned and curled into a fetal position, placing my head on her lap. She was crying too. She kissed my cheek a few times and went about soothing me by brushing her hand over my hair. She began humming and rocking. 

	“Mama, what if I can’t do this?” 

	“You must.” 

	“I have to build a council, but I don’t even know for what? I don’t know how to run a government. I’m sixteen.” 

	“Find a good partner,” she advised. 

	I sat up. “A partner?” 

	“A husband, he can help. A Queen with a King will always have more support than just a Queen alone.” 

	“A husband . . .” I was repeating her words because I hadn’t even thought about marriage. “Do you really think adding a husband into this mess will help?” 

	“Yes, if you choose the right one. You need a good partner to help you.” 

	I was stunned by this. “You think I need help to do this?” 

	“I think everyone needs help daily. Having someone that is solely on your team to help you make decisions, to relax, to remind you to have fun, and to love you unconditionally . . .”

	“Why can’t that be you?” 

	“I can be there to an extent, but a husband is something you will learn is not the same as a mother.” Her eyes glazed over as if she was lost in a memory of when my father was still alive. 

	“I don’t know,” I muttered. 

	“You will, one day you will know exactly what I mean.” 

	“Mama, will you stay here with me.” 

	“Forever.” 

	I laid back down. She continued to brush my hair with her fingers. I drifted in and out of sleep. Thoughts of zvieras, giant worms, weddings, clones, and crowns danced around my mind. I stayed there in her lap on the lounge until Baba came to wake us for the day. 

	“Good morning, Fanya.” She simply nodded at my mother. 

	“Good morning. What is on my agenda today, Baba?” 

	“Breakfast, then meetings with different departments until lunch. Then you will have your evening to do whatever you wish.” 

	“Whatever I wish?” I couldn’t keep the snark out of my voice. 

	“Well, within reason, of course.” Humor in my question made her chuckle her response. 

	“Figures.” The air escaping my mouth made my bangs fly up and go crazy. 

	“Where is Vira, I assume she is picking my clothes for the day?” 

	A full laugh left Baba this time. “Child, you’re going to have to learn to dress yourself eventually.” 

	“But not today, right?” I grinned. 

	“She’s cheeky.” Baba pointed to me but was speaking to my mom who nodded in agreement.

	“Put her in pink.” Mom grinned ear to ear. 

	I shrugged. I was okay with pink. Especially if someone else was picking out my clothes. Vira was nowhere to be found, so I wandered into the closet, which happened to be the size of my room back at mom’s place. There were rows of dresses, pants, skirts, blouses, and shoes all organized by style and color. I was so overwhelmed that I sat down in the middle on the floor. 

	Baba and Mama followed me in with Vira close behind laughing. “Here, Fanya.”

	She walked to the pants area and grabbed some nice dark jeans, then a light pink top from the blouses, and light pink flats. “It’s not so hard, you’ll learn.” 

	“Thank you.” I took them before heading to the bathroom. 

	Inside, I closed and locked the door. This was the first time in two days I’d had alone time. The shower had double heads. I turned them both to hot water and just stood there, letting the warmth of the steam relax me while the flow of the water pouring over me silenced even my most unruly thoughts. I never wanted to leave. The water was starting to cool before I even began washing my hair. By the time I was rinsing the soap off, it was ice cold. I didn’t care. I was taking all the time to myself that I could get. 

	Outside of the shower, the towels I wrapped around me were soft and warm. Everything about this living quarters was miles above what we’d had at my mom’s house. We were not rich, by any means, but were never struggled either. Where was the money for these extravagant items coming from? Was the government making more money that the members of our community knew? 

	Opening the bathroom door, Baba barged through announcing herself after she was already inside. “Sit down so I can get your hair done, please.” 

	“So, I have to learn to dress on my own, but not do my own hair?” I teased.

	“Tut . . .” was the only response she gave me. 

	I dozed in and out as she brushed, dried, and styled my hair. It was almost as relaxing as the shower. When she was done, I took a look in the mirror. My hair was long, straight, and styled very nicely. I had no makeup on today, thankfully. I felt the makeup made me a little less approachable. I wanted to still look young and friendly enough to have people want to talk to me, without feeling as if they were really speaking to the Queen. 

	“Thank you, Baba.” 

	“Enjoy your day. I believe Radek and Lukas will be joining you.” She winked. 

	“No, don’t do that.” I tried to sound stern, but her look of amusement let me know it didn’t work. 

	“Do what, dear?” 

	Before I could say anything else, she was out the door. I stood to put on the clothes that had been selected for me and stared in the mirror. The months of training I had endured made me lean, and these clothes did a good job of making me look softer than I was, which I felt was an excellent way to help with making me look more approachable. 

	“That was a good choice, Vira.” Mama beamed as I entered my bedroom. 

	“Time to go?” I asked.

	“I’ll take you to meet your guides for the day.” I decided that Vira was just a perky person. 

	Conceding that I would possibly never again do something by myself, I put my hand out, indicating for her to lead the way. She went out the door, and I followed behind her. In an attempt to decrease my anxiety for what the day held, I counted the steps between my room and the door out to the open area. Sixty-one steps. That’s how long it took us to get to the exit. She swiped her key, the door opened, and I was face to face with Lukas and Radek. 

	“Good morning, Your Highness.” Radek grinned. 

	I glared at him, eyebrow arched, and my lips pursed tightly. 

	“Yes, Your Highness.” Lukas choked on a snicker as he spoke. 

	I huffed and rolled my eyes. “Et tu, Brute?”

	Vira giggled behind me but stopped just when I turned away. Her cheeks flushed, and her gaze dropped. I immediately felt bad, she probably thought I was mad. Before I could apologize, Radek spoke. 

	“Ignore Fanya, she’s just mad she has to hang with us too loafs all day.” 

	“Loaf? Speak for yourself.” Lukas grumbled. 

	“Count yourself lucky, Vira.” I grinned, she peeked up at me, with a small smile on her lips. “I’ll see you later.” 

	She put her hand up before closing the door. I turned to look back at my two escorts for the day. They were wearing the black pants from our training days; however, they had on shirts that displayed their ranks and statuses. Both looked very authoritative to me. 

	“Where to first, Fan?” Lukas gazed intensely at me, and I felt uncomfortable with his familiarity toward me in front of Radek. 

	“Dobra’s department.” 

	“Cloning research, I think that’s a great place to start,” Radek announced and stepped to the left side of me. 

	Lukas didn’t look pleased by this but quietly walked to my right. Unable to bear an entire day of tension or quietness, I brought up something that I hoped would be a light topic, a topic that my mom had mentioned earlier. 

	“Has anyone spoken to you all about marriage yet? I know after the trials, they used to train survivors for their jobs and then start promoting marriage, as that is the next step in adulthood.” I glanced at each of their faces. 

	“Marriage?” Lukas’ voice boomed, apparently louder than he expected because he covered his mouth quickly. 

	Radek chuckled.

	“To be fair, I had the same reaction.” I beamed. 

	“I have not heard any marriage talk from anyone that survived this last round, why do you ask?” Radek was much calmer about the topic than I had been, and obviously Lukas as well.

	Flashbacks of Miro teasing me about Lukas as my future husband swept through my mind. Heat spread through me, and I felt my cheeks flush. If either of them noticed, they didn’t act as if they did, thankfully. It was embarrassing enough that I would eventually have to choose a husband but thinking that some of my family thought it would be the man to the right of me was still something I wasn’t ready to decide. 

	“Well, my mother brought it up that the community would probably expect me as Queen to marry. I was just wondering if anyone had brought up the subject to either of you or if my mom was just being silly because I am a girl.” 

	“Nothing has been said to me.” Lukas’ light eyes were wide with . . .  fear? 

	I couldn’t place the look, but it was close to comical. 

	“Mr. Forsinth has mentioned marriage to me in a broad sense, but not with a specific person or even a timeframe. I understand your mom’s point of view, but I think showing that a Queen, a woman, can do this without any help is a strong statement on its own. I think, although you didn’t really ask my opinion, that if you want to get married, it should be because you love someone, not simply as a political or professional move,” Radek informed me. 

	“I appreciate that opinion. Thank you.” 

	Our walk was quiet for a while, but the noise of the workers filled it quickly as we entered the Center. I watched how people reacted to my presence as we passed. I was extra grateful that Baba hadn’t made me wear a crown to do visits. The thought of being Queen on a ceremonial level was one thing, but to boast it on a day-to-day basis in front of hard workers in the center was completely different. The faces we were passing seemed more quizzical to my being around than anything.  A sigh of relief rushed through me. The tension that Radek and Lukas had been yielding seemed to decrease some with the reaction of the workers as well. 

	“Dobra’s department is this way.” Lukas pointed to the left. 

	“This was also your department before, wasn’t it?” 

	“Yes, Your Highness.” He pursed his lips at my reaction to the words, but I knew he was expected to address me in a professional manner in public. 

	“Why is it then that Dobra received the promotion and not you?” 

	Instantly, I felt remorse for my words. Hurt was in his eyes. It dawned on me that maybe he chose to be by my side, or maybe he wasn’t even thought of for the position. Either way, my words were harsh. 

	“I’m sorry, Lukas, that was not how I meant for that to sound.”

	He dipped his head a little. “It’s okay. Actually, I was never in the running for that position. You see, I was only there to learn how the cloning was completed and the effects of cloning on our society. My job was always going to be the leader of your protection team.” 

	“Like an army?” I asked.

	“Sort of, we don’t have an actual fully functioning army, because there is not a need for one . . . yet.” 

	“Yet?” 

	Radek cleared his throat as though to encourage me to halt my line of questioning. 

	“Shall we go in for an inspection?” He held the door to the lab open for me.

	“Might as well.” 

	Inside the lab, the strong smell of chemicals hovered in the air. It was slightly overwhelming, at first. Radek alerted the workers of my presence and was given protective gear for each of us to wear. I made stops at each of the areas and spoke to different people. Most were doing molecular cloning, just to see which genes could be cloned, and which couldn’t. At one of the stops, I met an elderly gentleman who introduced himself as Mr. Havoke. 

	“I’ve worked here going on fifty years now,” the older gentleman said. 

	“What is your specific job, Mr. Havoke?” I asked. 

	He was a cute elderly man. His eyes twinkled with mischief. What little hair he still had was stark white. 

	“I am in charge of making sure the genes that have been found to be the strongest can be recreated, while those that are weak are eliminated.” 

	“How is it decided which genes are weak and which are strong?” I questioned.

	In my head, I was musing genes such as illness, but his answer took my breath away. 

	“Genes that denote eye color, hair color, and even height are checked prior to being recreated. We here at the lab are working toward building immunities and medicines that will ensure the survival of our people for centuries.” His chest puffed out with pride as he went about explaining his duties. 

	My smile was frozen. I had read about eugenics in our history class, and while I knew that our community allowed families to have babies without clones, I was beginning to wonder how many clones in our communities were the ones having babies, versus those of us who were still originals.

	“Well, that is all very fascinating, Mr. Havoke. Thank you so much for taking time for me. If you’ll excuse us, we will let you get back to your job and find someone else to interrupt for a few minutes.” 

	I pushed through the bile in the back of my throat to excuse myself. I noted the amount of dark hair, dark eyed people surrounding us that were around my age. I wondered how many clones were or had come from clones. Shaking the thoughts from my mind, so that I could make it through the rest of the visit, I made my way to the next stop. 

	“Hi!” Dobra turned to greet me as I approached her station. 

	“Hi.” I smiled. 

	“How’s your visit going so far?” She had already turned her back to me and was proceeding with her work.

	“Not too bad. I do have a few questions.”

	“Yes?” 

	“I need to know how many clones are in existence as of today’s dates. I need names, locations, and all quantifiable data your department may hold.” 

	There was no room for her to reject my request. I was Queen. I had not used this power yet, but I would force this issue if she tried to deny my request. Her shoulders stiffened. She didn’t turn around at first, but I could see the red creeping up to her ears at my demands. I had jumped head first into this on my first full working day. Glancing behind me, I noted that both Radek and Lukas seemed to be holding their breath waiting for her to respond. 

	“Your Highness . . .” She addressed me through clenched teeth as she turned. “That may take a few hours to gather.” 

	“That is fine. I have two more departments to tour today. Before I head back to my living quarters, we shall stop by and gather the full data so that I have the evening to review. Thank you.” I returned her cautious smile. 

	She curtsied, turned back to her work. To her, this ended the conversation. I didn’t want to push the disregard she was showing because part of me hated using the power that had been bestowed on me, so I allowed it to pass, but I knew she was unhappy with me. I turned and indicated I was ready to head to the next department. Out in the hallway, Radek closed the door before speaking. 

	“What on earth are you doing, Fanya?” His voice sounded breathless. 

	“My job.” 

	“I tend to side with Radek right now,” Lukas said sheepishly. “I get you are Queen, but you shouldn’t force such strict things the first day out, at your very first visit.” 

	“If I am to prove that I am fit for this job and that I demand respect, I had to make a big show at my first stop. I may legally be an adult, but to most, I am still a child. I am sixteen, and they will think that I am a puppet for the government if I don’t start this out doing things my own way.” 

	I fully believed everything I had said to them just now. Research was going to be the background for anything that I would be doing in the future. I also knew the only way to get the research before they had a chance to alter anything was to show my hand early. Both of them looked as if they wanted to argue with me, but my body language must have stopped them. Radek looked at Lukas who just shrugged, then turned and headed toward our next step. 

	“This next department is in charge of creating the diets for everyone who enters the Center either before the trials or during training to ensure they are prepared,” Radek said as he opened the door.

	The fact that my meals were created explicitly for me made me curious as to why they were so filled with protein and not much else. I knew they kept me on high protein during training for the intense workouts we were doing. Now, though, I was mostly ornamental as the queen, so why not give me what I want versus what they feel was necessary for me? 

	“Queen Fanya is here.” Lukas made the introduction this time. 

	In this department, there were five women and one man. Each of the women curtsied, the man tipped his head before returning back to his task. I greeted each of the ladies, who all seemed very excited to see me, and I asked about their work. They explained that the DNA make up of every person in the community was provided to them at birth. Each year they pulled the data for those who would be facing their trials and began to devise an appropriate diet for them. 

	It was all fascinating information, but I really didn’t need to see the data from their workshop. Knowing people in the different departments would talk, I decided to ask for the data anyway so that no one would be suspicious regarding why I only wanted certain data. I didn’t want anyone to figure out what I was searching for with these visits I was glad to understand that the data was valid and thorough. The man was introduced as the head of the department. He willingly offered any information to me that I may want or need. I thanked him and took the information from him graciously. We left feeling more relaxed than I had before the first department. 

	“Where’s our next stop?” I was tired, and my shoulders were hurting. 

	“The next is our last stop for the day. We are going to the Dream Department where they monitor the nightmares.” Radek’s eyes were dancing with excitement. 

	“This should be interesting.” Lukas looked excited too. 

	Their energy helped fuel me for the last visit. My head was beginning to pound from the overabundance of people I’d had to deal with in a short time, so at least they seemed to have left the most interesting visit for last. 

	The lights were off when we entered, and there were video monitors every ten inches or so. Rows and rows of people sat there watching the screens. 

	“Hello, Queen Fanya. I am Beta. I was assigned to give you the tour today since it was my day off, and it was the easiest way for you to see what happens here without being too disruptive to those working.” Her eyes were light, and her skin was pale. 

	I imagined that working in the dark all the time would do that to someone. 

	“Hello, Beta. Thank you for taking time from your day off to show me around. I appreciate that greatly.” 

	She bowed her head, but pride beamed from her smile upon being thanked. It was a strange feeling to know that words from me could do so much to anyone. I was going to need time to get used to these reactions. I was becoming more and more aware that I needed to think about each word and action from there on out. 

	“Each person at a desk will work for a twelve-hour period and monitor one to two children at a time.” Beta led us down the first two sets of rows as she spoke in a hushed tone. “These four rows are for those under the age of sixteen. The next two rows are for those that will be facing their trials this year. Finally, those last two rows are for when we randomly watch the dreams of those who have reached adulthood.” 

	“Beta, can you explain to me the reason adults’ dreams are being monitored?” I requested.

	“We monitor those dreams to ensure that those individuals are displaying stability as adults.”

	“And how are those who are monitored chosen?” Radek asked. 

	Beta looked at me to see if she was to answer this question. I nodded. 

	“If we notice they are acting in an unusual manner we will monitor them, if their family members or coworkers ask us to check on their mental health, we will monitor them for a few nights, and finally, to make sure that people don’t know they’re being suggested and pinpointed, we throw in random names picked by the computers each rotation.”

	“How exactly do the dreams show if someone’s mental health is not where it should be?” I could feel my brows fretting with each new tidbit of information. 

	“Stress affects the brain’s ability to process thoughts and feelings. If something is off and affecting a person’s mental health, it will show in the dreams by through the manifestation of fears and strange characters or occurrences.” 

	“Is there a basis for which you decide if their dreams are due to their stress or if they are normal for that person?” I questioned further.

	Beta looked flustered by this question. “I’m not sure, Your Highness.” 

	“That’s okay, for now. Please find out and get word to me as soon as you do. I would like a list of every adult who has been monitored in the last year as well, please.” 

	She nodded. Her face flushed at the command, making me wonder if it was the information that made her uncomfortable or having to answer to me that did it. 

	“Thank you for your time. I will have someone come by sometime tomorrow for that information.” 

	Again, she nodded without any other words. We left without any goodbyes or pomp and circumstance so as not to disturb their work. I knew I was going to be hearing about this later from Baba, but I was not going to allow anyone to use me to do anything without having some knowledge. 

	“You’re on a roll today, Fan.” Lukas’ mouth was tight. 

	“Maybe I am, but I need to know what is happening here.”

	“You get more flies with honey . . .” Radek chided. 

	“When either of you decides that you can understand WHY I am doing what I am doing, I will listen to why you think I shouldn’t. Until then, I will do as I see fit because I have to make decisions on a number of things that will affect everyone in the community.” Tears brimmed in my eyes. 

	I wasn’t sad, I was angry. These two, both wearing the bracelets that showed they were on my team, were ganging up on me. They were trying to make me follow whatever conventional rules they thought I should without thinking about how much I needed to show both the people of this community that I was doing something of importance while also showing the government I was not just going to be a face for them. They hadn’t been put in the position I was in. 

	“Yes, Your Highness,” Radek said.

	My eyes met his, and I could tell he had a lot more he wanted to say but wasn’t going to because of my mood. I needed them on my team. I knew they thought they were right, but I wanted support, because I was certainly going to lose more and more each day. Hurt flooded me, but so did anger. 

	“Let’s get you to your dining room. We are all having lunch together in your quarters if we are still invited.” Uncertainty filled Lukas’ words. 

	“You’re both always welcome.” 

	The walk back to my living quarters was tense. None of us spoke, and I had to plaster a smile on my face for the passerby’s as we made our way out of the Center. Small children would wave and curtsy as I passed. I made sure to acknowledge as many of them as I could. My cheeks were tired by the time we reached the door to my new home. I had to knock because I didn’t have a key and neither did the guys, who were to be my security team. 

	Baba answered. She looked peeved at me. “You have made a day for yourself, haven’t you?” 

	“What makes you say that?” I tried to play innocent. 

	“Word spreads quickly around here. You better have a plan for this uproar you are causing.” 

	“I will, eventually, I am sure,” I replied. 

	She sighed audibly. I grinned and batted my eyelashes hoping for forgiveness. She rolled her eyes and moved enough that we could get by her. Radek and Lukas chuckled under their breath but stopped abruptly when Baba shot them a look. This, in turn, made me giggle. 

	“Lunch will be served in the dining room. I’ll bring it in a few minutes. Make yourselves comfortable.” 

	Baba walked off, leaving me to guide them to the dining room. A room that I had seen just once, very early yesterday. I paused . . . looked at them both and headed down the hallway. I stopped, opened a door and was relieved to find the dining table in there. 

	“Good guess?” Radek teased. 

	“Yes, actually.” 

	“It must be hard to get lost in your own home.” Lukas chided.

	I turned to see if there was jest in his words, but Lukas looked very serious with his statement although there was nothing but kindness in his eyes. I was thankful he was able to switch back to being supportive. After Baba’s outburst, my nerves had me second guessing myself and my actions today. We were just sitting down when she brought in the cart. She placed salads in front of us. Water with lemon was poured in tall crystal glasses before she departed again. 

	The talk stopped entirely as we enjoyed the fresh vegetables. I couldn’t remember having had an actual salad since before the trials. I was enjoying every morsel. The glances I stole at the guys told me they too were enjoying the fresh goodness. I was finishing the last bite when there was knock at the door. 

	“Come in.” Confusion passed through me, as Baba was not one to knock. 

	Vira entered, pulling a wagon behind her. She curtsied since we weren’t alone, and she must act appropriately anytime there were people other than her and Baba around. In her arms, she held files. More files filled the wagon behind her. 

	“This is from Dobra. She said everything you need to know will be found in these files. She also asked that if you have further questions to direct them to her specifically.” 

	“Thank you, Vira.” 

	She nodded her head then excused herself. The door wasn’t shut all the way before Baba came in with the next cart of food. This time there was some sort of beef broth stew. I could smell the aroma before she even placed in front of me. My mouth watered. The stew had potatoes, beef tips, and carrots. The first bite was a little too hot but so worth it. 

	As Baba left, she sent Vira back in. “Baba said to ask you where you want these files?”

	“Put them in my study, thank you.” 

	I was between bites and said as little as possible because I was so hungry. Grabbing the wagon, she turned around and headed in the direction of the study. Back to my food, I indulged in as much as I could and then leaned back in my chair. My stomach was stuffed, and I felt a little miserable, but I wasn’t complaining. Radek and Lukas were mimicking me, and I chuckled. 

	“Do you eat like this all the time now?” Lukas’ eyes were wide. 

	“This is my first day here, why are you asking me? You’ve literally eaten with me every day in the cafeteria.” I rolled my eyes at his question. 

	“Well yeah, but . . .”

	“But what?” I arched my eyebrow at him.

	“Can I eat with you every day here from now on?” he begged.

	Radek nodded in his agreement with wanting to eat here. 

	“I’m pretty sure that’s the plan. Aren’t you two my designated protectors?”

	“True. I say we come earlier enough to join you for breakfast and dinner too.” Radek was cheesing with his suggestion. 

	“Here’s my proposition. You can have breakfast three of the five days because for two days I would like you to eat in the cafeteria with Dobra and Kveta and any others so that you can possibly hear anything that might be of interest.” 

	“Deal.” They nodded with such exuberance, I was sure their heads would fall off. 

	“Now, for dessert,” Baba sang the words as she placed pie and milk in front of us. 

	All three of us groaned, gathered ourselves, and set out to eat the deep-dish apple pie that was still steaming in front of us. Since milk was such as luxury, I drank water with the pie before gulping down the milk afterward. It was sweet, and I appreciated every last bit of it. Again, the fullness overtook me, but this time so did the need to nap. 

	“Let’s go to the study, there are lounges in there where we can nap for a bit.” 

	The study was just a door away, but it took every ounce of energy in me.  The guys followed behind, and all three of us chose a lounge and were out almost before the door closed behind us. 
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Nine

	 

	I woke up first. I made sure to creep quietly to the desk so as not to wake up Radek and Lukas. The files on my desk were screaming to be viewed. I was safe in my house, so I didn’t need them to be awake to get working on my theory. Vira’s words from Dobra rang in my ears. Dobra was very clearly not pleased, but she knew she had to do as I asked. Staring at the few files that were in front of me, I wondered if she’d provided everything she had. 

	I wasn’t going to fret too much on it for the time, because this was enough to keep me busy for the rest of the evening. I sat down in my chair and pulled the first file out of the pile. The name listed was unfamiliar, and the description of the woman was vague. Dark hair, light eyes, physically weak. The reason stated for the need for cloning? She refused to allow her fifteen-year-old to be tested a year early for the trials. They had wanted to know if a younger age was mentally prepared and when she refused, they cloned her, and had the clone sign the appropriate paperwork. 

	Bile threatened to fill my throat once more. The information I was getting was overly nauseating. I wasn’t sure how much more my stomach could tolerate. They had cloned her merely for disagreeing with what they presented as a volunteer option. They were trying to create a utopia of sorts? What sense did that make? 

	The second file was a sixteen-year-old who had exhibited high intelligence that they could use for research but was unable to pass their trials. They swooped in right before she died so that they could use her to clone. 

	I closed the file and rested my head on the table. Sick. That was all I could feel was sick to my stomach. They were creating a group of complacent people who would do their will without being second-guessed. And those of us who were not clones were passively allowing it to happen? Living in the dark? Just complacent enough that we kept the suspicion down? I knew I had to review the other files, I needed to build a knowledge base of all those who were clones, but my heart was hurting too much. 

	“Would you like some coffee?” Vira’s soft-spoken question made me jump a little. I hadn’t heard her enter the room.

	I wiped my eyes and looked at her, trying to hide the tears that had been falling but failed. She handed me a tissue but didn’t acknowledge the rest of my actions. She quietly left the room and returned a short time later with a carafe of coffee, a mug, cream, and sugar so that I could refill as needed. I thanked her, and she quietly left me to lament. 

	“Fanya, are you okay?” There was still sleep in Radek’s voice. 

	“No, not really.” 

	“What’s wrong?” He jumped up, suddenly alert, and scanned the area. 

	His swift reaction startled Lukas awake too, and he fell off the lounge he was on. The scene would have been comical had I been in a different state of mind. Both looked to me, expecting an explanation, but I wasn’t sure how to tell them what I had found or if I could even trust them with this knowledge. Silence permeated the air. 

	“The files . . .  the information . . .” 

	I swallowed the lump building in my throat. Radek and Lukas grabbed a file from the pile and reviewed the information inside. Once they’d read for a while, Radek turned green almost while Lukas sat down and placed his head between his knees, taking deep breaths. It was astonishing what our government had been doing for over fifty years. It made me wonder about everything our country had been built on. 

	Secrets were flooding into the light, and I was afraid that with the opening of one gate, all gates would open, and we would be unable to hold back the force and destruction that was bound to come from the release of this information. 

	“We have to tell people,” Lukas announced, nearly breathless. 

	“We can’t. Not yet.” The words came out louder than I had intended. 

	“Fanya is right. I want everyone to know too, but we can’t. Not yet. We need to gather as much information as we can. We need a plan for this information,” Radek agreed. 

	“Plan what, what can we do?” Anger filled Lukas’ eyes. 

	I felt his rage too. Without a plan, though, we wouldn’t do anything but create chaos. Chaos that we wouldn’t be able to control. Without control, the people may create an even bigger situation than the one we were facing. All of this seemed big, too big for me. 

	“Fanya, what do we do?” Radek sat down and re-read the file he had in his hand. 

	“I think our first step is for every one of us to read every file here. We need to know who we are watching, what their jobs are, and we need to see if we can figure out if they know they’ve been cloned.” 

	“Then what?” Lukas was seething. 

	“Then we start trying to formulate some sort of plan that will decrease the chance of chaos and will show the people that we have a way to transition from this to a better way. But right now, this needs to be classified. Only the three of us and those in the department completing these atrocities need to know because in the wrong hands . . .”

	With grim faces and tight mouths, they nodded in agreement. I knew it wasn’t the best plan, but it was the only plan we had at the moment. I grabbed another file, then another. Story after story showed they were eliminating people that didn’t comply with what they wanted and/or needed. I was growing more and more upset with the files when I grabbed the next one. 

	Miro’s picture stared back at me. Sobs escaped me before I even had the chance to read what was on the paper inside the file. Vomit hit the back of my throat, and I took off toward the bathroom. I pushed hard on the doors and flew past Alza, Baba, and Vira. They jumped and hurried into the bathroom behind me. Baba grabbed my hair to hold it out of the way. 

	By the time I was finished, I was only dry heaving. Alza handed me a cup of water to drink, and Vira placed a cold rag on the back of my neck. Tears were still streaming down my face, but I had no energy. I wanted to lie there on the floor and not move. Day two of my new position was leaving me more fatigued than day one. This was not a good omen for how the rest of my life was going to go. 

	“Come on, sweet girl. You have to stand.” 

	“Please . . .” I sobbed. “Just let me lie here.” 

	“You’ll feel better once you’re in bed.” 

	Alza handed me another glass, but this time it wasn’t water. It was some sort of warm tea. I took a sip and felt her push the cup up to get me to drink more. It was warm and soothing on my sore throat from the heaving. After I finished the whole thing, she helped Baba stand me to my feet. 

	“What happened?” I heard Baba ask someone I couldn’t see. 

	“She was reviewing the files . . .” A voice in the distance answered. 

	I remember the softness of my pillow and the warmth of my blanket as someone put me to bed. I heard them discussing the files, but something had been in the tea Alza had given me, and it was kicking in. My whole body felt heavy. I struggled to open my eyelids, but nothing happened. 

	“Her brother was in there . . .” A warped voice was the last thing I heard before sleep took over me. 
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Ten

	 

	The days seemed to pass quickly for the first few months. Every day was the same. We’d visit a new department or attended some ceremonial event in the mornings, and by lunch, we were tucked away in my living quarters doing research. None of the members of the community seemed to think anything of my routine disappearances. Neither did I, at first, but as time passed and my knowledge grew, I began to think I needed to be out and not only be seen, but I needed to see what was happening when I was locked away each night. 

	“Baba, I need you to plan an event, please.” She was bringing my morning coffee as I sat at my desk. 

	My study had become my home base for all things Queen related. Baba had been filled in on the findings. She was not as shocked as I had expected and was abnormally quiet on the topic when asked to share her opinion which left me a little unsettled. I knew there was more to Baba, and I was hoping to eventually gain her trust enough that she would open up. 

	“What kind of event would you like?” She asked giving me the side-eye as she pretended to tidy up around the area. 

	“Are there any upcoming holidays or events?” 

	“Tell me why you want an event, and I’ll see what I can do.” 

	I smirked. “I need to be seen more, I need to see more. I want this event to be not just for the government officials from my crowning. So, I need it to be special, but open to anyone who wants to attend.” 

	“Alright, give Alza and me some time to figure out something. I’ll get back to you by lunch. Since it’s your off day today, what do you plan to do?” 

	“Research.” 

	“I have a better suggestion.” 

	“Yes?” Anxiety filled me, as she was sheepish with her words. 

	“You said you need to be seen . . .”

	“Baba, what do you think I should do?” I stood frozen, my breathing shallow while I waited for her guidance. 

	“Take Vira and go shopping. Maybe have lunch out in the community with the guys, visit your mom and family.” 

	“If you think that is for the best. But, I can’t imagine that you will be able to convince the guys to join me in this adventure.” I bit my cheek to keep from smiling. 

	“You’d be surprised what I can convince them to do with a little bribery that involves desserts.” 

	I laughed, not surprised that was how she was planning to get them to endure a day of shopping, lunch, and time with my family. After finishing my breakfast, I made my way to shower and get ready for the day. Vira and I had worked out a system so that my clothes were laid out each morning without Baba having to know anything. 

	On days like today, where I didn’t have to do anything official, Baba left me to my own devices for doing hair. She never left the makeup out for me to do because she knew I was not going to use it on my own accord. I showered quickly and put on the light linen dress that I had found in my closest. She was good about selecting flats as much as possible because she knew I hated the heels. Unfortunately, about a month into my new title, the leaders decided I should wear something at all times that symbolized my status. We had come to an agreement that I would wear the crown during official events, and a diamond broach during regular day to day activities. 

	“Fanya, the guys are out in the hallway whenever you are ready.” Vira poked her head into the door a few minutes after I’d finished getting dressed. 

	“I’m ready, just need to put the broach on.”

	I was struggling to attach it when Vira came to my aid and took the broach from my hands. 

	“Baba said not today.” Her words were hushed.

	 “Did she say why?” I dipped my head closer to hers. 

	Vira cupped the broach in her hands, covering it completely. “She thinks they may be tracking you with the crowns and broach,” she explained, her words still quiet. 

	Ice ran through my veins. There seemed to be no limit to the intrusion of this government, but I had to keep playing their game until I could do something more. I nodded my acknowledgment but didn’t say anything further because I didn’t know who could hear us. 

	I straightened up just in case we were being watched too. I didn’t want Vira to get into any kind of trouble for helping me, even if it was under the command of Baba.  I turned to the guys who were still stewing because I hadn’t come up with a plan about the clones.

	“Hello.”

	I addressed them with a smile. They grumbled their responses. 

	“Do you need treats first to be happy about today?” I chuckled at their sullen attitudes. 

	“Do you have treats?” Radek perked up. 

	Vira laughed. “I’ll get some cookies that you can eat on the way to the shops.” 

	“Vira for the win!” Lukas high-fived Radek. 

	Vira headed off toward the kitchen while we made our way toward the front door. Vira caught up to us and handed the boys each a cookie. She had grabbed one for both of us, too. 

	“Why are you shopping?” Radek asked between bites. 

	“Baba suggested it would good for the citizens to see me out and about doing non-official activities.”

	“I suppose if Baba suggested it, it’s a good idea, but shopping?” Lukas rolled his eyes. 

	“Listen, I’m not super excited about this either, to be honest. I’ve never been much for shopping. However, we get to have lunch outside of here, and I will get to see my family. And we know how that will be helpful.” I gave them a meaningful look. 

	I hadn’t seen my mom, Tierney, or Miro since the night of my inauguration. Baba had said Mom was busy trying to get together the information the others needed to continue to grow the leather bracelet membership. Pain shot through me, wondering if Tierney knew about Miro, or if Miro even knew. Did my other brothers know?  

	“Which shops first?” Radek had already finished his cookie. 

	“Vira?” I turned to her, unsure where to start as I was not a shopper.

	“I suppose any of the clothing shops in town would be good. We want you to be visible, but safe.” 

	“Boys, lead the way.” I did a fancy arm movement that garnered the expected annoyance from them both. 

	We got to leave the Center and walk outside. Other than the night with Lukas, it was the first time since my trials that I had been outside. The sun was just starting to warm everything, and a gentle breeze was blowing. It was heavenly, and I realized I should get out more often. I slowed my pace, causing the others to follow suit. I wanted to savor it. The sun warmed my skin and filled me with a sense of happiness I had been missing for a while. 

	“Your Highness, there is a lovely hat store to our right.” Vira’s tone was much more formal now that we were out. 

	“We should check it out then.” I smiled. 

	As we entered, the store owner greeted me with a curtsy and brought over one of the employees. They too curtsied upon their introduction to me. I looked around the store, noting that there were beautiful hats everywhere. To my knowledge, hats were never much of a needed accessory in our community, but seeing that there was a store here, maybe it was more common than I was aware of. 

	“Can we help you, Your Highness?” The shop owner’s nervousness made her voice shake slightly. 

	“Yes, I would like to see a sampling of your favorite hats.” 

	“Yes ma’am. Unfortunately, it is just my assistant and me today, so it might take a while to bring them out and model them.”

	“Luckily I have two great models with me.” I grinned and slid my eyes toward Radek and Lukas. 

	Vira giggled, but they lowered their eyelids, frowning at my suggestion. 

	I gave them a coy smile, waiting for them to try to openly disobey the queen in public. This was the most fun I’d had in a while. I knew they could decide what they would want to, but instead, they tightened their lips and stepped toward the shop owner. She grinned at their responses, causing the red to flood their faces more. 

	As they walked off following the owner, Vira’s giggling became contagious, and I started to laugh as well. The assistant signaled for Vira and me to follow her so that we could sit and watch the guys model the hats. As we seated, I made sure to cross my ankles as Baba had taught me, especially since I was in a dress today. 

	“If you please, Your Highness, I’d like to present to you the first two hats in our newest collection.” 

	The shop owner beamed as excitement exuded from her. She turned to present the fellows in their finest hats. Radek came out first wearing a gorgeous maroon colored hat with navy and white flowers around the brim. He looked quite annoyed at the whole event. However, when Lukas came from behind the curtain, he was strutting. His hat was a bright pink fascinator with black and teal feathers attached. 

	His demeanor and playfulness made me smile. I appreciated that he could go with the flow. Vira looked to be enjoying herself immensely. I pointed to the pink hat, and Vira nodded. Then both returned behind the curtain for the next set of hats. All in all, we purchased three hats of the fifteen we were shown. The shop owner was thoroughly thrilled with our visit. 

	“Thank you, Your Highness, so much. I have had a fun time with you, and I do hope you are happy with your purchases.” 

	“Can I tell you a secret.” I pretend whispered to her. 

	“Yes, please.” The light twinkled in her eyes. 

	“I had thought I was truly going to be bored on a shopping trip, but this has been so much fun. Thank you for allowing my group to take over your shop and have fun.” 

	“You are most welcome, Your Highness.” 

	“I suppose we have to go to another shop. I wonder if I can get the guys to try on dresses next.” I waggled my eyebrows at her, and she smiled. 

	“Absolutely not.” Radek’s voice resonated behind us. 

	We both giggled. She handed Vira the bags, and we left. Outside was bright, so I changed our next stop, suggesting that we purchase sunglasses. Vira didn’t seem to think they were a necessity, though, since we are rarely outside of the Center, so we moved on to the dress shop. The boys refused to even stay inside once they checked the premises and deemed that it was safe for Vira and me to go in. 

	The shop owner literally squealed as I stepped inside, and the entire shop came to a standstill. There were three other patrons in the shop, and they all curtsied upon my entrance. I nodded, and they tried to act like they’d gone back to shopping, but I could feel their eyes on me. 

	“Your Highness, how can we help you today?” one of the shop employees asked.

	“I would like a new dress. I have a special event coming up soon, and I need something that is new, original, but yet semi-casual.” 

	“I do believe we can find just the outfit for you. My girls will pull three or four for you to look at. Please, follow me, and I will show you where you can sit and view the choices.”

	“Thank you.” 

	Vira stayed close, knowing I needed extra eyes since the guys had posted themselves at the outside entrances. She sat to my left, ensuring there was only a wall to the right of me. Several girls arrived, each with a different dress in hand. They were all beautiful, but nothing was really catching my eye, nor Vira’s for the matter. The second to the last girl brought in a solid black dress. It was elegant and simple. I loved it. I gasped as she showed it to me. Vira applauded. 

	“Bring it here, please, so that I can touch the material,” I requested. 

	“Yes ma’am.” 

	As she got closer, she stooped so that the dress was level with me. 

	“I am one,” she whispered, looking directly into my eyes. 

	“One what?” I asked in the same hushed tone with which she had spoken. 

	“Clone.” 

	A chill ran down my spine, and I sat up straighter. I looked around quickly to see who may have been close enough to hear here other than Vira. Vira wasn’t necessarily in the loop, but I knew she was smart enough to never repeat anything she heard in my presence. I studied this girl. There was sadness in her eyes, and something was definitely off about her. 

	“How do you know?” I continued to admire the material of the dress, having Vira touch it too so that it looked as if we were discussing the dress. 

	“I overheard my parents after my trials. They were upset that I seemed different, so they sought out the council. When my parents wouldn’t give up, they were forced to sign non-disclosure contracts and then told I had been cloned in order to fit into society better. I heard them talking about how they supposed having their daughter, even altered, was better than not having me at all.” 

	Tears brimmed in her eyes. She closed them, took a deep breath and plastered a smile on her face. “So, is this the dress then, Your Highness?” she asked.

	“Yes, please.” 

	Her ability to regain composure was both unnerving and appreciated. The shop owner returned just as she was gathering the dress and take to the front. She inspected the dress and then nodded for the young girl to carry it to the register. 

	“Your Highness, if you please, I would like to gift this dress to you. It means so much to me that you would come here for this event.” 

	“That is very kind of you. Thank you.” 

	Baba had told me that if this situation ever occurred, it was best to just accept the gift so that the giver didn’t feel offended. It felt wrong that this woman should be out money just because I was the queen. I made sure to grab a card from her register so that I could remember to send a thank you gift to her later. 

	“Enjoy.”  She curtsied as I left. 

	“It’s about time. We’re to meet your family for lunch at your mom’s in twenty minutes. Thankfully, the driver is here, and we can head straight over. What took you so long?” Radek’s face was severe.

	I shot Vira a look before she could respond. “We will talk about it later. For now, let’s just say we were having fun shopping for dresses.” 

	Vira nodded, understanding it was not the time nor the place to discuss the clone that had confided in us in the shop. I didn’t know how she was so calm about her situation. At the same time, I wondered how many people might know about the clones and simply be keeping the information to themselves. Had my mother been given the choice to clone my father before he died? Do I think she would have? Maybe. 

	“Did you find a dress?” Lukas changed the subject, quickly catching on that something wasn’t right. 

	“I did, thank you. It’ll match one of the hats you tried on for me divinely.” 

	Playfully picking, Lukas winked. “I bet the dress would look better on me then since the hat was so divine on me.” 

	Radek pretended to gag. 

	When we reached the car, Radek opened the door. Lukas got in first, then Vira, then myself, and finally Radek got in behind me. He hit a button that raised the divider between the driver and us after giving him the correct directions to my mom’s house. 

	“So, what’s up?” Radek asked. 

	“I still do not think this is the safest place to discuss it. Just know that some of our recent research subjects are aware of their status.” 

	Vira nodded to indicate that she agreed with my assessment, even though I wasn’t sure she really knew what all I was saying. Lukas furrowed his brows while Radek dropped his head into his hand and groaned. Nothing about this was easy, and the fun day that I had been having now had a dark cloud hovering over it. No matter what, I was always on duty it seemed. Even my off days were filled with duties and official reactions. 

	The drive to mom’s house was quiet. Vira had laid her head on my shoulder and fallen asleep. The boys were in their own thoughts, while I watched row after row of houses pass. Memories of playing outside with my brothers, and then my nieces and nephews as I got older flashed in my mind. The view in front of me blurred as tears for my past filled my eyes. 

	“We’re here.” Radek’s words broke me from the endless loop of pain. 

	“Thank you.” 

	I shook Vira lightly to wake her. The more I was around her, the more I was certain she was not of age to have a job. I wondered if she would answer truthfully as to how old she really was if I asked, and how she was able to get the job if she wasn’t sixteen. 

	Radek and Lukas exited first as per the usual protocol. But this time, instead of exiting next, Vira closed the door. She turned, looked at me with a pale expression and swallowed back tears. I watched as she struggled to find the courage to say whatever was on her mind. Radek looked through the window, but I shook my head to hold him off. I didn't want him to interrupt. I wasn't afraid of her. 

	"Fanya . . ." She sobbed a little.

	"Yes?" 

	"Can I tell you something, and you promise to not get mad? I'm trying very hard to make you happy."

	Her words made my heart ache for her. "Go on. I promise." 

	"I'm a clone too." She dropped her head, and a flood of tears ran down her cheeks. 

	"How? You weren't in the files." 

	"Because I'm a minor. You see, you are only granted access to the adults or those who failed the trials. Those of us underage have files, but they're classified."

	"If you haven't even faced your trials, how is it that they cloned you? Why did they clone you?" 

	"Because, look at me." She looked down at her tiny, young frame. "I wasn't going to pass the trials. I am small, and my nightmares were horrible. So, the Dream Council came to my parents and offered them this choice. I could survive and make it to adulthood without going to my trials, as long as they dedicated me to the government to work as a server." 

	"Oh, Vira." 

	I felt the all too familiar sting of bile in the back of my throat. She looked like a lost, broken child sitting there in fear of being outcast again. I pulled her to me and hugged her. 

	"There are more of us. I just wanted you to know because it's not just adults they are doing this to."

	"How can I know that you aren't being used to spy on me?" 

	Hurt etched across her expression before her face recovered. "I guess you can't, in reality. I hope you trust me, and I don't intentionally give anyone but Baba information. If they are using me, it is against my knowledge." 

	"Do they still track your nightmares?" 

	"No. That was another way they got my parents to agree. They promised that the nightmares would stop once I was cloned." 

	"And do you know what they did to your body?"

	"My parents have the zviera at their house. She is loved." 

	This information took me aback. I assumed that all the zviera were put out into the wild to survive. However, I supposed keeping them close to keep the mind alive makes more sense. Delving deeper into this information was definitely something that would have to wait until after this lunch and visit with my family. 

	"We will need to discuss this more with the guys, but later. For now, we need to act as if everything is okay. We cannot let others know that we know, okay?" 

	"Okay." 

	"Wipe your tears and pull out the happy Vira." 

	I plastered a smile on my face and took a deep breath. I looked up to see Radek and Lukas watching us. I gave a quick nod, and they opened the door. Vira wiped her face and smiled. It was more forced than usual, but it would have to do. Lukas gave a side-eye scan to make sure we were good. I couldn't say anything to either of them right now, but I could tell as soon as we were in private I would have a lot of explaining to do. This wasn't a fun topic, and Vira's admission made my stomach twist. 

	On top of that, I was going to be face to face with my own brother—or his clone, that is. When he last called me Free One, was he a clone then? How much did Tierney know? 

	"Fanya!" Mom came running out and scooped me into a big hug. "Be careful what you say and do here today," she whispered hurriedly in my ear as she hugged me.

	She pulled away, and my brothers—including Miro—all came out to greet me. They took turns bowing, more in a teasing manner than with actual respect. I rolled my eyes. Tierney was the last to greet me. There was an awkwardness to her hug, but following Mom's advice, I played it. I watched as they each welcomed Radek and Lukas with respect and introduced themselves to Vira. Seeing her with my family, I became aware of just how young she really was, and the melancholy she had been hiding with her exuberance showed through. I wanted to wrap her up and protect her, yet she represented the one thing I was against.

	After introductions were made, we made our way into the house. Mom had set up several tables throughout the house to make room for everyone to eat. She had set a table for the children in the living room, while there were two tables in the kitchen for the adults. Chatter filled the house like it always had when I was at home. The kid’s giggles made the rest of us loosen up some. I watched some of the light return to Vira's eyes. 

	"Where's your mind, dear?" Mom asked as we made our way from where she had laid out the food to the tables. 

	"Just how much I have missed being home with you all." My voice broke with emotion. 

	"You are always welcome to move home or visit more often." 

	I looked at her face. The stress was starting to age her. There were wrinkles on the sides of her eyes that hadn’t been there before. Gray was slipping more into her hair, and some of the joy that had once shown in her smile was gone. Even if I could come home, it would never be the same. I had too much knowledge. I had been naïve before, and that was gone. 

	"Thank you, but I think it's probably best, and safest for everyone, if I stay where I am right now." I hoped she could understand why. 

	Her shoulders dropped, and she dipped her head before nodding. Pain squeezed my heart, and I took a few deep breaths because I felt like I was suffocating. By the time I sat down, I could feel panic creeping in. My face must have given me away because Tierney placed her hand on my hand. It was such a small act, but it helped. 

	"I am so very proud of you, Fanya," Tierney said. 

	"We all are," Miro said raising his glass. 

	My other brothers and their families raised their glasses as well. I smiled because I didn't know how else to react. Miro truly looked like a proud papa when he spoke, and that just made this all the more confusing. We had all this information on these clones, and why they were cloned, but did that make it fair to those that didn't know? Or did they know and just didn't care? My eyes went to Vira who had decided to sit with the children. I wondered if I could speak to her parents. I was only getting outside opinions right now, but they had a different view, and I pondered the idea that maybe they could help me understand.

	In the back of my mind, though, a voice said it wasn't fair to the real Vira. Why should the real Vira, weak or not, not be allowed to live her life? Why was she so bad that the government felt death would be better than having her alive in our community? If the clones were similar to the real people—and they are from what I've seen—what did the government change exactly? These were questions we needed to focus on before bringing this information out to the front. 

	"What did you do today?" Mom's question interrupted my train of thought. 

	"We went shopping for new hats and a dress," I answered.

	"Hats," Radek grumbled and rolled his eyes. 

	His reaction made Lukas chuckle and caused Miro to look at me questioningly. 

	I smiled and proceeded to explain. "Well, you see, the shop owner was short on help, so the guys here volunteered to model them for me." 

	"Huh! We did not volunteer." Radek's face blushed. 

	"Personally, I feel like I was rocking those hats." Lukas pulled up one of his shoulders lazily while smirking. 

	Miro appeared amused at the banter between the three of us. Leaning over to me, he whispered. "I still think Lukas is the best fit for a husband for you. He'll be able to help you to relax and have fun. You've been so tense lately." 

	I could feel the heat climb up my face. I dropped my gaze to my food, and just shook my head. He leaned back in his chair and laughed. The redder my face became, the funnier it was to him. Eventually, he was in tears. I was glad to see him laughing. It was better than the tense, tight-lipped version he had been at my crowning, but I wished his amusement wasn't at my expense. 

	"What are you all laughing about?" Filip, my oldest brother, asked. 

	"Miro is mean, as usual." I stuck my tongue out at him, causing another round of boisterous laughter. 

	"You two could never behave." Filip shook his head, smiling. 

	"If I remember correctly," Mom spoke up, "Filip, you did nothing but encourage this behavior between them." 

	She tried to sound as if she was scolding him, but there was too much love and contentment from having all of her children home with her, that she could never really scold any of us. Filip had always been the father figure in my life. He wasn't super close to me, but he would give guidance when I needed it. My eyes, on their own accord, scanned to his left wrist. Relief spilled through me to find a brown leather bracelet there that looked worn. 

	"Well, I feel as the oldest, I had to teach the younger ones all of my knowledge and skills." 

	"Skills," Miro said as he held up his hands mimicking quotations. "I'm fairly certain Free One, and I have already surpassed your skill level." 

	"I think I have to side with Miro on this one, brother dear." I grinned. 

	Banter. It was exactly what I needed. I was thankful that Baba had suggested it for my off day. The worries of the past few months seeping out of me, even if it was only for a while. Even with the physical reminders before me. My family loved me as me, and that was all that mattered. Well, at least at that moment. 
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	The car ride home was quiet. We were all tired and full from the meal. The conversation about Vira and my new concerns would have to wait until the morning. Sunday's were still off days for me. I planned to use it wisely. No outings, no shopping, just discussions, and planning. I had already made up my mind that Baba was going to participate, too. I had yet pulled ranking over anyone, but I was determined that I would if she wasn't as cooperative as I needed her to be. 

	I also was hoping that Lukas may know of some technology that would keep our conversation as private as possible. 

	"We're here," the driver announced. 

	"Thank you," I said.

	Lukas and Radek got out, followed by Vira and me. The trek to my home through the Center seemed longer than usual because I was tired. I knew I would crash as soon as I got to my room. 

	"Please be here for breakfast around eight tomorrow,” I requested of the guys. “We have a long day ahead of us." 

	Radek and Lukas nodded. They escorted us to the door before leaving us to our own accord. Vira swiped the card. Inside, all was quiet as most of the staff members were asleep. Baba was pacing the halls waiting for us. Relief visibly washed over her as we walked into the hallway. 

	"Thank goodness. It's so late."

	"Sorry, Baba." Vira dropped her head. 

	"Sorry. We were having so much fun with my family. We'll tell you more about it tomorrow," I assured her. 

	I carefully chose words to let her know I was not discussing it until morning. I was tired, and my mind was on a constant loop. Once in my room, I didn't even bother changing. I just crawled into my bed and drifted into a fitful sleep with dreams about zvieras and clones. 
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Eleven

	 

	Morning came too soon. Baba woke me with a light tap, telling me that the boys were already waiting for me in the dining room. I told her to ask them to wait so I could shower first. Sleep still filled my eyes, and my brain still felt foggy. The warmth of the water would certainly prepare me for the arduous day ahead. She nodded and excused herself, so I could get ready for the day. Vira had laid out loungewear for me, bless her. Loungewear was probably my most favorite thing short of coffee with milk. 

	The guys were enjoying their coffee when I arrived at the table. They had finished their meals already. Baba put a warm plate of food down in front of me, and I took my seat. Radek was bouncing his leg, but I could tell he had been warned to let me eat before he started in on me. Vira was nowhere to be found this morning. 

	"Baba, Vira and you will need to be in the conversation that is planned for after breakfast." My request was not truly a request, and she nodded as she placed a cup of coffee in front of me. 

	"We will be there," she assured me. 

	Her stiff body language told me she was not pleased that I had practically commanded her, but that also told me she had information I needed. My thoughts didn't go much further as the smell of my food overtook and I turned to eat. 
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	Lukas had sadly reported that there was nothing he could do to protect our conversation, more than suggesting that the broach stays in the room and having a constant background noise that might make it more difficult to clearly decipher our conversation. Baba confirmed this was probably the best option. She had told the other girls not to interrupt us and that we would notify them if we needed them.

	Radek and Lukas seemed on edge and ready to pounce, but I wouldn’t even let them start until everyone had arrived and was seated. Time ticked by slowly and anticipation built. Baba was the last to sit, and I could hear the collective sigh from both of them as they turned and looked expectedly at me. 

	“Firstly, what is discussed here today will go no further than the people here. I need you all to swear this on your life and the lives of those you love,” I demanded. 

	It was a severe start, but the information would be a matter of life or death eventually. 

	“We swear.” They spoke as a collective unit. 

	“Vira, if you will, please share what you told me yesterday. I will then follow with what we were told while we were shopping.” 

	I nodded to reassure her that she was safe. 

	“I am a clone,” she stated. She proceeded to tell them what she had told me about the government coming to her parents. 

	Radek and Lukas were both very red in the face. I almost expected steam to accompany their current shade. Baba, however, did not look surprised at all. In fact, sadness etched her features, and her eyes lost a little of their sparkle as Vira fought back tears. 

	“So, there are underage clones? Dobra just failed to mention this?” Lukas marched back and forth at the back of the study. He rubbed his temples, trying to comprehend what he had just heard. 

	Vira sat stone cold, seemingly afraid if she spoke or moved they would start bombarding her with questions. I knew I wanted to ask a few, but I didn’t want her to get too overwhelmed. 

	“Vira, do you have the memories from before you were changed?” Radek chose his words carefully. 

	“Yes, but I can tell the difference. I have no fear about doing my job . . . or surviving. I am programmed to want to serve, and I have fun in my daily job.” She wiped the last of her tears from her cheeks. 

	“Do you see your zviera?” Lukas’ curiosity flowed out of him.

	“When I visit my mom, although she won’t let me touch her. She is sad that she wasn’t good enough.” 

	“How does that make you feel?” Baba spoke for the first time since we’d began. 

	“Sad, but at the same time, she knows that I am better than she is overall,” Vira answered. 

	“Do you think we could speak to your parents about this, without them blowing any whistles?” Lukas asked, no longer pacing. He crossed his arms and waited for a reply. 

	He was intimidating when he wanted to be. His jaw was strong, and his features were maturing and getting leaner than when we first started his journey. He was very handsome, and as Miro pointed out, he was easy to get along with. However, Radek had been there with me through the scariest time of my life, and he was still there supporting me. His face still had some of his youthful plumpness, but he was handsome in his own right. I knew it was ridiculous to be comparing them at a time like that, but it was easy to do with both in front of me. I had been trained to study people. 

	“Yes, I do believe that could be arranged,” Baba spoke for Vira. 

	“Let’s get that done soon. I will be going to Dobra this afternoon to garner the files of all the minors as well.” Lukas’ anger filled the space he was in. When he noticed my confusion, he continued. “She works on Sundays if they are behind, or if she needs quiet time.” 

	“How about you and Radek go do that now. The more information we have, the more we can research what we need to do.” I let the comment about her needing quiet time pass. 

	Vira looked at me, fear filled her eyes. “Do?” 

	There was no way to mince my words. “Yes, because I need to know if this is the best course of action to continue going forward.” 

	I didn’t want to discuss whether we should eliminate the clones that currently existed. We didn’t even know if that was an option, but we couldn’t make a solid plan without having all the information available. 

	“Baba, if you would, please, I would like to speak to you alone.” 

	Vira recognized this as her dismissal. She stood, crouching to make herself appear smaller. She was solemn and made sure she quietly shut the door behind her. I hated that she felt like we thought she was wrong or bad because it wasn’t her. It was what had been done to her. 

	“Should I address you as Your Highness?” Baba’s eyebrow arched. 

	“Not today,” I spat the words. “I have a slight inkling that you know more than you let on, about a lot of things. So, we can either sit here, and you tell me everything I need to know, or I can ask you question by question.” 

	“I think it might be easier to start with questions and go from there.” She sat down in the chair directly across from me. She positioned herself to be comfortable, settling in for what looked to be a long day. 

	“Let’s start off with clones since that is the last topic we discussed.” 

	“Where should I start?” she asked.

	“From the beginning, I guess.” 

	“Well, in the beginning, we were a society that progressed through phases of life as we aged. You went to high school, graduated, and either went to college or started working. Your dreams weren’t monitored, and you weren’t checked to see how or even if you would be an asset to the community. We had higher crime rates, more people needing government assistance, and overall, we were a less productive society. The original Dream Council was established and came up with the plan for the trials. The trials were the council’s way of figuring out the strength of the youth. We started seeing patterns and correlations between their nightmares, strengths, and those who would put more of a burden on society. Initially, we made those youth’s challenges harder, and they didn’t survive.”

	Her words knocked the air out of me. Her calm demeanor chilled me. I knew this was history to her, and it was confirming my thoughts, but . . . wow. Wow. It was harder to hear the truth than I had expected. They were manipulating society to what they deemed was best. Creating some sort of utopia that we were now living in. And as far as I could tell, it was working, but did that make it right? 

	“When did the clones come into play?” My throat was dry, causing the words to come out almost as a whisper. 

	“I am getting there, you’re just too anxious. A new scientist came here from another country to live. He told the original members of a new procedure he had mastered that included transferring one’s mind into a cloned body but with updated genetics so that the clones were more passive and pliable. It sounded like a great way to keep so many of our youth from dying. Some of us, myself included, had lost a child. We didn’t want others to have to feel such loss, and this seemed like the perfect answer. He spent months perfecting the procedure. We were thrilled. There were no zviera in the beginning, though. We just kept the bodies alive in a coma-like state. We felt it was too dangerous, and unfair, to kill them because those bodies still had a functioning mind. We couldn’t kill them, but we couldn’t keep hiding the bodies. So, Mr. Forsinth . . .” 

	She paused to let me connect the dots. “He came up with the idea for the zviera. Instead, of hiding the bodies, we kept them and transferred the coma-like versions into the beasts he bred. It made the genetic changes easier.” 

	“When did you all switch your opinions?” It took everything I had to keep my tone even-keeled. 

	“When the government decided to take anyone that didn’t fall into the mold of what they felt was the ideal citizen.” 

	“What is the ideal citizen?” I asked.

	“Someone who would work, keep the peace, follow the rules. An ideal citizen was strong, healthy, and resembled those around them. They don’t have to be identical, there needs to be diversity in the genes, but they don’t need to look completely out of place, it could cause a scene.” 

	Her words were like hot oil burning my insides. Until recently, no one seemed worried about how the government was running things. At least, not those in the know, so I wondered why now was any different? 

	“If every leader was for it in the beginning, why are some of you now against it?” I posed.

	I chose my words carefully. As much as Baba was kind to me and very helpful, the more she revealed to me, the more I realized just how many secrets she kept. I still had no idea why I was chosen. Had I been one of the youths and didn’t know it? I was in a constant state of nausea lately, and this idea didn’t help the matter any.

	“Because as the years have passed, we have realized that, while we can make the clones more malleable than the original versions of the person, they still very much have the innate characteristics of the person they were born to be. Financial reasons are also making some jump ship. We feel the costs are outweighing the benefits.” Baba’s words were matter-of-fact. 

	There didn’t seem to be any remorse for the actions they had taken. Nor did she seem to be upset at how it was affecting the zviera. I had seen the effects first hands during my trials . . . with Dobra. The real Dobra. 

	“Is there anything else?” She looked bored with the whole conversation, which was out of character. 

	“Why me?” 

	The question put her back. I could see she was visibly uncomfortable, and she began to fidget with her apron strings. I watched her start to speak and stop again. She glanced at me, and back to the strings. I could tell this wasn’t an act, she wasn’t trying to stall to build tension, although it was working. These behaviors stemmed more out of shame. 

	“Your father . . . he . . .” She stopped, swallowed back emotions, and tried again. “Your parents, specifically your father, knew a revolution would come. Initially, he had Miro in mind to help, but then you came along. His only daughter and he had it set that you would be trained. And you were more than adequate, so when you showed above average intelligence, you began to catch the eyes of all the leaders. You didn’t see things like anyone else. Radek was the closest mind to how yours functioned. You were tested for years, and it seemed like maybe you were born with the genetic changes we had worked on creating, even though neither of your parents were changed.” 

	I got up to walk around the room. I was both simultaneously cold and hot. Sweat beads formed on my forehead, and my hands felt clammy. I was chosen from birth. I was groomed for this position.

	“You continue to show that you were the best to lead us into the future. Although it was a unanimous decision by the government, not everyone had the same reasons. The leaders were split, unknowingly by the others on beliefs. Mr. Forsinth, your mother, and I want to eliminate the clone program. The others want it to continue and to improve. The president wants whatever is best for the community.”

	“And so basically, I was born and bred to lead, but was never informed?” 

	“Well, your dad wanted to tell you when you turned fifteen, but . . .” 

	“He didn’t live. Was his death political?” 

	Our stares connected. Her eyes told me what her words didn’t. 

	I slid into the chair beside her, dropped my head back against the seat, and closed my eyes. My mind felt blank. I couldn’t think, speak, or move. I focused on breathing in and out. We sat in silence for what felt like an eternity. Neither of us knew what to say to the other, and neither of us wanted to acknowledge the inevitable—I was going to have to do something. What exactly that something might be was no longer set in stone for me. I needed to talk to Mom and Tierney. I wanted to hear their versions. Then, I needed to talk to Radek and Lukas. 
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Twelve

	 

	The files that Dobra provided to Lukas and Radek revealing the minors were informative, but it was information that I suddenly wished I didn’t know. Vira, Lukas, Radek, and I sat stunned. There were no words for our findings. There were more than fifty clones that were still minors. About fifteen who were no longer minors but had been cloned before the age of sixteen, so their files had been concealed too. Lukas’ name was in one of the files found among that list. 

	None of us knew what to say. Lukas swore he had no idea that he’d been cloned. 

	“I have never seen a zviera.” His breath hitched with the words. 

	“Lukas . . .” I reached my hand out to comfort him, but he pulled away.

	“If you don’t mind, Your Highness . . .” The words stung. “I think I am going to go visit my parents, see if I can get some answers.” 

	I nodded.

	“I’ll let you know sometime tomorrow what they say. I think I just need some time alone.” 

	He stood and made his way to the door. Vira followed him so that she could let him out. Radek and I sat looking at each other. The air felt heavy around us. I stood and walked over to the only window in my living quarters. It looked out over the woods. I watched, wishfully hoping I would see my Dobra. 

	“Do you think we can still trust him?” I asked but didn’t bother to even look back at Radek. 

	“I want to. He’s not done anything to show that he isn’t trustworthy. It’s not his fault his parents did this, and he seems just as upset as either of us would have been with this news. I’m not saying we shouldn’t, just that maybe we should be slightly more cautious than before since they probably have a way to track him.” 

	“That’s what I was afraid of . . .” My head was hurting. 

	Vira returned, followed by Baba who brought food. She seemed to always have food with her anymore whenever she came into a room. I wasn’t sure if it was because she thought food was what we needed, or if it was an excuse to pop in and out randomly. 

	“Thank you, Baba,” Radek spoke to her kindly. 

	I had told him and Lukas about my conversation with Baba. They thought I should take it with a grain of salt because I hadn’t spoken to Tierney or Mom yet. I knew I needed to hear their version and see why they felt I should lead or even where they thought I should lead the community, just my scheduled wasn’t looking clear anytime soon. I had asked Baba to send for them, so either she didn’t, or they had been too busy to come right away. 

	Sitting down at the table, the food felt like a pacifier. A consolation prize for not being a clone. I asked Vira to join us because it was quiet and lonely without Lukas there. We sat and ate in silence. The only sound was that of our utensils against the plates, or the cups hitting against the table upon its return. 

	“Can I ask a question?” Vira said but didn’t look up at me. 

	“Of course, you can.” 

	“What if I wanted to reverse the cloning?” 

	“Umm . . . I don’t even know if that is possible,” Radek stated and looked to me to see if I knew.

	I shrugged. “We would have to ask Dobra or even Lukas.” 

	“If I could though, do you think you would still let me work for you.” 

	Her question threw me off, and when I glanced at her face, she had tears on her cheeks, trickling from downcast eyes. This poor broken girl thought she was only wanted because of her cloned version. My heart ached for her. 

	“Vira, please look at me.” 

	She looked up; fear emanated from her. 

	“I would absolutely let you work for me, I do not believe that your original self could be that much different than this version of you.” I smiled. 

	Relief washed across her face. I noticed Radek watching me with what looked to be pride on his face. Warmth spread through me, and my ears felt like fire. I dropped my gaze, avoiding his eyes. Memories from our trials and the nights alone in the woods with him flashed through my mind. Mom’s words about marriage looped through my thoughts, and when I looked back up, he was still watching me. 

	Before I could say anything, Baba interrupted announcing that my mom and Tierney were waiting for us in my office. I grabbed a roll and my cup and got up to head toward my office. Vira asked to stay and finish her meal, to which I nodded. 

	“Radek, do you want to come with me?” My tone was less of a question and more of a request.

	“Yes.” 

	The walk to the office was quick. I wished they had connected the rooms better than having each room seem to be a pod off the hallway. Mom and Tierney were seated in the large leather lounge chairs in front of my desk. They stood as I entered. It felt so formal and weird. I walked over to them and hugged them both. The response was tight.  Anxiety began to build up. 

	“Is everything okay?” I asked jumping my gaze between Mom and Tierney. 

	“You have been causing quite the stir around here lately with all this dirt you’re uncovering. You have people talking to their families about long-held secrets. You are opening Pandora's box, and you might not be able to close it,” Mom scolded. 

	“You all put me in this position and trained me to observe people, to learn what is making this society fail. You put me here to direct the government, you placed these bracelets on people who were on my side and asked me to lead you all into some revolution, but then fail to tell me how to do this. So, when I start doing it as I see fit with the knowledge and education I have, the secrets I’ve learned, and the observations I have made you are upset?” I stepped back astounded at both of them. 

	“Fan, it’s dangerous . . .” Tierney began, but I shot her a look. 

	They both had put me into this position. Now, they wanted to correct me on how I was running the government that they were dissatisfied with? Anger ran through me, but I held it back. I wanted to hear what they had to say, but unless it was groundbreaking, I had no intention of stepping down. 

	“Let’s sit. I’ll hear you out, and then I’ll explain my side.” I went behind the desk. 

	I wasn’t much for using power play moves, but I needed to remind them that I was not only their family, I was also Queen. A title they played a part in me having, so I wanted to drive it home. 

	“There are a lot of people unhappy with you. You are revealing deep-seeded secrets that will cause a lot of harm to a lot of good people.” Mom looked down, and when she brought her gaze back up, there were tears in her eyes. 

	“Like Miro’s secret?” I asked.

	Tierney gasped, and Mom simply nodded. She avoided eye contact with Tierney. 

	“What’s his secret, Fan?” Tierney questioned quietly.

	I stopped, suddenly realizing her gasp was from surprise. I looked at Mom, who again only nodded. 

	“Tierney, Miro is a clone.” 

	I watched a gambit of emotions pass her face as she processed the news. I felt terrible that I had to expose her husband, my brother, as a clone. Something that, depending on which side you were on, was considered the reason for the failure of the community. 

	“How long?” Her whole body turned to face my mom. 

	“Since his trials.” Mom was hanging her head. “The council came to me and said he was bound to fail due to the level of his nightmares. They offered me a chance to save him. He’s not an actual clone, they kept his body and mind, they just did a few procedures on him to adjust his thinking.” 

	“Procedures?” Tierney’s skin looked almost green. 

	“How do you mean, Mom?” This was news to me as well and added a whole new level of issues to the situation. 

	“They performed some ancient procedure they had found in history books to the frontal lobe of his brain to make him more suitable to work in a government job.” 

	“Mom, did you allow them to do this to me, after my trials, when I was in the hospital?” 

	She sobbed, and though she didn’t answer me directly, I knew. 

	Tierney stood quickly. She made her way to the back of the office and began pacing. I laid my head down on the desk. I wasn’t even me. I never realized I wasn’t me. I still felt the same, maybe she was lying? 

	“Why?” I looked up, pleading with my eyes for a full explanation.

	“You were so traumatized by the zviera and the upwalker you were rambling about, I wanted you to be okay.” Sadness radiated from her eyes, and the tears fell freely. 

	“So, you took memories from me?” I remembered Dobra and Yakue. 

	“I’m not sure what they did, but I do know you were better afterward. You were able to begin your training. You were moving forward. I don’t regret what I agreed to for either you or Miro.” 

	“Does Miro know?” Tierney asked. 

	“No,” I answered for Mom. I had read in his files that it wasn’t of his knowledge. 

	“Did they alter his genetics, too? Because I’m pregnant?” Tierney’s words knocked the breath out of me.

	“Not that I’m aware of, but I can’t know for sure.”

	Tierney having a baby should be exciting news, but with the potential for an uprising and the release of all the information I had been gathering, was it safe for her? Safe for the baby? 

	“Does Miro know yet?” Mom asked Tierney. 

	“No, because I’m afraid to tell him. This wasn’t planned. We were going to wait until this settled.” 

	“For what it’s worth, I think he’ll be excited. I haven’t really known any other brother than him.” I walked over to hug her. 

	Her body relaxed, and I could hear a catch in her breath.  For everything that I had been dealing with, I had also been selfish because I wasn’t there for her. There was so much I was missing not just with my family, but my friends. I had been thinking I was surrounding myself with safe people, but in reality, I had been isolating myself. 

	“Do you have a plan?” Mom brought the attention back to the reason for the visit. 

	“We are working on that. I don’t want to rush anything because of the fear you have already demonstrated, and you are on my side. We are formulating a plan, but nothing is set in stone. Today was eye-opening because I realize I haven’t made myself available to you guys, or my friends. I need outside views just as much as I need the information,” I acknowledged.  

	“How do you plan to change that?” Tierney asked. 

	“I am going to ask Baba to schedule one full day that will just be time with my friends and one full day to relax with my family. Mandatory fun time or downtime. I took this position with a serious plan to do as best as I could.” I looked down and noticed the tan from my skin had faded. My physical training was next to nothing now, and the muscle tone I’d once had was softening up.

	“Sounds like a good start.” Mom gave a small smile. 

	I could tell she was still upset, but something must have given her some release. Tierney still looked exhausted and upset. I, on the other hand, was feeling defeated. I couldn’t decide what was best in this mood. I knew Radek was quiet the whole time, and I was glad that Lukas wasn’t there. I had been altered, Radek would keep my secret, but would Lukas? 
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Thirteen

	 

	The silence after the visit lasted until the next day. Radek had excused himself without saying much. Baba brought supper in late. She and Vira ate with me so that I wasn’t alone. Neither asked questions about the visit or about the research I was doing, thankfully. Even in the quiet, their presence was enough for me. The food wasn’t anything extravagant, but it was good and settled my nerves some. After dinner, I just went to my room. Vira had drawn a hot bath for me, which I was ready to enjoy. 

	“Vira, where’s Alza?” I hadn’t seen her in days, and she had been very reassuring to me. 

	“She had a family emergency, Fanya. She has been with them.” 

	“Is everything okay?” My eyebrows furrowed more with each word. 

	“As far as I know.” Vira’s body language wasn’t that of someone who was lying, so I shrugged it off. 

	“Vira, thank you.” 

	“For what?” She was genuinely confused by my appreciation. 

	“For everything you do. I appreciate your honesty and help. You have a big part in all this . . .” I waved my hand in the air to pretend to encompass all that my life had become. “You are vital. Simply by being you.” 

	Tears fought their way through her thick, dark lashes, and splashed onto her cheeks. 

	“I try.” 

	Her simple words meant a lot. With a smile, she turned and left me to soak alone. Mom’s secrets were in the back of my mind as I tried to come up with a timeline of her actions. The hot water relaxed my tense muscles, and I leaned back and closed my eyes. I remembered coming to the front door of the Center. I remembered sleeping for days on end. Maybe that was when, because surely everything I remembered had happened after the procedure. I remembered Mom coming in to visit me. She was mad about what I was saying.

	Maybe she was mad because the procedure hadn’t worked. 

	A voice in the back of my mind whispered what I feared. What if they hadn’t done the procedure but had simply lied to Mom about doing it. I have no scars, and surely, I would have a scar from brain surgery, right? I brought my hands to my head and felt around. I couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary. I decided I would have someone bring my files for me to review. I was curious as to how they had done the procedure. 

	“You’ll prune up in there if you stay much longer.” Baba’s voice brought me back to the present. 

	“It’s not like I’m going anywhere other than bed tonight.” I glanced over to where she was standing by the door. 

	“Well, at least let me warm the water back up then.” Her head shaking knocked lose a strand of hair, from her perfectly coifed head. 

	“Okay.” I drew my legs to my chest and let her drain some of the water before adding some hot back into it. 

	She also added some bath salts that smelled like honey. “What’s that smell?” 

	“Honeysuckle salts to help relax you and draw out toxins so that you sleep good tonight.” 

	“Baba, were you around to hear the conversation with my mom?” 

	She didn’t make eye contact with me. She went about busying herself with the warming of my bath water and cleaning the splattered water from the floor. I knew she heard me, but I waited, giving her time to decide how she was going to answer. Anything she said after such a pause unless it was a thought-out response, was going to be a lie. I had found in my training that those who delay responses usually are lying. 

	“I hear all conversations.” The words she finally spoke made me sit straight up in the tub. “It’s part of my job . . .  before you accuse, just sit and listen to me. I work for you, but I was hired by Mr. Forsinth to make sure you stay the course. As long as you aren’t turning against us, I don’t tell him anything. And even then, I have grown very loyal to you and believe in you and your strengths, so it’s doubtful that I would say anything that wasn’t outright dangerous.”

	“Continue . . .” I arched my eyebrow at her, daring her to prove to me that I should continue to trust her. 

	“I heard your mama’s words. I know the nurse who helped you, too. She’s one of us. She told your mom you had the procedure, but she didn’t take you. She needed you to have all of your memories, and that procedure would have changed you completely. You are great because of who you are and how you see things. You see them as they are not as you are told to see them. That is why you have excelled in everything.” 

	“And Miro?” 

	“Unfortunately, he was altered. He’s one of the lucky ones, though. He could continue to be himself, with just slight changes.” 

	“The clones . . . the zviera, is it irreversible?” 

	“I don’t know, Fanya. I don’t know.” Sadness etched across her face, and she looked tired for the first time since meeting her. 

	“Well, I will need a list of people to whom I can speak to about learning the logistics of reversal. I will also be making a creed in the morning, that while the genetic lab will remain open, it will have a new mission, and that cloning will stop immediately.” I waited. 

	I was sure there would be backlash because it went against everything I had said I was going to do. Including talking to other people. However, something about this felt right. I knew some would be displeased, but I was determined to follow through with the decree. 

	“You’re going to raise a lot of hackles on a lot of big people.” 

	She didn’t say I was wrong for my proclamation, she was just issuing me a warning to be prepared for the backlash. I knew no matter how prepared I thought I was though, it would be worse than expected. For those whose job it affected, it would be a big deal, for those who had hopes of getting their child or family member cloned, they would be upset, and those who were unaware of the cloning were about to learn the harsh truth. 

	“I know, but it’s the first step in a long path that will be taken. Can you have Vira gather everything about the trials that she can as well? By the morning, please.” 

	Baba nodded and excused herself. Once again, I leaned back against the tub and allowed the salts to do their job. By the time I pulled myself from the tub, I was freezing and wrinkled. I wrapped my soft, warm robe around me, and padded over to my bed. I pulled the covers back and snuggled in, ready for sleep to find me. 
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Fourteen

	 

	Vira shook me awake the next morning. My head was pounding, and I couldn’t figure out where I was. She helped me sit up, and everything felt like it was spinning. Quickly, I laid back down, groaning. I covered my face with my hands and tried to shield the light from my eyes. 

	“Let me get you some medicine,” Vira said just above a whisper.  

	“Thank you,” I mumbled. 

	I heard her footsteps to the door and back. Again, she helped me sit up. She handed me some pills and a glass of water. I swallowed them and drank the rest of the water. Groaning, I leaned back against the pillows on my bed. I still had to squint to see anything.

	“I have your clothes ready.”

	“I don’t think I’m ready yet. Can you bring my breakfast in here, please? I think I need to eat first before I get up. My head is throbbing.” 

	“Probably soaked too long in the bath . . .” Baba said in passing. 

	I stuck my tongue out at her in the general direction I thought she was, to which Vira giggled. 

	“I will bring your food here, then you have to get dressed. Lukas and Radek are eating in the dining hall this morning. They thought you might need some privacy still and are awaiting me to tell them they are welcome.” 

	“Maybe later. Right now, I’m hoping these pills kick in soon.” 

	As scooted to the top of the bed to use the headboard as a brace to sit up more. Vira was back with food, which smelled heavenly. I was grateful because I feared that with my headache, it would make me nauseous. She had also taken the time to dim the lights in the room some which allowed me to open my eyes more. There was still a slight aura, but it hurt less, and I could keep them open longer. 

	“Mmmmm.” The aroma was mouthwatering, and I couldn’t wait to taste it. 

	“Thank you, Baba let me cook this morning.”

	“What is this?” 

	“Just seasoned sausage with gravy, a recipe my mother was given by her mom.” 

	“It’s delicious.” 

	“Thank you.” 

	I finished every last bite, and surprisingly I felt a lot better. The clothes Vira laid out were beautiful and comfortable. After brushing my teeth and hair, I ambled down to the office and found the files from the trials already waiting for me. On top, was my medical file. I stared at it, wondering if I should trust Baba or Mom. I opened it and saw a picture of myself, just after the trials. I was thin and dirty. 

	“Fanya aged 16 years . . . innocent. Eventual queen, untouchable.” 

	That word jumped out at me. Untouchable. 

	Another secret. I sighed. Today it was too much to deal with, especially because of the headache. While the medication and food had significantly helped, it was still in the background pounding. I moved the file with my information into the top drawer of my desk and started scanning the information on the trials. The files went back to the original trials. Most of what Baba had explained was in there. 

	“Are we interrupting?” Radek asked, knocking as he slowly opened the door to my office. 

	“Not really, just scanning the trials files to see if I’m missing something.” 

	“Baba said you had a big announcement later?” Lukas looked nervous. 

	“Yes. I am suspending all current and future cloning research and experiments. From now on, the lab will focus on medical advancements that are beneficial to the community as a whole. Also, a certain number of the lab’s scientists will be used to see if the cloning is reversible for those who would like that option. However, that will not be announced this evening.”

	I watched Lukas’ face to see how he reacted to my plan. He gave away nothing of his opinions. Radek, on the other hand, was shaking his head and pacing back and forth. I let them both sit in silence. I wasn’t going to fill the silence with extra explanations. I could hear the clock, as we sat. 

	“Fanya . . .” Lukas started, and then stopped for a moment. 

	“Yes?” 

	“Firstly, can I go to the lab and let them know before the public announcement so that they are not blindsided? I worked with them during training, they are good people that do the job they were tasked.”

	“I will agree to that.” 

	“Next, do the people who have zvieras get to choose, or will you require every clone be reverted?” 

	“I meant what I said. I feel like they should have the option to choose. I also think everyone who has been cloned and modified should know the information.” 

	“Like you?” Radek’s harshness cut me. 

	“Here.” I swallowed back the tears and reached for my file.  Neither of them had ever been outright mean to me, and not that Radek was just then, but it’s the closest thing to it.

	Radek took it, read it, and then handed it to Lukas for him to review. Lukas’ face fell for the first time since he’d come in today. He closed the file before handing it back to me. 

	“Neither of you are sharing your true thoughts and opinions. Why? Are you afraid you’ll make me mad?” I squared my shoulders, preparing myself for their responses. 

	“We don’t want to hurt your feelings.” Lukas darted his eyes toward Radek who pressed his lips together. 

	“What? That’s insane,” I insisted. 

	“Why? You have never been great at taking criticism. We grew up with you, remember? We want you to feel supported and safe to form your government as you see fit.” Lukas made a valid point.

	“By never criticizing me or correcting me? How am I to build a great society if I don’t see all sides of everything? That’s what got us into this predicament in the first place. The leaders had one-sided opinions, and instead of taking it to the community for them to give feedback, they made decisions for themselves.” 

	My words hit a nerve in me. I was essentially doing the same thing. Except, I did say I’d let the clones make their own decisions. However, was that really fair to the zvieras? I dropped back into my chair and placed my head down on the desk, groaning. The headache was creeping back. 

	“Lukas, tell me honestly, how would you go about making things right for the clones and zvieras?”

	“I don’t know. I know I like this version of me. I am respected. I have a good job and good friends.” He stopped, and looked down at his hands, fidgeting with his thumbs. 

	“What about your zviera?”

	“I don’t know. I understand it’s me and it’s the true version of me, but I don’t know that person.” 

	“I can tell you from my experience with Dobra’s zviera that they have memories, pain, and sadness. I think if she had the choice, she would want to live with her family and have her life back.” 

	“I will take that into consideration. My question for you is, how are you going to treat the clones that choose to stay this way, should the choice to reverse ever be offered?” Fear sparked in Lukas’ eyes, and he held his breath while waiting. 

	“I can’t say, honestly. I don’t know how I’ll react personally. On a governmental level, I will not put any biased or sanctions on them. I will, however, ask for better living situations for the zvieras that remain. Because, as Radek can attest, the living situation in Chernobyl is not ideal, and the health of the zvieras should be important to any and all clones because their health is dependent upon them.” 

	“When do you plan to make your announcement?” Radek didn’t say anything about Chernobyl. 

	He was there with me, he dealt with the atrociousness of the environment. I saved his life. He could have at least validated my statement. I watched him for a few moments. The way he walked, the strength in his muscle tone showed through his clothes with each step. He was stronger now, and yet there was something that was still like the boy he had been in our trials. 

	“This evening. Right now, my head is still killing me, and I need another pill.” 

	“I’ll send Vira in, and we will head to the lab to let the workers know.” 

	“Thank you, both.”

	Vira came in moments after they left with another pill and more water. She sat there and watched me finish the water. As she took the cup, I noticed the shaking of her hands. 

	“Are you nervous?”  I groaned laying my head back down to the desk. 

	“Can I tell you what I heard in confidence?” 

	“What you heard was in confidence, or what you’re going to tell me is in confidence?” I was too foggy to try to figure out her words. 

	“Both.” 

	“Go ahead.” 

	“I heard you’re going to ban all of the clones.” 

	“Who said that?” My voice was louder than I expected. 

	“Baba was telling Mr. Forsinth your plans for your announcement today. They both sounded happy with the way you have been leading.” Her voice cracked. 

	“That is not the exact truth. I promise you only will go away if you choose to, trust me.” 

	“Okay,” Vira nodded. 

	“Now, I need to go lay down before the event. I need this headache to go away. Please wake me in an hour so that I can get showered and dressed.” 

	“I will.” 
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	The air was buzzing with excitement. Vira had laid out a formal dress that was black slinky and lined with soft pink on the hems. It was a beautiful dress and paired with the pink heels, I looked a lot older than my sixteen years. Granted, I only had three days left of being sixteen, but I was still sixteen. I was standing there with my eyes closed preparing for my speech when Radek came up behind me. 

	“You look beautiful.” He smiled. 

	For a moment, I could see my Radek. I smiled and thanked him. “I’m nervous.” 

	“You’ll do fine.” 

	“I’m glad you have faith in me.” 

	“I have never not had faith in you. I just think you jump into things without seeing the full picture sometimes.” 

	“Then why don’t you speak up?” 

	“You like to do things on your own. You never seem to need anyone or anything. I’m afraid you would feel like I was encroaching on your power. I know you want to show that you can do this without the help of a husband or a big team. Don’t tell me you don’t. I come around to support you, and to see you succeed. I . . . I have this need to be around you as much as I can.”  He stepped closer and whispered an apology in my ear for telling my secret to Lukas. 

	The warmth of his words hit me. My breath hitched. He smelled earthy, and it reminded me of home. I felt safe when he was near, and I looked up to see he was still standing close. Instinctively, I stepped closer to him as well. 

	“I like being around you too.” I scanned his eyes seeing a storm of emotions brewing. 

	“Fan, you’re on soon.” Lukas stepped from behind a wall. 

	He glared at Radek. When his eyes met mine, it was like the mood shifted completely, and his goofy grin was back. I smiled back, nerves still shaking on the inside from the closeness of Radek. I turned toward the stage and gathered my thoughts. The news was going to be eye-opening for a lot of people, and I’m sure there would be an angry mob mentality at a level even more than what I was expecting. 

	“Fix your crown, Your Highness,” Radek said quietly with a crooked smile playing at his lips. 

	I adjusted my crown and proceeded up the steps, awaiting the president to perform his last official duty—announcing me. He was to retire after this event. Giving me full monarchal responsibility. I stood at the edge of the stage just out of sight from the crowd. I took in the faces of the people who lived in the community with me. I saw wonder in the eyes of the littles that attended, knowing this was something new to them. I spotted disdain in the faces of others at the idea of having a Queen, and probably more so at me for interrupting whatever plans they’d had for the evening. Finally, I saw fear and sadness in the faces of the lab workers. 

	“Please stand for your queen, Fanya.” 

	The president led the room in applause, as I made my way across the stage. In the overhead lights, the faces were less distinguishable, they become anonymous. It struck me as nerve-wracking that this was basically how all these decisions had been made in the past. A sea of faceless, emotionless people being guided into the way the government had asked them to go. I decided right then that I would not only be making my announcements but setting up a town-hall of sorts with the community so that they could keep me up to date with what was going on in their everyday lives. 

	“Good evening, everyone.” I turned to the president and whispered for him to bring me a stool. “If you don’t mind, I will be sitting for this event. Heels and your queen are still very new to each other.” 

	The crowd chuckled nervously, and I waited for my stool. Quickly, I sat and adjusted my body so that I was comfortable, bringing the microphone with me. I looked around, noticing their faces were less blocked by the light in the seated position, and I was thankful. I was trained in observation, and I was unable to make those observations without being able to see reactions. 

	“First, I would like to thank you all for coming. I know my announcements and events are upsetting whatever original plans you had, but I feel like I need to keep you all up to date with what is happening in my world that directly affects yours. Some of you may know what I am about to say, and for those that don’t, please try to keep your reactions to a minimum as I will not be able to continue if everyone grows too loud.” 

	I took a nerve-settling breath and continued. “There is a sector in our government that was dedicated to creating clones of the members of our population which they had deemed inappropriate for society. That is a program that has been halted indefinitely, and will be refocused toward finding new, medical advancements that are beneficial for all . . .” 

	The rumble of the crowd was loud, but not too loud that I couldn’t continue. “Many members of our society are oblivious of their standing. Those who have been cloned will be notified within the next two days. As of right now, we are unaware of the ability to reverse this procedure, but it is something that will be researched deeply. With that being said, those who have been cloned or even altered will not be treated differently. Each person will have the choice to reveal to those in their life if they are clones.  For those that do choose to reveal this information, they will not have any consequences in their job positions, and there will be zero tolerance from myself or my leaders toward people who are found to treat them differently.” 

	Pausing, I scanned the room again. Several angry faces met mine, but mostly there were tears and shock. Littles ones were whispering to those closest to them, searching for meaning and understanding of the words. I took a couple of deep breaths to prepare for the next part of my speech. 

	“I would like to set up a weekly or bi-weekly meeting with you as a whole. I want to give you all, as a community, the opportunity to bring to me issues that you want to be addressed, or suggestions and ideas for improvements to our community. I want to hear your opinions and develop ways we can make this the best place for all of us as a whole. Having said that, I will be taking applications for members of a new council for myself. I want to acknowledge that there is no way this society will ever be a perfect utopia. We cannot please everyone on every topic, but I do hope to work with what we have to continue to advance and strive for the future. That is all for this evening. I believe there will be a community picnic with dinner served in the commons just outside the main doors. It has been prepared by members of the community. It is not required that you all stay, but everyone is welcome. I, myself, and my team, First Lieutenant Radek and Commander Lukas, will be attending. Thank you for your time, and good evening.” 

	I exited the stage to find Lukas and Radek in a heated conversation. Their heads were close to each other, and the tension was palpable. I cleared my throat to alert them to my presence. They straightened themselves and took a step back from each other. They tried to clear their faces, but I could see they were not happy with each other. 

	“Shall we head out to eat?” I asked them without acknowledging the scene I had walked up on. 

	“Your Highness.” Lukas did a slight bow and with his hand and arm extended indicated for me to lead. 

	I walked passed them and was met with an angry Dobra. 

	“Couldn’t come to the lab yourself?” she seethed the words. 

	“Actually, Lukas requested to be the one to tell you all. Seeing as he worked with you, he felt it would be better accepted from someone you knew and trusted. You’re not out of a job, so why you are so angry?” 

	“Because, Fanya, that was my work for the last year. I had dedicated all my time to the research you just stopped without care.” 

	Her words stopped me dead in my tracks. 

	“Without care?” 

	I noticed people stopped when my words came out louder than I intended, and I took a step toward Dobra. She had made me lose my cool in front of the public. One glance told me she was pleased to have succeeded. I calmed myself before speaking again. 

	“You should know that nothing I have done since I was given this job has been without care. I have spent hours, even weeks, studying and researching. I cannot see how you can stand to think that altering anyone or cloning them would be a good idea. I knew the first Dobra; do you have no thought of how she feels?” 

	She gasped before recomposing herself. “She is well cared for, I have been assured.” 

	“She is living in Chernobyl and having to fend for herself. Don’t believe me? Ask Radek.” 

	My fists ached as I squeezed them tightly together at my sides. She looked from me to him, before she dropped her head. Tears fell to her cheeks, her shoulders slumped. 

	“The old Dobra was weak. She wasn’t prepared for a job as an adult. I agreed to this research with the assurance that she would be cared for, I was promised.” 

	“She’s the one who helped keep us safe and led us home. Sadness radiated from her, do you think that was fair? Do you still think I made this decision without care?”

	“Why couldn’t you have just spoken to me first, though? I could have answered questions before you just shut us down,” Dobra said. 

	“Tell me, honestly, would you have tried to talk me into letting you continue the cloning?” I asked.

	She looked at me but didn’t answer. Her silence was answer enough. 

	“That’s what I figured. Now, I am looking for people to add to my council and I don’t necessarily want just people who will agree with everything I am planning or suggesting. Would you have time outside of your duties to be a part of that?”

	“Seriously?” Her eyes widened with shock. 

	It was sad that these eyes didn’t match those of her zviera who I loved. Looking at them was only a reminder that maybe I needed someone on the opposite side to provide a balanced opinion. 

	“Think about it and let me know. For now, I am going to continue outside. We have a picnic to attend.” 

	Turning back toward the door, I headed outside. Radek and Lukas invited Dobra to join us. Vira caught up to me, curtsied, and walked with me to the area that had been set up for my group. She walked a little taller tonight which I hoped was because I had announced that clones were not to be treated differently. 

	The food was prepared and set for each of us. Mom, Tierney, and Miro had come and were already seated. My other brothers, I was informed, decided to not attend due to the smaller children getting fussy. I was sad to miss the chance to visit with my nieces and nephews, but I was glad to have some of the family there. As we ate and chatted, I watched the people around me. These were my people now, and I was vowing to care for them as best as possible. 

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	[image: Image]

	
Fifteen

	 

	The week following the clones being informed of the truth was no less hectic than I had initially expected it to be. There were a lot of angry people, sad people, and people with a great many questions. I had asked Dobra to join me in a Q & A session for any and all who had concerns. She had agreed and led the meeting with ease. She answered every question, even after we had been there for hours. Some left with looks of relief while others seemed to have more questions than they’d began with. I was impressed by the knowledge she had gained in the past year. 

	Dobra had been small, meek but very smart in school. She was a shy girl who had crowded near me whenever we had been in a group. The girl on the stage was strong and confident. She spoke with ease. I could see why she felt her cloned self was the better of the two, but I missed the old Dobra. 

	Vira joined me in the meeting as well, soaking in every bit of information she could, even with taking notes. She scrunched her face at times, making her appear even younger than she was. She was adorable, and I was so glad she was such a help to me. When she stood to ask a question, her poise and maturity made me proud. 

	Her question led to a conversation on the zviera and the care for which they were receiving. While some families cared for the zviera of their cloned members, not all, such as Dobra’s, had the same care. Long after the meeting, my mind explored a myriad of options for the well-being of them. I looked through the city plans for land we currently had and options for care. 

	“Vira, what do you feel would be the ideal care for the zviera if you were to arrange a situation for them?” 

	My question surprised her. “Do I have to answer right now?” 

	“No, you can take some time. But your question led me to think that maybe we need an organization to see to this matter. It is to the benefit of the clones that their zviera live long happy lives. So, organized care, to me, would make the most sense.” 

	“I agree. I’m not sure I am the best person to come up with the idea though.”

	“I can’t imagine anyone who would be better than a cloned self.” 

	She smiled and stood a little taller. I was fascinated with her growth. She had become a confidant to me, more so than Baba since I’d learned she had been talking to Mr. Forsinth about everything I have said and done. She stood a little while longer before excusing herself. She didn’t say much else, but I knew she had duties to deal with while thinking upon ideas for the zviera. 

	She left just as Radek came in. “Fanya, we need to talk.”

	“About what?”

	 “I think we should get married. I know Lukas will be in soon to offer the same thing. He and Miro have already decided that you should get married. He had been the chosen partner that was to be offered to you upon completion of your trials. I know I wasn’t chosen, but . . . I want to offer me as an option.” 

	He had come in so brass and bold, but by the end of the speech, his shoulders had drooped, and his gaze had fallen to the floor. For myself, I noticed my breathing had increased tenfold. I searched his face to see how serious he was about his offer. Mom telling me I needed a husband flashed back to my mind, but I never realized it would come to this. 

	“Is this what you and Lukas were arguing about after my announcement?” 

	He nodded, anxiousness etched on his face. 

	“Can I think about it?” 

	I knew it was not the answer that he wanted. Marriage wasn’t something I was looking for at the moment, but if it was going to be pushed on me, I needed to make the choice for myself. Lukas and Radek both had their own pros and cons, and I needed to make a smart decision. 

	“Yes, but I wouldn’t wait too long. I heard through others that you will be asked to make a decision after your birthday and then make a public announcement of your upcoming nuptials.” 

	This was news to me, and it probably showed on my face. “Umm . . . I will give you my answer come tomorrow night.” 

	He turned to leave but stopped. His hand rested lightly on the doorknob, hesitating to open the door, he turned back to me. “Fanya, I know I may not be ideal, I’m not as good looking as Lukas, but I will be a loyal partner. I want to help you in your dreams, while not telling you exactly what to do.” 

	“Radek . . .” Standing, I made my way to him and placed my hand on his chest, felt his heart beating. 

	He had been there for me in the scariest part of my life. He had always been there for me, and here he was again, giving himself to my cause and my needs. I didn’t have to ask if he loved me because the answer wouldn’t matter to him. He would do what he thought was best for me. Before I could finish my sentence, he leaned in for a soft, sweet kiss. 

	He pulled away and looked me in the eyes. “Tomorrow,” he said before opening the door and leaving. 

	Love, marriage, zvieras, clones, Queen, councils, and riots. Whispers of riots, I suppose, but still, it’s out there. Words, all words, meant nothing and everything simultaneously. Panic liked to creep in and hide around corners waiting for me to drop my guard. But I couldn’t, because if I let even one wall down, they would all fall.  Just as I had returned to my desk, there was another knock. 

	“Come in.” 

	“I have your morning snack, and possibly an idea. Also, Lukas is here requesting to speak to you alone.” Vira stood, waiting for guidance. 

	“Let him in. I’ll take the snacks now, and you can return when Lukas leaves, and we will discuss your idea then.” I smiled. 

	She brought in the cart, followed by Lukas. He was handsome, strong and—cloned or not—had always been loyal to me. Although, my trust was slightly tainted due to Baba being a rat, nothing Lukas had ever done had made me think he was a spy. I watched as he made a methodical approach to sitting in a chair directly across from me, and crossed his hands behind his head, before rethinking this position and placing them on his thighs. He cleared his throat several times and readjusted his hands. 

	“How is everything?” I asked, semi-amused by his nervousness simply because it was out of character for him. 

	“It’s good. I actually came here to ask you a question. It was brought to my attention by both your mother and brother that marriage is something that you have been contemplating. I heard that prior to your coronation you had been picked to be my wife. I know the council doesn’t always choose spouses, but they do have to approve each coupling . . .”

	“Before you finish, I know why you are here. I will tell you as I told Radek not ten minutes ago, I will give you my decision by tomorrow evening.” 

	“Radek?” He fretted his eyebrows, showing confusion at my statement. “What does Radek have to do with this?” 

	“He just offered to marry me, too . . .” 

	“What?” His voice filled the room. 

	“Calm your voice, Lukas.” 

	“Sorry, Your Highness.” His flat affect was directly in correlation to his insult of the title used. 

	His proposal was the complete opposite of Radek’s. I sighed. I needed to find Baba to verify what they were telling me. If I had to choose for real, these two would definitely be my top choices. I knew Miro and Mom endorsed Lukas, but I didn’t want to choose him or not choose him simply based on this knowledge. 

	“Lukas, this is a big decision. I appreciate your offer, and I will tell you tomorrow. That is the best that I can do right now. Whomever I choose will be King, and I need to make sure they aren’t just good for me but also the community. I’m sure you can understand that, right?”

	“I do.” He paused. “Is the fact that I’m a clone a reason for the hesitation?”

	His words felt like a slap in my face. “Seriously, Lukas? It hurts my feelings that you would even think that. Hasn’t everything that I’ve said and/or done proven that I am not judging any clones?” 

	“Yes, but at the same time, you are stopping the cloning, as well as looking at ways to revert us.” 

	“I am giving each of you a choice. Have you ever met your zviera, though? Have you looked into his eyes to see the sadness he possesses? Because I have with Dobra’s. I love you and her both, but that doesn’t negate the fact that you are a clone and it affects the real you.”

	“You love me?” He smirked. 

	I rolled my eyes. “That’s what you heard in everything I just said? I love all my friends, don’t get too smug.” 

	“So, tomorrow then?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“Can I stay for snacks?” His cheeks lifted, and his eyes were back to playful. 

	“Sure, Baba always fixes more than I will ever eat.” 

	I pulled off the covering to find a full platter of fruit. I loved fruit, and apparently so did Lukas, because he clapped. His reaction made me laugh. I handed him a plate. I took my fill of pears, bananas, and berries. The only thing that would have made this snack plate better would have been cheese. 

	“Baba makes the best food.” 

	“Mmm hmmm.” I agreed, unable to talk due to having a full mouth. 

	Another knock on the door brought Baba in with a message for Lukas. He was needed at the lab for paperwork. He grabbed a few more pieces of fruit before leaving. I watched him leave, his walk was a little more relaxed than when he came in. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Baba watching me watch him. 

	“Baba, please stay. I need to ask you a few questions.” 

	“As you wish. May I sit, though, I’m tired.” 

	“Yes, of course. You never have to ask.” 

	“Thank you. What can I help you with, Fanya?” 

	“Is it true what the guys said? That I am going to be made to choose a husband by my birthday?” 

	“Yes. Although, if you don’t choose, they will choose for you.” 

	“Who’s ‘they’?” 

	“Mr. Forsinth, myself, and your mother, of course.” 

	“Of course.” I leveled my voice to hide the anger seething inside me. 

	“If there is nothing else, I think I shall excuse myself.” 

	“Actually, Baba. I think you should get your things. I will no longer be in need of your services. I cannot surround myself with people who do not have my best interest in mind. You running to my mother and Mr. Forsinth with every new information does not bode well for me. I was made Queen for my ability to make observations. How am I to lead our community into the future while waiting to see if some council is going to swoop in and undermine my every move?” 

	“Fanya, don’t be too hasty with your decisions . . .” Her chin quivered. 

	“Baba, I am never hasty.” 

	“Please . . .  I provide for my family with this job.” 

	“Very well. I will give you a month off with pay, we’ll reevaluate your position at that time. It will be between you and me. No one has to know anything other than you needed a vacation. That’s the best I can offer right now because I really can’t have you reporting every move I make.” 

	“I am not happy, but if that’s the best you’ll offer, I guess I have no other option but to take it. I will get my stuff and leave this evening. To whom should I give all the keys and lists of daily things to do to?”

	“Vira and the other girls will split the duties for the next month until we can come to a compromise or we find someone who can replace you permanently.” 

	“May I leave now?” 

	“Yes.” 

	She didn’t make any comments or noise as she left. I knew the house wouldn’t run the same without her, but I needed to know that my staff was loyal to me. I had enough against me outside of these walls, I didn’t need to worry about every move I made in my personal space. I could feel the panic of the aftermath moving in. I needed to settle my nerves and decide who I was going to marry. Because I wasn’t leaving it to them.

	Marriage was something I used to dream about often. I wanted a love like Mom and Dad had, with a large family. Now, it seemed more like another check on the list of things I was being told I had to do. I was Queen, why didn’t I get to make these decisions for myself. I knew if things went like “normal” trials used to go, I would have trained for a year, and then been given a chance to date a variety of guys of the council’s choosing if I didn’t already have someone I loved, and finally, have a chance to marry whom I wanted. Everything now seemed rushed and dictated. 

	“Fanya . . .?”

	I looked up to see Vira standing in the entry of the door. She looked as scared as I was feeling. 

	“Come in.” 

	“Baba said you gave her a vacation. I am to run the house? Fanya, I don’t know if I can do that. I’m not ready. What if I do things wrong . . .”

	“Vira, the other girls are going to help you. I promise I won’t get too bad if we have to make adjustments. Don’t worry about that right now, though. You said you had a plan for the zviera, let’s focus on that. That’s a better distraction than trying to decide who I am going to marry.”

	“Marry?” Her eyes lit up like she’d just entered a fairytale. “I think you should pick Lukas. He’s dreamy.” 

	I chuckled. “While I won’t disagree about the dreamy side of him, there’s more to a husband than looks. Now, zvieras . . .”

	“Okay, but afterward can we talk husbands?” She looked like she was about to clap. 

	“Fine, come in and sit down. Give me your ideas.” 

	“What if we had a center where they all lived. Care-takers, procedures, safe and clean places for them to live. I know my zviera is well cared for, but not all of them are. If the lives of the clones are dependent upon the health of the zvieras, then shouldn’t they be safe and well-cared for?”

	“I agree. Do you have any ideas on who could run this new place? Where would the land come from, what kind of designs that might work?” 

	“I don’t.” Her face fell. 

	“Don’t be disappointed. I think it’s an excellent idea. We just need to get a team together to start to build on this idea. Would you like to sit on the council?”

	“Yes, very much so.” She grinned from ear to ear with excitement. 

	“Good, then it’s settled.” 

	“So, we can talk marriage now?” she beamed.

	“I suppose we might as well. I have until tomorrow to make a decision.” 

	“Let’s make a pro/con list for each.” 

	“I started a mental list for each already. The only con for Radek I can think right now is that I fear Lukas will think I didn’t choose him because he’s a clone. The only con I can think of for Lukas is that he might not be able to be diplomatic enough for what I need in a husband and what the community needs as a King.” 

	“Can I give you my opinion?” 

	“Please do.” 

	I was desperate. Typically, I would have asked Mom about these things, but apparently, she and Miro already thought Lukas was the better choice. They didn’t know Radek like I did. I could feel the blood flooding my face with the memory of the kiss as he left earlier. I had not kissed Lukas, but I didn’t think that needed to be a part of the consideration. 

	“Lukas is handsome, and he has an air about him that makes him look like a natural born leader. However, I also think that he can be a loose cannon sometimes. He seems to get angry easily and let his emotions get the better of him. Not that that’s always bad, I’ve seen how he looks at you.” 

	“What about Radek?” 

	“Radek is definitely a constant. He was there with you during your survival, wasn’t he? He looks at you just like Lukas does. I don’t know that everyone will accept him as king as easily as they would Lukas, just because of who Lukas’ family is, but that’s not a bad thing. You need balance. I don’t think you could go wrong with either choice. I think it will come down to who you want to spend the rest of your life dealing with day in and day out.” 

	“Hence, the problem. I like them both well enough. I think both have great assets to offer and believe that both could make great leaders beside me. I also know that if I choose one and not the other, our dynamics will change forever, and that’s not something I’m looking forward to.”

	“So, what are you going to do?” 

	Groaning, I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. I honestly had no idea what I was going to do.  This felt like something from a storybook, not my real life. Vira sat quietly, letting me have my moment. Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes and leveled my eyes back to her. 

	“I don’t know.” I shrugged. 

	“I’m very glad to not be in your shoes,” she sighed wistfully. 

	“Thanks,” I smirked. 

	“I’ll leave you to your business.”

	Turning back to the files on my desk, I spent hours looking through the trials research, outcomes and basis of creation. Hours of research led me to one conclusion, the trials were basically torture. The practice of watching the dreams and nightmares of the children was intrusive, and I wondered how much of that may have led to the fear and anxiety that the former leaders had found as bad genetics. I remembered always being afraid that when I slept each of my dreams would be used against me. The trials needed to be ended too, but I knew making massive changes so close together would only entice the crowds into more severe rioting. 

	Getting out a notepad, I made a list of the things I would be changing and dates that would work best for the community without upsetting the balance too much at once. I decided that the next significant change would be the center for the zviera. I couldn’t wait to see my Dobra again.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Birthday Eve had arrived. The moment of truth. I had to tell one of the guys that they were chosen to be my husband, my partner for life, and the king. Most of the morning, I paced my floor. Vira had brought breakfast, but my nerves made it impossible to eat. The food sat cooling on the tray. 

	“Fanya . . .” Vira came in looking whiter than a ghost. 

	“What’s the matter?” 

	“Apparently there has been some unrest in the community this morning. Some of the members seem to be very upset that some of the leaders of departments are clones.” 

	“Are Radek and Lukas aware of this?” 

	She nodded. 

	“Well, for now, that’s all we can do. However, please contact the news station and let them know I will be making an announcement this evening. Maybe that will cause enough of a distraction for the day that the people will settle.” 

	“Have you made a decision?” 

	“I think I have. If you’ll excuse me, I will be showering. I need to calm my nerves before meeting with each of the guys.” 

	“Yes ma’am.” 

	As she shut the door, the reality of my choices rushed over me. Baba had her flaws, but she had always been honest with me. I had not made the decision in haste, but maybe it wasn’t the best decision. She could give me guidance that wasn’t necessarily what I wanted to hear, but what I needed to hear. What if my choice was wrong? What if the community didn’t approve of my choice. Would my current hold on them deteriorate? Did I even care if I was ousted as Queen? 

	The hot water did little to clear my mind or relax the tension in my body. I decided that wasting any more time in there was useless, I got out and put on the stylish pantsuit Vira had laid out for me to wear. Looking in the mirror, I again missed Baba and her skills with my hair. Sighing, I twisted both sides before pulling the rest back into a low ponytail. It was still wet because I didn’t have time, or the patience, to deal with drying it before I was to meet with the guys. 

	Back in my room, I scanned for the shoes Vira had chosen. Thankfully, she laid out comfortable shoes. Slipping them on, I made my way to the dining room. Vira was out, so one of the other girls brought me in a second breakfast that wasn’t cold. Sitting at the table, I wished I was home. Our kitchen was also so cheery. Mom would be cooking, and I would sit at the table chatting with her. She never let me help. I wondered now if it was because she knew I would never need to cook. A knock on the door brought me back to the room. Vira came in with Tierney close behind. 

	“Can I have a moment of your time?”

	“Tierney . . .” I chided her for thinking I would ever not have time for her. Vira nodded and left us in private.

	“Miro said you were to make a choice of a husband tonight.”

	“Yes.” 

	“Can I give a bit of unsolicited advice?” She paused waiting for me to agree for her to continue. 

	I nodded. 

	“Try your best to extend the wedding as long as possible. While a royal wedding might be a good distraction from the unrest we are seeing right now, I don’t think it is a smart idea. You are just now showing your hand as Queen. You want them to see you as the monarch. If you marry, some might see you as weak and decide that your husband, the King, would need more power than you are willing to admit he will have.” 

	“I could also just not name him King. He could be a Prince or something.” 

	“Is that fair to either of them though?” she asked.

	“Fair?” I scoffed. “Look around, Tierney, is any of this fair?”

	With a grim look on her face, she shook her head. She knew I was right. Nothing about my situation was fair. Each day had a new revelation of another secret. I was in a new trial, one that I couldn’t see an end to.

	“Do you know who you are going to choose?” 

	“Yes. I plan to tell him tonight.” 

	“Who’s him?” 

	“I have decided to mar—” 

	A massive explosion rocked the room, knocking us to the floor. Another and another hit. Radek and Lukas came running into the room. They hunkered down around Tierney and me until finally there was a break.

	“Your Highness, we must leave.” A soldier I didn’t recognize commanded. 

	I turned to correct him for the use of my official title when I realized that behind them were a number of soldiers ready to protect me. Some of the staff members were standing there crying. Vira was being held up by one of the boys in uniform. Blood streaming for her arm and leg.

	“Vira, are you okay?” 

	Standing to see how she was doing made me woozy. Without notice, everything went black. I felt arms wrap around me. I heard a loud commotion and felt like I was floating. I knew subconsciously I was being carried, but I couldn’t make sense of anything else. 

	“Fanya, are you okay?” 

	The voice asked, close to my ears. The hot air from the whisper tickled. I tried to speak, but no noise came out, just a sob. Everything was just too much. 

	“Shhh shhh. Don’t cry. We need you to stand up strong and tall. We are leaving your quarters and heading to your mom’s house. It’s safer there, the riots haven’t made it out that far.” 

	I recognized the voice as Lukas’. Taking time to open my eyes, I nodded. He lowered my feet to the ground and helped steady me. Once he was sure I was okay, he removed the arm that had been wrapped behind my back. I looked around at the faces that surrounded me. They were streaked with tears, and fear filled the room. 

	“I will not leave. This is my home. I will not let those rioting scare me from my position. Take me to the news station instead, please. Make sure the announcement is broadcasted to every TV, on every station, and in the open, public venues. I will be heard.” 

	“As you wish,” Radek’s words came through clenched teeth. He apparently disagreed with my decision, but with a room full of people, he could not defy me. 

	With a commanding voice, Lukas led half of the group to the front, Radek stayed with Tierney and me in the middle and commanded the remaining troops to follow closely behind. The attacks sounded closer to town now, but still, the violence was undeniable. The walk to the news station did not require me to leave the main building that housed my living quarters, but it was eye-opening to the damage the attacks had already created. Several walls were down, and others had windows that had imploded. The sight fueled my anger. 

	At the news station, everyone bowed at my entrance, but I didn’t have the time to deal with civilities and rituals. 

	“Please, get the live feed up and streaming.” I turned to Tierney and had her straighten my hair. “It’s too bad I don’t have my crown for this.”

	“Your Highness, we have a crown in the main office that was presented to us in case of such an occasion.” One of the cameramen stated. 

	“Retrieve it for me.” 

	“Yes, Your Highness.” He didn’t hesitate under my command and was back in no time with a simple crown. 

	Tierney helped me place the crown on my head. She tried to wipe some of the smudge and dust off my face. 

	“Leave it. I want them to see I am not exempt from these attacks.” 

	“We’re ready.” 

	Standing in front of the camera, I straightened my shoulders and made eye contact with the lens as if it had a face. “Hello, my dear citizens. I am here to tell the rioters that your behavior is unacceptable. You have attacked with malice and without understanding. You are doing more harm than good and lending credence to the elders that their system worked better than the one we are trying to build. You have shamed me in your actions and have attacked my home, hurting people in my household that I hold dear. Repercussions will be swift and harsh. Quit these attacks now, and I will show leniency. Continue, and I promise you will not like the outcome.” 

	Before I could finish my speech, the building went dark. Everyone scrambled to get the electricity back. Radek, Lukas, and a handful of soldiers rushed to my side to ensure that during the blackout I would be safe. Noises filled the room as more chaos broke out. When the lights finally returned, there was a silence as everyone read the message that had somehow been written on the wall directly across from where I was standing. 

	“Chosen or not, clones will not be allowed to exist. Prepare for The Riots, Your Highness. Your trials have just begun.”  
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	The End
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One

	 

	Surrounded by my guards, I read the words a second time, observing the haste evident in the writing. There hadn’t been much time while the lights were out. I glanced around the room, noting any places the guilty could have exited and realized they must have been in the room before it went dark . . . and may still be hiding. 

	I wasn’t going to hunt them down. No. I would stand tall, as I have done since being thrust into this unwanted position. Taking a deep breath, I decided on my next move. Straightening my shoulders, I stood tall and gave the command to get the TV’s back up and running. 

	Smoke filled the room from outside, and I could hear chaos echoing in from the streets. I had survived the first set of trials I faced. I was determined to survive this one, too. I would not stand for violence. I didn’t care how unhappy my citizens were with where we were currently, attacks would not be tolerated. 

	“Do you think it’s best to go live right now, my Queen?” Radek’s words were flat. Radek, the one who has been with me since our original trials was questioning me out of concern more than disapproval of my decision. 

	I was sure he was unhappy that I hadn’t announced whom I had chosen to marry. I had every intention of announcing my choice and the upcoming plans for the wedding. I thought it might buy some time, but as the attack showed, it was obviously not the time or the place to worry about a wedding. If I was indeed going to the be the ruler, I needed to start doing things as best as I saw fit, and maybe consider establishing a council of people from all areas who help provide guidance on decisions to ensure that what will be done is best for the whole. 

	“I think people need to see I am safe.” I leveled my gaze to his. “And I have a message for those who need to hear it most.” 

	With tight lips and a hard expression in his eyes, he simply nodded. 

	Behind me, a cameraman said they were ready. I glanced to him and nodded to acknowledge. I had to show a strong leader, not one who ran away from threats. Although, it had not escaped me that whomever painted the threat was, at one point, in the room with me. Looking around at each of the people in the room, none seemed to set off alarms. 

	“Queen Fanya, you’re live,” the cameraman whispered. 

	From where I stood, I greeted the citizens again. I was sure I looked a mess with disheveled hair and black soot smudged on my face. Knowing the camera would follow me, I walked to where the words were painted in red on the wall. I placed one hand on the already dry writing. I read the words aloud to no one in particular then stared at the letters, thankful it was paint and not blood. 

	I turned to face the camera, looking dead on. “These words are for me. I do not bow to threats. Riots are coming, then so are repercussions. I will not be bullied into discriminating any of the citizens in this country. I am working on a solution that will be beneficial to the whole of our country. You can either plan to be a part of this revolutionary work, or you will be placed in the group of rioters with consequences. The choice is yours.” 

	The camera light turned off, and the fear of my position slipped in. I stopped, looked around at those in the room with me and nodded. I was Queen. I was a teenager. I was alone in a room surrounded by people. People who were supposed to be my team, yet none had much to offer in the moment. The mood was somber.

	“Now what?” Tierney asked, looking around for guidance.  She had been with me for such a long time, I worried she was going to start missing my brother soon. I knew I did, yet she stayed here with me, and I loved her for it.

	Lukas stepped over to me, placing his hand on my arm. “If you agree, we would like to move you to the safe house. From there, you can lead as you see fit without fear of being attacked.” 

	“Is Vira to come with me? Tierney?” I asked.

	“They can, yes, but we want to limit how many people know where you are located.” Harshness made his words final.  

	“Do I have time to get my things?” I requested.

	“We will send someone to gather everything, for now it would be best to get you to safety, Your Highness.” Radek’s coldness toward me continued, and it hurt. 

	“Let’s go,” I sighed in defeat. 

	I didn’t have it in me to fight him about any of this right now. My head was pounding. Fear that I would fail our country, these people in the room, the clones and zvieras cascaded over me. Before we even got to the door, Tierney was by my side, looping her arm through mine. We were escorted to a car that looked to be made of old tank parts. In the back, Tierney climbed in and Lukas and Radek got in up front. The seats were hot from having been in the sun, but I didn’t care, the warmth was somehow relaxing. I didn’t move far from Tierney. Her presence was comforting, and I was glad she was there with me. 

	“Is Vira okay?” I asked, trying to remember the last time I had seen her. I was so used to her being at my side, helping making everyday decisions for me, that I missed her dearly already. I was concerned for her out of friendship and not because she was a maid. 

	“She will be. We sent her to a private doctor for care to avoid any attack on her since she’s a clone.” Lukas’s anger seethed through his words. 

	“What about the other clones and what about the zvieras? Is there someone somewhere that has a count on them all? Until we can come up with a solution, we need to ensure they are all safe,” I insisted. 

	As I was asking, I flashbacked to my trials, and I knew Eliska had known one or two of the zviera because she was feeding them. Also, what about the upwalkers? Where they part of this government’s internal cover up? 

	“I’m sure we can ask Dobra.” Radek didn’t turn to face me with the suggestion. 

	“Fine, get with her, and let me know. She is not to come to the safe house.” My words were not to be questioned. I couldn’t bear to see her face right now. 

	“I do want you to bring me Eliska,” I added. “Even if you have to blindfold her to keep her from knowing my whereabouts.” 

	“What about Miro?” Tierney asked. 

	I watched as Lukas gave a side-glance to Radek who seemed to tense up. Miro was a clone, sure, but he wasn’t a danger to me. Tierney was looking at me expectantly, but I didn’t have an answer. 

	“Let’s get settled first, and we’ll make sure he is safe,” Radek answered for me. 

	Tierney nodded, but didn’t look happy with the suggestion. I wondered if Radek and Lukas knew something we didn’t. 

	The ride to the safe house was long. We had gone past the Center, and back toward what felt like the area of my trials. The stress of everything was coursing through me, and I yawned. 

	Radek turned, his gaze softened slightly. “Why don’t you rest, Fan? It’ll be a while before we get to the location.” 

	I nodded, fighting back tears.  How much of these attacks and releases of secrets, dramatic changes to how we knew reality, how much of it had already been planned when I was being thrown into this position with the expectation to lead. Although, I was sure it was in hopes that I would fail miserably. Closing my eyes, I leaned my head against the window, letting the coolness of the glass and the vibration from the road lull me into a rest. Thoughts about riots and violence filled my mind. Panic was real even in my resting state. The only comfort came when I remembered Yakue. 

	I missed her and wondered about the others in her clan. Surely, they were not just the aftereffects of Chernobyl. I needed to remember to ask Tierney in private when I was awake. She would know the answer or know who to ask. Maybe Eliska would know. I wasn’t sure why dream me felt like the answer to this was more important than solving the riots, but something was tugging at my subconscious. The rocking of the car eventually lulled me to sleep. 
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	I was woken up by the car coming to a stop. I was still half asleep, but I looked around and saw a building that looked like an ancient fortified castle from our history books. The wonders of the building were astounding. There was even a moat around the outside and what looked to be a draw bridge. The stress of the day had become too much, and I started giggling. The stares from the other three were so incredulous that they only fueled the fatigued laughter coming from me. 

	“I think she’s in shock.” Lukas’s face showed true concern. 

	“I’m sorry,” I sputtered, trying to stop the giggles. I held my hand up signaling I would explain. “It’s just . . . I’m a Queen . . . and this is an actual castle.” The giggles began again. 

	Tierney shook her head, clearly still uncertain if I was okay, while Radek and Lukas looked at each other unsure what they should do. I finally managed to get myself under control, but I didn’t feel like explaining it further. If they couldn’t find the humor in my safe house being an actual castle that stuck out like a sore thumb, I wasn’t about to try to explain it to them. 

	“There have been a group of workers dedicated to getting this ready for use just in case something like this ever happened. It’s fairly up to date with a few luxuries, but mainly it’s just comfortable enough to live in.” Radek explained.

	“How many people can it house?” I asked, biting my lip to keep from smiling again. 

	“Close to ten, if necessary,” Lukas responded. 

	“There’s us four for now,” Radek added. “With Vira putting us at five once she is healed. We can discuss the other five when the time comes. For now, can we please get inside the walls where it is actually safe?” he huffed. 

	We crossed the drawbridge after parking, and I glanced down to notice there wasn’t water in the moat area, but it looked to have been recently cleaned and reinforced in preparations of being filled when the time came. It looked as if workers had been taking time to clear out old trash and weeds as well as patching up old holes in the stonework of the moat walls so that it could be filled. 

	Once across the bridge, Radek pulled a lever causing the walkway to raise. I shook my head. I just couldn’t see how no one else found humor in the irony of my situation. We hadn’t had a monarchy in several centuries, so I wasn’t able to guess how old this castle really was, or where we even were. 

	“Tierney, do you know where we are in proximity to the center?” I whispered, as we followed behind the guys. 

	They were pointing out things and describing what was what, but I wasn’t listening. I figured I could go exploring with Tierney later. I wanted to know how close to Chernobyl we were to know if I might have a chance at finding the upwalkers again. I knew they weren’t too happy with us when they found out Yakue was helping, but I had to have answers.

	“I think we’re about ten miles out of Chernobyl. Far enough that we won’t be affected by the radiation, but close enough that the rioters could get a read if they used any tracking devices. Why?” 

	I shook my head. “I’ll explain later. We better catch up and listen to where they’re taking us right now.” 

	She knitted her brow, confused as to why I wouldn’t tell her in front of the guys, but she didn’t ask any further questions. The guys were just heading up the stairs when we finally got close enough to hear what they were saying. 

	“Up here is the living quarters for you, Fanya. Tierney, you will have a space up here as well.” 

	“Where are you staying?” she asked. 

	“Back in the soldier’s quarters we pointed to earlier.” 

	“Gotcha.” She put two thumbs up, and when they turned back around, she looked at me and shrugged. I bit back a giggle; certain we would be able to find them once they left us. 

	The first room we came to had a bed, a sitting area, and a bathroom. It was decent sized with old world décor. If I didn’t have to worry about how things were back in the city, I would be fascinated with this place. 

	“Tierney, this is your room,” Radek pointed. 

	“I’d like to follow you to where Fanya is going to be, so I can find her again later when I need to.” 

	I knew Tierney well, and could tell she was fighting back a smirk as she requested to continue with the tour that we had only started to attend. Neither looked pleased, but Lukas nodded and led the way down a long stone hall. It was quite warm in the building despite having little way of heating from what I could see. There were barely any windows which could help, and only one other door at the end of the hallway.

	“This is your room, Fanya.” Lukas smiled. 

	It was the first kind face either of them had made since before the first bomb went off.  I returned the favor and stepped through the door he had opened for me. The room was black and pink and the bed from my mother’s home sat against one wall. Tears filled my eyes, and I forgot what I was thinking about completely. The space wasn’t overly grand, but it was warm and cozy. I was grateful for the thought that had been put into helping me feel comfortable. 

	Connected to the bedroom was a bathroom and a walk-in closet that was currently sparsely filled as most of my belongings were back at the city. A simple thank you was all I could manage, for fear the tears would start and never stop. 

	“We’ll excuse ourselves now, so you have time to clean up and rest before we eat,” Radek spoke. 

	“Tierney, please stay for a moment,” I spoke up before they could take her away. 

	“Of course,” she replied. 

	The guys nodded and left us to be alone. I waited until the door was closed, and then moved her to the sitting area near the fireplace. I was hoping the roar of the fire would help disguise what we were about to discuss. 

	“Why are you being so secretive, Fan?” Her eyes grew large. 

	I leaned closer to her. “Do you know anything about the upwalkers?” 

	“I know what they are, but not much else, why?” 

	“I think we need to find out as much about them as we can. I have a theory, but I don’t want to make it known until we can get some facts.” 

	“What’s this have to do with the riots and quelling them?” She was leaning in now, too. 

	“I think if we can find out what they are and what happened to create them, we may be able to come up with a solution for the zvieras and clones that will be agreeable to the masses.” 

	Or, at least, I hope. I thought. 

	“Well, I’ll do what I can to help, but I think we should have Miro here. He might know something, as well as your mom,” she pointed out. 

	“I’ll see if we can bring them here.” 

	“You’re the Queen, Fanya. You don’t see about things; you have things done.” 

	Her frustration was understandable. I should be able to clap and things be done, but since I wasn’t being given all the details, I could only do so much. Her comment made me decide that I was going to form the council for sure now, and that I would have them report to me daily on the happenings in the country. I couldn’t be expected to make educated decisions if I wasn’t being given the facts as soon as they were available. 

	“I’m going to bathe and change. Please have Radek and Lukas be aware that after we eat, we will be having a family meeting.” 

	She nodded and left without further comments. She was not my maid, and I knew I shouldn’t have asked her to deliver the message, but I was too tired to dwell on etiquette at the moment. I wanted to be clean. I had dirt, grime, and dried blood on me. My dress was covered in soot and ripped. My crown was nowhere to be found. 
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Two

	 

	Wandering around my new home made me realize that Tierney and I should have paid more attention to what the boys were showing us when we arrived. I was safe with finding Tierney’s room to meet her so we could go down to eat, but downstairs was quite large and laid out almost like a maze. Tierney’s eyes widened with each turn we made, none of them leading to the dining hall. 

	Finally, we heard the boys’ voices and followed them until we found our intended destination. The table was old and elegant. It looked to be handcrafted from a dark wood with intricate designs carved into the legs and edges of the table. The chairs were oversized with grand arms as if they were carved from one piece of wood. The room was stone like the outside, but somehow it still felt cozy. 

	“Hey, glad you found the place,” Radek smirked. 

	“Yeah, we probably should’ve paid more attention,” Tierney laughed. 

	“Care to tell us what had you two distracted?” Lukas asked, arching an eyebrow at us. 

	“After we eat, I’ll explain. I want to talk as a family about some things.” I tried to sound like I wasn’t bossing, but I didn’t want further questions while I was hungry. 

	Apparently, the house came with a staff, because before long there was food being brought out by people that were not my staff from the other living quarters. These staff members didn’t address me in any manner, they didn’t speak unless asked a question, and they didn’t linger in the room. One thing was for sure, this meant I wasn’t going to have to listen to their opinions about how and what I should do as Queen. Which made me want to ask their opinions even more. 

	Dinner was quiet as we all were busy eating. The meal wasn’t overly excessive, but the cooking was delicious. There was veal, potatoes, and a homemade soup with fresh bread. They served water only, but after the day I’d had, I was happy with anything. After the main course, the staff came through to clear the table before bringing out milk and chocolate cookies. Tierney and I locked eyes and smiled. This was a treat . . . an extravagant treat. Even the boys looked excited. Plus, it prolonged having to have any serious conversations that we needed to have, so I made the treat last. 

	“I haven’t had chocolate in a long time.” Tierney rubbed her belly. 

	“You’re helping her stall . . .” Lukas stared at her.

	“Maybe.” She grinned. 

	“I do have a few things I want to discuss and some questions for each of you. But I ask that you each let me say or ask what I need to, and I request that you provide me with answers and not more questions. I’ll try to explain what I can as I go, but some things might not make sense to everyone. Okay?”  I looked at each of them for agreement. 

	“Fine,” Radek and Lukas said in unison. 

	Tierney, still eating just nodded. 

	“First, I want to build a council of people from all areas to help me consider the best decisions possible for the country as a whole. To do that, I may need people that aren’t necessarily on my side with everything. I want honest suggestions.” 

	“We can gather a list of names and get them to you by tomorrow,” Radek spoke first. 

	“Next, I want to know everything about the fighting. I know you two are the leaders of the army, but I want to be in the know. I don’t want any moves made without me knowing first.”

	“Why?” Lukas’s tone wasn’t rude, but it cautious. 

	“Because, if I am to make decisions about this country that will be best for the masses, then I need to be in the know.”

	“Very well.” Lukas looked resigned. 

	“Next, I need Eliska as soon as possible. I have a theory about the upwalkers.” I looked at Radek, who’s eyes widen with interest. “I think they may have some answers about the zvieras and clones.” 

	“We will get her first thing in the morning,” Radek agreed. 

	“Lastly, I would like Vira to live here, Miro with Tierney, Dobra, and my mom.” 

	“Can we talk about Miro and your mom, first.” Lukas side-glanced at Tierney. 

	“Whatever you have to say, you can say in front of Tierney. It’s her family, too,” I stated. 

	Tierney looked anxious but didn’t make an effort to leave. 

	“Miro and your mom are suspected to be involved with the rioters,” Lukas informed me. 

	“What makes you think this?” My heart was pounding so loud I could hear it in my ears. 

	My mother had raised me to be good and kind. My brother had been my biggest support even though he was a clone, and he was married to the best friend I’ve had lately. These were people thought to be rioters? How? How had it gotten so bad that my own brother and mother were against me?

	“They have been seen in the company of the ones who are known rioters. We are investigating further to see if they knew what was happening before we can confirm. But until then, we would prefer they not know where you are. I hope you understand,” Radek added, his expression grim. 

	“How could they . . .” Tierney’s eyes welled up and her lip quivered. 

	“I don’t know.” I felt angry more than anything. I was sad, too, and to be honest . . . almost relieved. Not because they were involved but because maybe, just maybe, they were on my side just on the down low.

	“I know that was hard to hear, but we have to think about your safety. As much as the rioters are against the clones, we don’t think it’s you so much as the title. Lukas was leaning toward me now.

	“I understand. I don’t know how much I agree, but I understand.”  My head was starting to hurt. 

	“I guess I do, too,” Tierney said, wiping tears from her face. 

	“I’m sorry.” Radek’s words were tight as he pushed away from the table and left the room.  His apology, as well as his stone expression, confused me. He had always been upfront and honest with me without worrying about feelings. His words seemed almost distant now. 

	I looked at Lukas who shrugged. He made a move to go. 

	“No, let me,” I offered. 

	“You sure?” he asked. 

	“Yes.” 

	I was sure it wasn’t very far from either of their minds that I still had not divulged the choice of who I was going to pick to marry. However, I didn’t have to share that with them right now. 

	Outside of the dining room, I followed the sound of Radek’s footsteps. Around the corner, I found him arguing with himself. I debated interrupting him. He was running his hands through his hair, pacing back and forth. 

	“I can see you standing there.” Radek paused his pacing but didn’t look at me. 

	“What’s wrong?” I approached slowly. 

	“None of this was part of the plan.” Anger radiated from him.

	“What are you talking about?” I stepped closer and lowered my voice. 

	“The rioters. They promised me it would be small. Just enough to shake things up.” 

	“Wait. You knew this was going to happen?” I hissed and stepped even closer to him. 

	“You were ruining things, Fanya! You were letting clones survive. We needed you to make a decision!” His voice was loud enough for the entire castle to hear. 

	“So, you let people get hurt? Because of clones? What about Lukas and Vira? They’re clones. I cannot believe you right now. And you had better lower you voice before you let everyone know you’re a traitor.” I was seething. 

	“You don’t understand.” His voice lowered and his countenance fell. 

	“Then, explain it to me. Tell me why . . . help me understand.” I was still angry. 

	“Yakue, the upwalker, she explained one night when you were sleeping. They were the original clones. Her clan was kicked out of the country when they tried to overturn the government. She said the new clones would eventually try and succeed because they look like you and me.” 

	“I don’t believe that.” 

	“Let your precious Eliska tell you then.” He turned from me and stomped off. 

	This time, I didn’t have it in me to follow him. I was stewing over these revelations. I needed to talk to Tierney to get her thoughts about the situation. I was dumbfounded, honestly, because I thought Radek viewed things the same way I did.

	I made my way back to the dining hall and found Lukas and Tierney sitting awkwardly at the table. 

	I grimaced. “How much did you guys hear?” 

	“Nothing, technically. We heard yelling, but these walls were good with holding back the actual words,” Lukas said. 

	I watched him for a moment to see if I could tell whether or not he was lying. If he had heard what was said, then he would’ve been upset. Nothing about his expression said he knew that Radek was a traitor or that he’d had a part in the riots. I was still reeling from the news myself, but I didn’t think telling Lukas, Radek’s second in command, that he could be the reason we were here. I decided to talk to Tierney first to see what her opinion was. This was even more evidence that I needed to get the council going soon. 

	“We’ll talk more about it later.” I smiled at Lukas, but I’m sure he could tell it was a sad smile. “I think Tierney and I are going to retire and get some girl time in. Today has been exhausting, to say the least.”

	I didn’t glance at Tierney because I knew she was probably staring, wondering what in the world was going on. I felt a little like the chicken in the ancient children’s book worried that the sky was falling on him. Lukas didn’t seem to think anything was out of the ordinary because he just nodded. 

	“I’ll go find Radek and get together the list of names you requested for the council. Can you girls find your rooms again?” he smirked. 

	“I think we’ll be just fine,” Tierney said. 

	He laughed smugly before heading off in the direction I had just came from after hearing Radek’s confession. Tierney looked at me, and I touched my finger to my lips. We walked toward the staircase in silence. I knew she was not going to be happy with the situation after I explained. I needed her to be as far away from Radek as possible. Now, I knew why he was concerned about Mom and Miro. It would seem they likely knew too much about his involvement, and Radek knew they would say something. 

	Upstairs, in Tierney’s room, I made sure the door was closed completely. 

	“What is going on?” Tierney’s wide eyes stared at me. 

	I pulled her over to the seating area, moving in close so no one could overhear us. 

	“Apparently, Radek knew about the bombings. He is part of the resistance because he is against clones.” I wasn’t sure I had even breathed between words. 

	Her eyebrows shot up, and she grabbed my hands. “Are you serious? He can’t stay here if that’s the case. You can’t let him have access to you for your safety. We have to tell Lukas.” 

	“Wait, before we do anything rash, we need to let our emotions settle. This is huge news, and we cannot make decisions on emotions only. Let’s give it a day or two but be aware of our safety at all times. I’m frustrated. I feel like I should have had more training. I truly believe this was the council’s plan because, to them, when I failed it would only make their decisions to continue what they were doing seem correct.”

	Tierney tightened her lips, frowning. “When we fought the government to switch to a monarch, you were not the one in mind. We wanted your mom to run the country. She had great ideas and had the experience. The council would not have it because she wanted to get rid of the clone program. No necessarily the clones themselves. The council wouldn’t even humor the idea. So, they gave us a list of potential people that they would allow to lead the government. You and Radek were the only suitable choices they gave. You beat out Radek during the interview stage and with your keen observations. We didn’t know even who would be chosen. When you walked out as Queen, we were ecstatic. We knew you would be fair and just. What we didn’t expect was how untrained and unprepared you were for the actual job. We also were completely unhappy that they were not going to give you a list of the duties you were expected to be in charge of or have an alliance with those who requested there was a monarch. That’s why we did the bracelets. We wanted you to know you had people on your side.”

	“Radek has a bracelet,” I pointed out. 

	“Yes, he was aware of the consequences, as well, which is why I’m fuming.”

	“Did you know about Mom and Miro?” I asked. 

	My heart felt like it was visibly beating out of my chest. Was Tierney in on all of this, too? And if she was, was she that good of an actor to be shocked about Radek? I had so many questions. 

	“I didn’t. I knew they were doing things when I was visiting with you, but I didn’t know what it was, honestly. Your mom is—was—a strong proponent for stopping the cloning, but she didn’t think it was fair to get rid of the current clones because they weren’t given a choice. Plus, without the science to revert the zvieras back, we would lose most of our society, and she didn’t think that was the answer either.” 

	“I am having Lukas and Radek bring Dobra here tomorrow. We are going to push for her to find the way to reverse the cloning. That way the zviera can live with us. However, I don’t know what that will do for our society. I can’t necessarily ban the clones, right?” 

	I dropped my head to my hands. I sat there taking deep breaths trying to decide what to do. Fear and hiding was not the option. Standing, I startled Tierney.

	“I think I’m going to go to my room. I want to make a list for what I expect from the council. Questions for Eliska and Dobra. No more unpreparedness.” 

	“What can I do to help?” She had remained seated. 

	“I don’t even know.” I felt my shoulders droop with the words.

	I was tired. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally tired. I was angry, too. I waved to her and let myself out of the room. 

	At the end of the hall, I made my way to my room. I trailed my hand against the stone wall. It was cool to touch, but it felt grounding. Tracing the cracks as I made my way to my room, I got lost in my thoughts. 

	Inside my room, I found a pad of paper and a pen. Going to the seating area, I pulled my feet up under me and began a list of things that needed to be done and/or addressed. The list of ideas came out quickly. I felt more prepared than I had in a long time. I sat aside that list and made a list of ideas I thought would improve the country if we were in an ideal situation. It was good to have goals that we could talk with the citizens about working toward. One of the things on top of my list was eliminating the trials.

	The trials were a part of the problem. That was a given. They decided who would advance to adulthood and who would be cloned. While I wasn’t against the current clones, because they didn’t have the choice, I also knew I did not want any more clones created. I remembered looking back at the rojkos during my training and knew what I needed to do.  I wrote a memo to send out declaring an immediate stop of all trials. 

	There would be no more trials. No more dream monitoring. Just no more. We would find another way for the rojkos to find their places in the adult world. Wandering downstairs, I picked a hallway and went with it until I found a soldier also wandering the halls. 

	“Where is Radek?” I asked. 

	“He’s in the living quarters, shall I get him for you?” 

	“Yes, please.” 

	I hadn’t seen this soldier before but that was nothing new. I was used to random soldiers being around my living quarters. I waited in the hall. I could smell smoke from what I assumed was the woodstoves used to heat the massive old castle. I was looking up at the windows and the beautiful stonework that created the cathedral shape. 

	“Fanya?” Radek spoke stiffly. 

	“I have a decree that needs to go out. I am putting an immediate stop to the trials.”

	“Why?”  The long drawn out word exaggerated his question.  

	“It’s the first way I know to stop future clones.”  My tone was matter of fact. 

	“I’ll deliver the message in the morning.” He took the decree from me. 

	“Radek . . .” I touched his arm. 

	He stilled. His eyes met mine, but he didn’t speak. 

	“I’m not sure why you’ve done what you’ve done, but I trust that you’re on my side and will keep me safe.” 

	I felt more like I was pleading more than anything. I wanted to be able to trust him. We survived our trials together. He saw the zvieras, he saw the upwalkers and knew what we had to deal with when they stole Yakue’s baby. I searched his face for some kind of reaction, but he remained stoic. 

	“Do you need anything else?” Radek asked. 

	“No.” My heart felt like it was cracking a little. 

	Walking away, I knew things would be different in this role, but I had no idea how different. Defeated and tired, I returned to my room to continue to work on my list of best outcomes. As I passed by Tierney’s room, I heard what sounded like crying, but I didn’t want to interrupt her. I wasn’t sure I would even be able to help because I felt the same way she did right now.  I resolved myself to my room to spend the remainder of the night planning.  

	 

	 

	 


[image: Image]

	 

	
Three

	 

	I couldn’t sleep. Around one in the morning, I realized any attempts were futile and decided to wander about the castle. Downstairs, I wandered, tracing the stone with my fingers until I came upon a wooden door with the word library inscribed into it. I twisted the knob which squeaked a little, but the door opened without much fuss. Inside, it smelled like old, musty books. I searched but didn’t find any lights. On a table beside the door, there was a lamp and an old school box of matches. 

	Lighting the lamp, I scanned the room. There were stacks of books on shelves all over the room. If I couldn’t sleep, this was going to be the way to spend my time. I chose a shelf at random and walked closer to the read the titles. Some were in a language I didn’t recognize, but some I could read. None of the titles were familiar to me. The one that caught my eye immediately was a book titled Democratic Government of Aslovenia. Aslovenia was the name of the country that split to form ours and Slovia a hundred years ago. 

	Pulling the book off the shelf, I made my way to an overstuffed chair and curled up to read. History was taught in a limited manner in school. Just in the short time I’ve been Queen, I realized that our school—that our parents and our leaders—had withheld so much information about our true history. Maybe this book would give me some guidance.  Turning to the first page, there was a map of the old country and the boundaries. We were only the third top portion near what used to be the Ukraine border, near Chernobyl. I was sure that this castle was also near that border. 

	“The people cannot be led by dictatorship. True democracy comes from a strong monarch that allows its people to have a voice in how the country runs on a daily basis. Fear and rebellion will occur almost always when the people feel they are being controlled or lied to by their trusted leaders.”

	That wasn’t necessarily new information, but it helped reinforce the fact that my idea was going to be better than what was currently happening. I needed a panel of fresh new people, because the ones who had been in the government before weren’t going to be up for taking us into the future. 

	I continued reading. The content was fueling me page after page with ideas for improving this country. I couldn’t wait to talk to Tierney in the morning. I also needed to broadcast a message once again in an effort to try to stop the riots. 

	After some time, the words began to blur, and the light from the candle was dying. Closing the book, I blew out the candle and snuggled up in the chair hoping sleep would find me before morning light. 

	Dreams swirled in my mind about being a loved monarch that led her people to freedom. The upwalkers were there, as was Yakue. Even in my dreams, my heart ached for her. 

	Several times, I stirred from sleep to move because my legs were going numb. Finally, the last time, I gave up. Stretching, I looked around and noticed peaks of light slipping through what must be windows. I made my way over to one of the windows. Opening the drape, light filtered through the room. There were so many books, I gasped.  I heard what sounded like an echo, until I turned to see Radek standing behind me. 

	“Fan, have you been in here all night?” he asked without making eye contact. He was scanning the room full of books like I had done. 

	“Yes. I found a book about the old country.” 

	“Anything interesting in it?” he asked, arching his eyebrow at me. 

	I paused. Remembering that he was helping the rioters and wondered if telling him was the best option. 

	“A little. It was neat to see a map of our country before the split. I didn’t realize how little we are compared to Slovia.” I didn’t lie, but I didn’t share everything. 

	“Really? Can I see the map?” He appeared more curious than anything. 

	I showed Radek the map in the book. He was just as impressed at the size differences as I had been. I hadn't gotten too far into the book to know what else was safe to show him, but I told him he should explore, too. There might be something battle wise that would be of benefit. He nodded and went about wandering around the library. I marked the page I had ended on and continued exploring as well. Since there was light now, I could better see what was available to me. 

	"Do you think the old government knows these books still exist?" Radek asked from somewhere in the back of the room. 

	"I doubt it, or if they do, they never thought a bunch of teenagers would find them," I snorted. 

	He chuckled, too. "I suppose that’s true." 

	"Who does this castle belong to anyway?" I asked, hoping not to sound too suspicious. 

	"Eliska . . ." He paused. "She told me to use it as a strong hold if necessary, when she thought I would become King." 

	I whipped around. "King?" 

	"Not like getting married to you, but when they thought I would be selected leader." 

	"Why didn't you?" I was not happy. 

	He shrugged. "They felt like you fit the job better." 

	"Strange." I stared at him for a few more seconds before turning back to scan the titles in front of me. 

	I knew he knew more than he was letting on, but he wasn't up for telling me. Just another question I would have for Eliska when she showed up later. I was determined that all truths were to be laid on the table if we were going to keep from imploding on ourselves as a country. 

	The first title that warranted further attention looked more like a medical journal than a book. "Science Experiments and Outcomes" was written on the spine of the book. I pulled it and placed it on the table to the left of me so that I could continue scrolling to find books of interest. I was lost in thought when I heard a noise behind me. Tierney and Lukas had walked in. They stood with the same wide-eyed expression as Radek had had when he walked in. 

	"It's magic," Tierney said breathlessly. 

	I giggled. Lukas just nodded and made his way through to the back of the room to see what Radek was scouring for on the shelves. Tierney made her way over to me. 

	"You look how I feel. Did you not sleep?" she asked quietly. 

	"Not much. The sleep I got was in that armchair over there. My mind just can't seem to shut off. I feel the pressure." The weight of the words settled on my shoulders. 

	"What is something I can do to help?" Concerned was etched across her face. 

	"Talk to Miro? Figure out what the rioters want specifically?" I knew that was huge request, but how could I expect to negotiate with them if I didn't know what they wanted. 

	"I can try." She looked as doubtful as I felt about the request. 

	"Right now, I'm hoping some of these books might help." 

	"Then I'll help scan to see if we can find anything." She gave a small smile. 

	The rest of the early morning was spent with all of us scouring the shelves for anything that might be helpful. Radek and Lukas had collected their own stack of books. I had added one about the plants and animals from the old country as well as a farming book. I wasn't sure what Tierney had discovered, but she had added two books as well. Around noon, we were interrupted by one of the soldiers requesting that Radek and Lukas prepare to leave to go into town to get the people I've requested and check on the status of the rioters. However, they left behind a unit of soldiers to ensure my safety, even with having hidden me here in the castle. By them both leaving, it was reassuring that they assumed I was safe. 

	"What time do you think you two will be back?" I asked. 

	"Hopefully no more than a few hours. We know you want to get started." Lukas bowed his head at me. 

	As much as Radek had shocked me the night before with his proclamation, he didn't seem to be treating Lukas any differently. Although Lukas bowed his head, I didn't take it as a command thing, but a silly Lukas way of acknowledging that I want to get busy. Radek tipped the hat he had just placed on his head before leaving Tierney and I alone to study. 

	One of the maids came by and asked if we would like lunch in here or in the dining hall. We both agreed to eat in the library. With the books we had collected on a table between us, we each took a chair to get comfy. I opened the first book I had been reading. I glanced over to where Tierney had settled with her feet tucked under her, and noticed she was reading a book about the old monarchs of the previous countries. Great minds. We were both consumed in our reading when lunch was served. There was warm tea, cold sandwiches, and cookies. We thanked the maid, and she left. 

	"How's your reading?" Tierney asked between bites. 

	The sandwich was delicious. It was warm fresh bread with cucumbers, salt, and pepper. I had just taken a big bite when she asked. I held up a finger to indicate I needed a moment before I could answer. Most of what I had read so far was rather tedious, but helpful in a way.  I savored the bite, since we were each only given one sandwich to eat. 

	"It's informative but mundane. Mainly, it's talking about the steps they took to make a more democratic monarch versus a dictatorship. Which is aligned with my idea of having a board that will help with making decisions. However, the difference is they had more people allowing for more diversity. Plus, as far as I can tell, they didn't have upwalkers or clones to deal with." I sighed. 

	"What's the deal with the upwalkers?" Tierney asked. 

	"Radek and I met one during our trials that really helped us survive. Her name was Yakue. She had a baby. However, when we were making our way back to town, we stopped at one of her old villages to rest. The others came and killed her and took the baby. We don't know much else. Her ability to communicate with us was limited." 

	"I'm sorry you lost your friend. Or that none of us really listened to you in the beginning." Tierney's lips were pulled down in a deep frown. 

	"It's okay. I still feel like there were secrets going on that haven't come to light yet." 

	"I can't say I know anything you don't. I don't know if there are secrets still yet to be revealed either. There were people who knew more than me. I’m sure there are definitely things we don’t know." Tierney always spoke honestly.

	"That's what I'm afraid of." I took another bite before downing some warm tea that tasted of honey. 

	The rest of lunch was spent in companionable silence as we finished eating. The maid came to take our trays but left the tea and kettle for us to fill up as we wanted. 

	Returning to the books, I decided to change it up and read about the science experiments. Opening up, I realized it looked like a personal journal, not a medical journal. Most was hand-written and some was illegible. 

	I scanned in hopes something would pop out at me. I was closing in on the last page when the term “trials” caught my attention. I stopped and scanned the writing. This journal belonged to someone who helped created the trials. Excitement coursed through me. They had written the original plans for why they needed the trials.  There were notes on how to divide the ages, how to test, how to place jobs. None of the original plans had anything to do with nightmares and everything to do with testing potential and aptitude. I folded down the page to be able to find and reference it again at a later date. On the second to last page, I found a drawn design of what looked like upwalkers. However, they had been identified as its own intellectual species that had developed in Chernobyl over time. 

	"Tierney!" My excitement startled her. 

	"AGH!" 

	"I'm sorry." I fought back giggles. "I found something about the upwalkers. Here." 

	I handed her the book so she could read what I had. They were not like the clones at all, but individual intelligent beings. It could benefit us to make allies with them. Get them on board with whatever new government we established. I didn’t know that they would even agree but it was worth checking out. I watched intently as Tierney read and re-read the words. I was hoping she would have an idea similar to mine. 

	"Do you think they have their own governmental style?" she asked after what felt like forever. 

	"I don't know. I don't know if they even live inside our boundaries since technically, we find them in Chernobyl. However, if they do live in the country, they could be good allies. A way to show people that clones could exist peacefully, too." I knew I sounded too hopeful based on Tierney’s almost pained facial expression. 

	"I don't know, Free . . . Fanya." She stopped herself from using my nickname from Miro. 

	"Can I be completely honest?" I stilled waiting for her response. 

	"Of course . . . wait, should I close the door?" she asked. 

	"Probably." 

	She made her way over and closed the beautiful wooden door that connected us to the rest of the first floor. It only squeaked slightly, even though there was no telling how old the door was, or how long it had been since it had been opened before last night. 

	"I have no problem letting the clones continue to live and work in the community." I spat the words as soon as she sat down. "However, I think we need to come up with a way to be able to revert the clones if possible and keep them separate while appeasing everyone." I looked up sheepishly, knowing that was just wishful thinking on my part. 

	"I get what you're saying, I just don't know the feasibility of it all, Fan. You might have to make hard choices that people may not like. At least with the clones, loved ones get their loved ones." There were tears welling up in her eyes. 

	"I know." I slumped back into my chair. "I'm just frustrated with all of this. I just don't know what to do." 

	"Hopefully, this council you're building will offer guidance," she offered reassurance. 

	"I hope." 

	"Shall we get back to reading?" Tierney always tried to help lessen the stress I was feeling. 

	"Might as well. Though, I might switch back to my original reading." 

	She smiled.
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Four

	 

	Radek and Lukas returned around noon with a group of people.  Tierney and I watched from the hall in front of the library with the door closed to keep the room a secret. They had been blindfolded and were having them removed as they exited the vehicles. 

	I was amused as they took in the sight of the castle with its drawbridge and empty moat. Some of the faces were familiar to me while others were new. All, I assumed, were people they felt would be beneficial to the council we had discussed the night before. Eliska was up front, looking around as if she was greeting an old friend. I walked away leaving Tierney at the door to greet them. Each person, including Eliska bowed in acknowledgement of me. 

	“Thank you all for coming here today,” I announced. “We will meet shortly to discuss the reasons you were brought here. Radek and Lukas will answer any questions you may have before then. Eliska, if you will, follow me. I’d like to talk to you first.” 

	She nodded her head and followed me. Eliska walked into the library like she was walking into an old memory. Her eyes lit up and she scanned every inch, drinking in the views. I watched her, amused that she seemed just as excited as we had all been. I gave her a few moments before leading her further in so we could have a seat. I was eager to get started. 

	Finally, she turned back to me, and I led her to the chairs. The books Tierney and I had been reviewing were still sitting on the random tables around the chairs.

	“So, what was so urgent that I absolutely had to come today?” She arched her brow at me.

	I observed her face and reactions and decided she seemed more intrigued than annoyed. I couldn’t always get a read on her. When we first met, on the day of my initial interview, I assumed she had been against me. She seemed the coldest of them, but now I knew better. However, I didn’t know how much she knew or how much I could trust her. She came though, and had let us use her home, so that spoke something for her.

	“I have questions. Things I need to know so we can get these riots under control. We cannot let them continue because when they end, if not soon, we might not have much of a country to save.”

	It was her turn to observe and process my words. She looked at me first, then her hands, and then her eyes flitted to the book about our original country. I watched as she marked my page with a finger before scanning to a page as if she’d seen the book before today. She found the page she was looking for and turned the book toward me to show me while not losing my spot.

	“In this book, there is a picture of the original country we started as . . .”

	I had seen the picture earlier, so I nodded. “Yes.”

	“Do you know why we split?”

	“If I remember correctly, because we wanted to be a democratic country separate from the monarchy.”

	“That’s what was taught, yes, but also because our founding father wanted a better quality of life for our citizens. And for a while, we were almost a utopia.” She stopped, looking longingly at the book. “However, technology advanced us. Technology that should have been used for the good was twisted by people who were smart but may not have always had the best intentions . . . as you can see in the results.”

	“The clones . . .”

	She pressed her lips together and nodded. “Science is an irreplaceable necessity but sometimes, in the wrong hands, it’s dangerous.”

	“What about the upwalkers?”

	“The truth?”

	“Yes, of course.” I nodded vigorously.

	“They were mutants that evolved from the humans that decided to leave and live near the radiation sites. The mutations can be seen as survival adaptions. The lower to the ground they were the easier it was to hide from the animals, so that was the first evolution that occurred. Then came the hair, or fur, if you like. Everything was to allow them to survive. We’ve tried to reach out and offer them asylum, both as a society and individuals, but they’re very untrusting.”

	“What did you all discuss with them? Did you offer equal citizenship? What were their reasons for turning down the offers?” My questions flooded out quickly, but I needed to know everything. She was generous with her knowledge at the moment, and I was willing to take advantage of that as much as she would let me.

	“Full citizenship was never offered.” She almost scoffed the words out. “They didn’t want to follow the laws of the lands without rights to vote.”

	“Did they know we really didn’t get to vote much either?”

	“Well . . .” She glanced away for a moment, letting me know more than what she was saying.

	“And now that we’re a monarchy, I assume they’ll be even less open,” I surmised and rubbed my temples. My head was starting to hurt. I needed guidance, but this information was only giving me more things to deal with. I still felt the upwalkers would be an asset to the country not just something else to deal with on a daily basis. Eliska let me be with my thoughts.

	“What about Radek? Why wasn’t he selected to be king?” I asked after a moment.

	My question took her aback. 

	“Yes, he told me.” I answered her unspoken question. 

	“Well, we were afraid he was too weak to handle the events we knew would occur.” Her words were matter of fact. 

	“The riots.” 

	She nodded. 

	Her words struck me. They knew the truth would be released. They knew there would be riots. I couldn’t figure out why they felt I would be able to handle this unless they had considered Radek’s bias toward the clones. Did they know Miro being a clone would influence me to make decisions that would be best or was it simply a ploy to make me feel like I was a better leader? Maybe Eliska was still playing a game. I was unsure, but I knew I needed her close. 

	“Was there anything else?” she asked.

	“Yes, I want to build a council to help me with running the country. Would you be willing to sit in on the cabinet to help?”

	She looked genuinely surprised by this request but answered without hesitation. “Yes.”

	“Good. Now, hopefully, I’ll have some news about the riots as well as a few more people to speak to about the council.”

	“Can I make a suggestion?”

	“Of course, I will hear almost any suggestion. Whether or not I heed it . . .” I smirked.

	“Don’t put Forsinth on the council,” Eliska said it with strong conviction.

	“I hadn’t planned to, but I’d love to hear more about why you say that?”

	“While he very much was an advocate for you to be Queen, and is on our side as a leader, I still cannot say I trust him one hundred percent.”

	“Thank you. That confirms the feeling I had been having as well.”
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	The guys had come back with little news of change concerning the riots. They were still ongoing with continued damage to town and had started spreading throughout the other communities. A lot of them I had never even visited. I was beginning to realize the distrust this country had for me. I had limited knowledge outside of my local area. Determined, I sought out Tierney before the meetings with the group Lukas and Radek had brought back with them.

	“Tierney?” I tapped on her slightly open door.

	“Yes?” She was lost in thoughts staring out the window.

	“Can I come in?”

	She smiled. “Of course.” She paused. “You know, as Queen, you can just come in, right?”

	I knew she was teasing, but I doubted I would ever be that kind of person. I wasn’t that person before this title was placed on me. I nodded in acknowledgement but still entered only after her agreement. When she thought I wasn’t looking, she wiped the tears from her face. My sister by marriage was hurting more than I had been aware of, and I was using her instead of trying to help her. My heart ached a little. 

	“I would like for you to go home.” 

	She started to protest, but I held my hand up to stop her. 

	“Hear me out. You miss Miro. He’s my brother, clone or not. Maybe you can get some intel by going home. Maybe you just need to see them. But it’s obvious you’re sad.” I walked over to her and touched her cheek. 

	She broke down. “I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to be strong for you.” 

	“Tierney,” I touched my forehead to hers, “you’re my sister first and my assistant second. You should never feel you have to lie to me. After our meeting with this group, I’ll have Lukas take you back. I’ll leave your room as is so that you can return whenever you want or need, okay?” 

	“Okay.” She wrapped her arms around me. We both held the embrace with tears streaming down our faces. 

	“Well, we better clean up.” I pulled away. “We have a meeting to lead.” 

	She nodded. 

	In the bathroom, we washed our faces, and I straightened my hair. 

	“Wait.” She left the room and was gone for a couple of minutes. When she returned, she had one of my less ornate crowns. “You need this as the Queen.” 

	The crown was small, round and sat atop my head. It was silver and looked like vines wrapped and dipped. It was pretty and simple. I was in regular clothes, dark jeans and a loose tank, with this simple crown. With my cleanly washed face, I brought my shoulders back and headed down to the meeting room. We went down together, she looked stronger than I with her head held up and a stoic face. 

	In the meeting room, the group that Radek and Lukas had gathered were seated around the table. They left the chair at the head of the table and to my right open for me and Tierney. Lukas sat beside Tierney and Radek sat on my left. Eliska was beside him with a pen and notebook at the ready. I stood at the head of the table while they were still seated and scanned each of their faces.  My gaze landed on Dobra’s face. I hadn’t noticed her when the group first came in earlier, but I was glad she had come to at least hear me out. 

	“Thank you, again, for coming. As you all probably know, I am Queen Fanya. I requested that Radek and Lukas gather a group of people whom they thought would be a good fit for a council for me. I would like for each of you to stand up, introduce yourself to me, and tell me what your expertise is in.” 

	Groans went around the room, and I had to keep from chuckling because I knew how they felt. However, I needed to know who I was speaking to and why they had been brought here before I decided if I could trust them. I took my seat and proceeded to listen. I watched Eliska write down every word that was said and decided I would just ask for her notes later. I needed to observe without interference. 

	The first to stand was from a community I had never visited. His name was Joff. He stated he felt like he was chosen because he was well versed in growing crops in a variety of different soils. I watched and listened to him describe how he had learned how to do this and decided this must have been a Radek choice. It was a practical choice that will help rebuilding. I made a note that he would definitely be asked to join the council. 

	The next few people were strategists that could help with construction and layouts of new communities. None of them seemed to stick out more than the other, so I would have to ask further questions of them before picking any of them. I needed people who would be honest with me, that would contest my opinions until a compromise was decided upon. I would have final say, but I wanted any possible scenarios brought to my awareness without having them follow me blindingly. 

	“I am Offa. I am the oldest clone that I am aware of . . .” She looked nervous even announcing she was a clone. When she realized that no one was going to say anything negative, she proceeded to tell about herself. “I have led a life of my original with little difference as far as I know. I am also the caretaker for my zviera. I love her. She’s the reason I exist, and we have come to an understanding in our years together. I feel I was brought to this meeting to offer insight on how clones and zvieras can co-exist.” She brought her gaze up to mine. 

	She was timid, but a strength glowed in her eyes. I looked at Lukas, thinking that she was his choice, but he was looking at Radek in awe as I was looking at him. I knew I must include her simply because of her experience alone. I smiled at her, and she sat down, satisfied no one was going to kick her out for being a clone. Dobra stood next. 

	“I’m Dobra. I, too, am a clone. I am also a scientist with access to the files and resources required to work on projects necessary in reversing the zviera/clone links and to help with moving forward in advancing technology as the queen sees fit.” 

	I could almost see her seething at having to even be here. Let alone explain who she was and why she was selected. The last time we had seen each other, I commanded her to work on reversing the connection and she didn’t seem pleased with the assignment. I was worried about her alliance to me, but knew she had information that was valuable. 

	The next seven people had expertise that ranged from fighting to rearing animals, religious leaders, and heads of different communities. The last to stand was an older man, whose clothes were tattered and worn, but his face was clean and his hair slicked. It was white with age, and his skin looked tan from years of work. His eyes were soft, but he seemed determined. 

	“Your Highness,” he bowed his head, “I’m Rolfo. I am nothing as these others have explained themselves to be. I’m a simple old man. However, I was alive when the country split. I was one of the original voters that had hopes a new government would give us the life we wanted after the end of the dictatorship that Aslovenia couldn’t provide us. I would love to provide suggestions from the original plans for the country and offer my observations on how and when I think things went askew.” 

	“Rolfo, I would love for you to join my council.” Other than Eliska he was the first person in the group I had given an actual invitation to join. 

	“As for the others in this group. I have some questions to ask each of you before I decide to extend an offer. With a show of hands, how many of you can promise that you would provide information on an unbiased level that would benefit every member of the country, no matter who that member was or what their classification might be.” 

	Slowly everyone, including Radek, Lukas, and Tierney raised their hands. 

	“Good. Hands down. Next question, again by a show of hands, who believes we can shape this country into a functional country that will succeed even with differences of opinions.” 

	Again, each person raised their hands. It offered some relief, but I knew that no one would admit that they were against me either. I knew the next question would be the one that would take the longest to answer, and I felt like I was already holding my breath in expectation. 

	“Thank you. Finally, I need you each to think long and hard before raising your hands. I need you to make a vow that you will be loyal to me. Now, before you answer, let me explain what this loyalty means. I am not saying I want you to blindly agree with my suggestions or course of actions. It means that even if we disagree, you are on my side of this fight. That you want the best for what we can be as a country, even if it’s not what you would necessarily do. Now, please raise your hands only if you can promise this wholeheartedly.” 

	I sat down while I waited to see who would agree to this vow. Lukas, Radek, Tierney, Eliska, Rolfo, and Offa raised their hands first. Slowly, Dobra’s hand raised but she didn’t look overly pleased. One by one, every hand at the table raised. Relief washed over me. I knew this didn’t mean everything was over, or even close to getting better. But it did mean I wasn’t alone. 

	“Before we adjourn, I have an assignment for each of you. We will meet in the morning, individually, so that you can present your assignments.” 

	The extra people would be staying in an off-site guest house that the maids had readied while Radek and Lukas were gone. Prior to the meeting, I had been confused as to where we were going to fit everyone. I was thankful we would have time away from them each evening so that they could have time to relax without me being around and vice versa. 

	“I would like each of you to consider and present to me what you believe to be the most important thing we need to address and/or change to improve our country. Please don’t say the riots unless you have an idea on how to stop them. Thank you.” 

	I stood causing everyone in the room to stand. I left, Tierney following me. Outside the room, after the door closed, I could hear their nervous chatter. I looked at Tierney who shrugged. 

	“You’re the queen. They were nervous.” She smiled. 

	“I guess. Let’s go to the library. I want to hear your opinions on each of the members.” 

	I subconsciously ran my hands on the stone walls now anytime I walked. It was soothing to feel the cool strength of the stones. The pits and crevices showed that even a little wear and tear couldn’t break them apart. It was a constant reminder that things can withstand storms and trials and continue to stand tall. The doors to the library were closed. We walked in, turning on the lights and taking up residency in the oversized seats. 

	“First off, I think a council is a good idea. I feel having people from all walks of the road is good, but you shouldn’t blindingly put trust in them. I think Dobra and Hava are questionable in their loyalty.” 

	“Which one was Hava again?” 

	“He was the guy that announced he led the Swelt community.” 

	“Ah, yes. He seemed a little sketchy.” 

	“He was slower to vow his loyalty, too. He might be okay, but we might need to have Radek and Lukas investigate more of his story.” 

	“Good, idea.” I nodded. 

	“I think I’ll ask Lukas to take me to Miro this evening, if you that’s okay with you.”

	“Yes. That’s fine. Do you want dinner first?” 

	“No, I think I want to just leave as soon as possible.” 

	“Okay. Let’s go find Lukas.” 

	In the lobby, I almost ran straight into Lukas. He put his arms out in front of him to keep me from hitting him full on. He smirked when I grabbed his hands to keep myself from falling backward. 

	“We were just coming to find you.” I returned his smirk. 

	“At your service.” He made a grand show of offering a bow. 

	I rolled my eyes which must have been the reaction he was looking for because he laughed. 

	“Tierney would like for you to take her to Miro. She needs to speak with him. She’ll let you know about if and when she’ll be returning.” 

	“When should we leave?” he asked.

	I loved that Lukas didn’t even bat his eyes at the request. He simply took it in stride. I smiled. “Thank you.” 

	“Yes, thank you, Lukas. I’m going to go upstairs to get my bag, then I’ll be right down.” 

	I could almost see the excitement and nervousness that radiated from Tierney. She was up the steps before either Lukas or I could respond. 

	“Is she okay?” Lukas asked, concern etched on his face. 

	“I think so, I think she’s just nervous about everything that could be happening.” 

	“I can understand. What about you? Are you okay?” Lukas stepped closer. 

	“I am learning. There is so much going on, I don’t always remember if I’m coming or going.” I looked up at him and noticed the sincerity in his eyes. 

	“Can I help?” He moved even closer. 

	My body shivered at the warmth of his breath on my face. “I don’t know.” My voice was barely above a whisper. 

	He leaned in and lightly pressed his lips to mine. I shivered with the touch. I let him kiss me before pulling back to see his eyes were closed. Leaning in, he touched his forehead to mine. A gesture that brought me a calming comfort. 

	“I’m always here for you. No matter what, you know that, right?” Lukas’s eyes flashed open, and heat burned through me with his gaze. They was a passion in his eyes that made my heart skip a beat. 

	“I know.” That’s all I could muster. 

	Before either of us could say anything else, we were interrupted by voices coming down the hallway. We took steps away, and his stance went into attention. He bowed and left me standing there, still processing what had just happened between us. I had now kissed Lukas twice. I had to wonder what that meant. I dropped my head into my hands and laughed. 

	“Your Highness?” One soldier looked worried. 

	“I’m fine.” I lifted my head and smiled. “Carry on.” 

	He looked at me oddly but then continued with the others down the hallway. I went over to the steps to wait for Tierney to come down. I would miss her greatly. She was my confidant, my friend, and the only family I had right now that I could trust completely. As she approached the steps, her face told me she was feeling what I felt, too. Her decent was slow and purposeful. 

	“I’m ready.” Her voice broke. 

	“I’m not.” I wiped away a rogue tear. 

	She laughed. 

	We hugged for what seemed like forever. After the embrace, she lifted the bag she had packed and headed toward the door. Outside the sun hung high in the sky and felt warmer than I had remembered in a while. The soldiers tasked with accompanying Lukas to escort her back were waiting. A young man approached and took her bag to put in the back of the vehicle. We clutched hands one last time. 

	“Please be safe,” I choked on the words. 

	“I promise.” She gave me a smile that didn’t quite touch her eyes before getting in the car. 

	She looked back at me through the glass. From behind her, Lukas lifted a hand to wave goodbye and smiled at me in a way that brought our encounter earlier back to mind. 

	Everything seemed to happen with tunnel vision. I stood watching as they drove away. The bright sun lied about the temperature and before long the cool air spread goosebumps over my skin. The door closing behind me as I entered the house made the goodbye feel more final than it should. I made my way back to the library to sit and think about the events of the day. 
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Five

	 

	Morning came too early and the meetings were scheduled back to back until supper with only a lunch break provided. The strategists were first on my schedule. Each met with me one on one. Only one had a plan worth listening to about the country. The others, I humored them asking for further details before I would agree or disagree. It was my way of getting them to do something while I knew I wouldn’t be following their ideas. They pledged loyalty to my cause, so I hoped their expertise would come in with questioning the ideas that I did agree with later. 

	“Your Highness.” Demetri, the last strategist, came in looking humbler than the others. “Thank you for your time this morning. “

	I stood, shook his hand and signaled for him to sit. “Thank you for your help.”   

	“I am not sure what others have presented, but my idea is simple. Something I think, if you’re agreeable with, can begin immediately.”

	“I’d love to hear your idea.” 

	He sat to the left of me. I observed him for a moment, while he arranged the papers he had brought with him. I figured him to be in his mid-fifties. Silver streaked his dark blond hair, and his eyes wrinkled in the corners. His face was recently clean shaven, and he seemed almost nervous to be around me—a seventeen-year-old girl. 

	“First, my Queen, I must admit, this is actually two plans . . .” he watched to see if I would scold him. “The first I would propose would be building a place for the zviera to be kept safely without worrying that those who oppose the clones could harm them, nor could the clones, who wish to remain, be able to hurt them. My daughter was a clone who unfortunately passed. We still have her zviera.” His gaze dropped for a moment, and his lip quivered slightly. “I know with her body gone we have little to no hope of getting her back to us, but her eyes are there and her soul . . .”

	I reached over to touch his arm in a show of support. “I’m not opposed to this idea, but I’d like to hear the logistics of how this could be done.” 

	“Of course, Your Highness.” After a moment of composing himself, he handed over blueprints. “If you look, you’ll see there is actually a space in one of the government buildings that could work with minimal budgeting from the government. With the correct layouts, it could easily and safely hold all the zvieras in our country.” 

	“Would you be willing to go to the capital and be in charge of this project should I agree?” 

	“Yes.” Pride filled his smile. 

	“Now, I believe you had a second suggestion?” I asked. 

	“Forgive me if this a little . . . forward, but I believe you should not be hiding here in this castle. It puts forward a front to the people that you are hiding and uncaring of their welfare. Especially to those in the communities that are not openly rioting right now. So, humbly, I suggest that you plan visits to the communities to show you are there for them. Not just to be queen of a country.” 

	He dropped his gaze quickly. 

	I sat for a moment. I wasn’t upset by his suggestion but surprised that there were people who thought I was hiding in fear. Not that I couldn’t blame them, I did bail as soon as the riots began. Shaking my head, I wished someone else would have thought to say this to me before now. 

	“Sir, please, never be afraid to speak your mind. That is what this council is being created for, because I need eyes and ears of people both with experience and with backgrounds that will help me help everyone. I cannot instantly say yes to traveling, although I see a benefit in what you are saying, but I must speak to my guard to make a plan.  Now as far as your other idea. I will grant you the leadership in my name to get the people you need to help with bringing this plan to fruition. Soon as we have the full council meeting next week, we will send you on your way.”

	“Thank you.” He stood, bowed, and made his exit. 

	“Lunch time.” Radek entered as Demetri left. 

	“Oh good. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could go on without food.” And with that, my stomach rumbled just to emphasis the point. 

	Radek and I laughed. 

	“I requested the maids bring lunch here. I thought I would eat with you while Lukas and Tierney are gone.” Radek looked at me sheepishly. 

	“Of course!” 

	Radek and I hadn’t been alone in a while. Memories of our time together in Chernobyl flashed in my mind. He was so kind then but much less sure of himself. He was stronger now, and while he wasn’t necessarily unkind, he wasn’t as he was before. He sat where Demetri had been sitting. The maid brought our lunch trays in and Eliska followed behind with food of her own. 

	“Oh! I’m sorry I don’t mean to intrude.” 

	“You’re not intruding.” Radek spoke before I had a chance to say anything. 

	I smiled, not wanting her to think she wasn’t welcome, but I had hoped for some time alone with Radek. She smiled back unaware of the conflict my smile was hiding. She chose to sit on the other side of me, making her directly across from Radek. This seemed almost intentional, making me automatically assume more to the situation. 

	“How have your morning meetings been, Your Grace?” Radek asked with an even tone. 

	I’m sure he was trying to keep from letting me know just how curious he was about the meetings. I didn’t want to give any specifics just yet, as I knew each person who’s plan I agreed to would be presenting to the group as a whole later in the week. I still had several more people to listen to, and so, I hoped I wouldn’t have to speak all lunch about the meetings. 

	“They were good. I’m sure you’ll be happy to hear about them at the meeting in two days.” 

	“Good,” Radek replied. 

	“How are you?” Eliska asked, putting the emphasis on the you. 

	“I’m okay. Tired.” I smiled. “This whole queen business can be exhausting.” 

	“Heavy is the head . . .” Eliska started but didn’t finish. 

	“I think this evening, after all the meetings, I’ll just lock myself away in my room. I need to try to relax some. All the tension of these past few weeks has been setting up in my shoulders, and I have the beginning of a headache.”

	I hadn’t touched my food. Having almost forgotten it was lunch, I glanced down to see a bowl of soup with crackers and a simple sandwich. The maid had brought a glass of water to go with it. I decided I had better eat quickly because the meetings would need to reconvene soon. 

	“I think I’ll ask for coffee after lunch. Would either of you like some?” I asked between bites. 

	“I think I’d like some hot tea myself,” Eliska replied. “If I remember correctly, this castle had great tea from the leaves that grow out in the garden.” 

	“I shall have tea, too.” Radek replied. 

	“Very well,” I noted. 

	The maid came in about a half an hour later. We told her of our wish for tea and coffee and she simply nodded. None of the people who worked here spoke often. I wasn’t sure if it was because of me or because of their training. I thought once to ask, but if it was due to their training, I didn’t want them to feel pressured. And if it was because of me, I didn’t want them to be feel fearful of me. 

	“While we wait, I have an idea . . .” Eliska glanced at me but only from her peripherals. 

	“Yes?” I asked hesitantly. 

	“I think for the riots—” 

	I stopped her with a quick hand raise. “Unless this has a thoroughly thought out plan to end them, I’m unsure I want to hear about it.” I rubbed my temples. 

	“It is, Your Grace.” She sounded almost offended. “Before the split of the original country, there was a holiday that would be celebrated in the upcoming weeks. It celebrates peace, community, and a respite for those both in the riots and those having to survive the riots.” 

	“What holiday?” Radek asked before I could. 

	“The Feast is what it was called. It honored those who fought for the country and those who would fight in the future,” Eliska explained. 

	“There are so many that have never heard of this celebration, to include myself and Radek. What makes you think that this would work?” I questioned.

	“I believe it’ll work because we are going to make it work,” Eliska insisted.

	Radek and I looked at each other, unsure of how to proceed. 

	“Let me explain. These rioters and the people in the capital are hungry. Not just for food but for a break. You’ll announce The Feast celebration, a call for a momentary truce, and we’ll figure out how to feed them.” 

	“How does this help with riots outside of the day of the actual celebration?” 

	“That’s where it gets tricky.” She grinned. “We need spies that will infiltrate where the rioters are eating and hear what their plans are going to be for the upcoming attacks. Then, depending on how you want to play this, we’ll either stop them before it happens, or arrest them in the final hours of the feast.” 

	It felt like a dirty move. However, I supposed in a time of unrest, stopping it was better than letting it continue. How many people had to die before the riots ended or before they defeated us? I sat for a moment thinking through the ramifications of such a move. My thoughts were interrupted with the arrival of coffee and tea. 

	“We have a council meeting in two days. I won’t have you present this then, but I will give you an answer by then.” 

	She nodded. 

	“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll finish my tea in my office.” Radek stood. 

	“I think I’ll head to the library,” Eliska replied. 

	With the few moments I had to myself, I closed my eyes and stretched my shoulders and neck. The afternoon would be more tedious than the morning had been. I had Offa, Dobra, and Rolfo to meet still. Each had very strong backgrounds that might be accompanied by strong opinions. The maid entered to present Offa.

	“Thank you. I would like another cup of coffee,” I requested.

	She nodded. 

	“Offa, would you like a cup?” 

	She looked taken aback for a moment but nodded. “Yes, Your Grace. Thank you.” 

	“Please bring back two cups.” I smiled at the maid. 

	She once again nodded before leaving us to our meeting. 

	“Have a seat.” 

	“Thank you, Your Grace.” 

	“Before you tell me whatever idea you have, I would be interested in hearing your story. You said you’re the oldest clone, and I have many questions about clones and zvieras.” 

	“Yes, of course.” She nodded. “I was born to a family that had less than half of their children who passed the initial trials the year it was created. My family needed me to survive, so when they were approached with an offer from the scientist that created a protocol for clones, my family agreed that if I were to fail, they could use me as the first human trial.” Her voiced dropped slightly. “As luck would have it, they knew how to twist my trials to ensure I failed. Something my parents hadn’t thought about. So, they used my body but took my mind and placed it in that of a wild animal. Using technology, I don’t know how as I was no longer in my mind, they were able to place something in my skull that linked me to the zviera. I had the memories of the old mind but had new skills, new thought waves, and an easily amendable mind. I’ve lived a whole and full life as a clone. I’ve cared for my zviera since my parents passed. I ensured her safety, I love her. She’s a part of me. Not everyone gets to care for their zviera, so I feel they don’t have the same love. To many, the zviera are their competition. I don’t understand why. If they die, we die. If we die, they can live, but they’re stuck in their new body for ages because their old body belongs to the clones.” 

	“I’m sorry for the situation in which you were placed.” 

	There was a knock on the door alerting us to the arrival of our coffee. She brought them in and left without a word. It was not missed by Offa. 

	“They never speak, do they?” she asked. 

	“I’m glad it’s not just me who sees that. I thought maybe they were just quiet around me.” I smiled. 

	“I think it’s a training thing. When you have the queen in your home, I’m sure not speaking is the safest bet.” 

	“I could understand that,” I responded. 

	“Now, I think I should proceed with my idea. As much as I am a clone, I am a citizen of this country, and I’m not happy with it at the moment. No, offense.” 

	“None taken.” I smirked. 

	“We can’t stop the rioters, not from here. And I don’t know that they would stop anyway without a resolve. I have a suggestion. I would have you meet with them as a whole to find out what it is exactly that they want. I know it sounds unsafe, and most likely it is unsafe, but how can we hope to end something that we don’t understand. I hate to presume, but I am guessing you don’t truly know why they are rioting?” 

	“Not a hundred percent, you are correct.” 

	“If you and your council don’t think you’re completely safe to do the meeting, I would be willing to do it for you, in your name.” 

	I looked over her. Her hair was white with dark reminders of a youthful color. Her blue eyes looked milk-glazed with age, but she looked strong. Confident even. Something about her countenance made me trust her. 

	“I think with some proper planning this is a good idea. We have a council meeting in two days. You will present this idea then to make sure we’re not missing something.” 

	She nodded. 

	“For now, let’s finish our coffee before the next person comes to meet with me,” I spoke. 

	She smiled. “I’m sure it’s a lot of effort to sit here all day.” 

	There was no mocking in her words, only sincerity for the job I was tasked to do. I nodded. She finished her coffee and excused herself. I wasn’t sure who was next, Rolfo or Dobra. I hoped for Dobra so that I could end my day with someone who seemed pleasant. I knew Dobra was not who she used to be. She wasn’t my sweet, innocent friend that was nervous about everything. 

	“Can I come in.” Dobra’s face peeked around the corner. 

	“Yes.” I tried to make my voice sound just as friendly toward her as I had with the others. 

	“How’s your day?” She tried to make small talk.

	“Not too bad. How’s yours?” I responded, matching her tone. 

	“Busy. I have been working hard on my presentation. I have two suggestions, if you have the time.” 

	“I do. Come sit and let’s start.” I pointed to the chair next to me. 

	“For my first idea, it’s something you had suggested I work on prior to coming to the castle. I believe I may have found a way to reverse the clones, if and when that happens. However, it will be costly, dangerous, and I’m not sure about the accuracy, but I do want to present to you the idea.” 

	“Before you tell me the idea, tell me the percentage of success rate that your best guestimates would give.” 

	“Less than half.” Her face was grim. 

	She didn’t look smug when offering the information, she truly looked upset that she couldn’t provide a better result. Most likely because she wanted the research to show success, not necessarily because she wanted to reverse the cloning that had occurred. She was a clone herself and had voiced her opinion of approval on multiple occasions. 

	“That’s not good. Is it because of the process itself?” 

	“Yes, partially. When the original elders perfected the procedure, they knew how to disconnect the brain from the nervous system of the clones without damaging them. However, the reversal to re-connect it, even with the simplest animals, has not worked.” 

	“Well, my decision for the moment is this, let’s not stop researching, but we won’t go forth with trials on humans yet. I would still like you to lead the team, but I won’t do more until I know the success odds will be worth the chance. What’s your next idea?” 

	“Promise you will listen to my entire idea before you make a comment.” She was almost smirking. Her tone was as if she was teasing her closest friend. 

	I arched an eyebrow at her. 

	“Promise?” 

	“Fine. I promise.” 

	“I suggest a wedding.” 

	I scoffed. 

	“You promised.” She warned. 

	“Fine. Continue.” 

	“The wedding would offer a reason to give rest. Many of the rioters are mad you’re a Queen. They feel a man should rule. Others are mad about the clones, as we know. The remainder, in my opinion, are rioting because there’s this pause in their life. They’re upset there is no movement forward. They are stuck not knowing what’s going to happen, so they riot to try to find their paths.”

	“And how’s a wedding going to fix any of that?” My eyebrow arched in a questioning manner. 

	“A wedding will show those who want a king that you are willing to make a compromise with leading.” Thankfully, she rolled her eyes so that I knew she felt as I did about the patriarchy of it all. “For those against the clones, I’m not sure anything would help. As for those wanting to move forward, giving pause to celebrate anything would be better than fighting and dying with nothing happening.” 

	“I will give you until Friday, two days from now, to perfect this plan and present it to the council.”

	“Thank you. I know you’re not happy, but I’m trying to pause the riots because I honestly feel if we can get them to stop long enough to think about their actions, they may be willing to discuss a truce. Our country needs to move into the future as one nation, and we need someone who can lead them without controlling them. I do have faith that you want that, even if we don’t agree on each topic. My question to you is, what if, after all this, someone says they want a different form of government, would you be open to that?” 

	“Possibly. Especially if they could provide me a full plan on how it would play out to better the country and not just eliminate me.” 

	I made sure I leveled my eye contact to hers. I didn’t want her to feel like it was a challenge.  She nodded. 

	“I will work on these proposals and have something prepared for the meeting.” 

	“Thank you.” I stood as she did. 

	I let her leave and sunk back into my chair. I was mentally as well as physically exhausted. I appreciated the opinions that had been presented to me but was relieved there was only one more. Rolfo was the last of the day, thankfully. The maid came in, and I asked for another refill. She nodded but eyed me as if to question whether I was sure I wanted the third cup. 

	“I know, it’s a lot of coffee, and I might not sleep tonight, but I need it to continue this today.” 

	She smiled slightly. “I didn’t mean to judge, Your Highness.” 

	“It’s okay, if I were you, I’d probably raise a brow as well. How about we compromise. Will you bring me some of the house tea, and some sugar.” 

	“Yes, My Grace.” She left the room. 

	“My Queen, may I enter?” Rolfo stood stiffly at the door. 

	“Please, come in, and please call me Fanya.” I patted his hand as he sat to my left.

	“Yes, Your Highness . . . Fanya.” He smiled. 

	He had a toothy grin. His age was more prevalent today than when I first met him. His skin was darkened from years of outside labor. He settled and took a few deep breaths as if steadying his nerves. I didn’t want him to be nervous. 

	“Rolfo, before you tell me your idea, I would love to know about you.” 

	“I am the youngest child of parents who were each the eldest child. My parents were highborn when there was a monarchy still in the old country. They were originally supportive of the King, but he was easily bought with ideas that were tearing apart the country. A coup was created to overthrow him and build a strong democratic country, which you know is why we split into two countries. Aslovenia is still a monarch to this day, but those who wished to leave and join our country were allowed. My family left. They felt that having an elected official for the people would help with leading us into the future with a happier life. And it was happier. My children grew up before the trials and people were trained by scholars for their interests not just what their trials test stated. Which leads me to my suggestion for the day. I would love to see a new type of school system created. One that allows children from five to eighteen to attend. They would obviously learn the basics such as writing, reading, and math, but I think farming, cooking, and finances should be taught as well. We should want all of our young ones to be able to prosper as well as be functioning citizens. Within the school system, specialty teachers would work with those that might require more help. We would work with those specialty teachers to help find what students are good at and train them in those jobs. It’s not the trials, we wouldn’t be taking the smartest and leaving those not capable of passing into clones. We want to show that each person has a purpose.” 

	“Rolfo, I have to be honest; I love this idea completely. My concern is how to upstart this idea.” 

	“The school is already in existence as far as the building. We would take over the dream center and reconfigure the space for advanced training. As far as the other schools, those would be used until the children are eighteen and decide to advance their training for their careers of choice.” 

	“Who would teach the advanced classes?”

	“Previous dream watchers, experts in the fields of interest, we could also have some on the job training.”  He looked me in the eye, confident in his idea. 

	“I love it. You can present it to the council on Friday.” 

	“Thank you, Fanya. I would also like to say something else, please.”

	“Of course.” I nodded to encourage him to speak his mind. 

	“The people who can remember the original monarch are afraid you’re on the same path. Total control never won anyone over. I don’t mean to be rude or speak out of line. I do think forming this council is a step in the right direction. With the division among citizens regarding clones, it wouldn’t necessarily be bad to consider arranging the people so that like people could live together.” 

	“Wouldn’t that lead to a divide in the country, such as Aslovenia faced?” I frowned. 

	“Possibly. But what’s worse? Two smaller, but happier countries, or a war-torn country too fraught with differences to even live as one? When we first split from the old country there was a euphoric feeling of freedom. We lived, but once again, the government took too much control and caused us to be here now.” He was struggling to maintain the confidence speaking to me as he’d had initially. I watched as he wrung his hands. 

	“Tell me what the government did that changed the new country from a utopia to this?” I was truly interested in his opinions. I wanted us, as a country, to survive and thrive. 

	“They started the trials. They dictated when and how people could earn and spend money. They made mistakes unforgiveable. People were instantly punished for things and not given the chance to redeem themselves. You could see it in the trials. If you failed even one, you were turned into a clone. I feel we need to be a country for the people.” 

	“Thank you for the guidance. I feel like you and I will have many more conversations like this in the future. I need all the wisdom and advice I can get, because I do want us to succeed as a country and not just for my sake but for each person who lives within the borders of this country. 

	He smiled. “Thank you, Fanya. I appreciate an open ear.” 

	He was the last of the day, so when he left, I sat back. 

	“Your Highness, I’m sorry I’m late with your tea. I was afraid to interrupt.”

	“It’s okay. I’ll take it with me to my room. Please have my supper delivered up there, too.” 

	“Yes, Your Grace.” She nodded.

	I took a sip of the tea and slowly made my way to the stairs. The steps felt miles apart, and my feet felt like they were made of lead. Exhaustion was settling in. Mentally, I had heard so much that I didn’t know where to begin to think. 

	Upstairs, the hallway to my room was covered in the stones I loved to touch, but my hands were full of the cup of tea. 

	Inside my room, I closed the door. Sinking into my armchair, I took another sip of tea. It was soothing with a warm sweet taste. The anxiety of the day began melting away with each sip. Eliska was right about this tea. It was delicious. I knew there was at least an hour before supper which made the decision to take a hot bath an easy one. 

	I missed Vira. In the chaos of the last few days, I had forgotten to ask about her well-being. Ashamed, I made a mental note to ask Radek later. I wanted her to be here. Not just because she drew baths for me, but because I missed her. She was a friend, a confidant. I found some bath salts to pour into the hot water. Steam filled the room. Sinking, I let the sting of the hot water burn away the stress. 

	Once I was fully submerged to my shoulders, I leaned back, closed my eyes and just let the day slip away. The steam helped clear my mind. 

	All the ideas presented swirled around. The morning was a flop. Hava and the two strategists suggested allowing each community to govern itself, or some form of such. Although Hava’s idea was the better of the three, he had at least added letting them govern each area within certain bylaws of the country. I told him to present Friday with a more thorough plan, but I knew the majority of the council would veto the idea. 

	“Fanya?” Radek’s voice was muffled behind my closed door, startling me from my thoughts. 

	“Hold on.” I stood. A subconscious pout formed on my lips as I had to leave the bath before the water had wrinkled my skin. I grabbed the silk bathrobe as I made my way to the door. “Come in.” 

	“I was asked to bring your supper up. I wanted to speak to you, as well.”

	I stepped aside to allow him entrance while carrying my tray of food. Whatever it was, it smelled heavenly. I hoped for more tea. He placed it down on the table near the window that faced the back gardens. The sky was a beautiful orange, pink, and purple that comes with the setting of the sun. I drank in the sight as I sat down across from Radek. 

	“Can we wait to speak about whatever is on your mind until after we’ve eaten? I’ve had a lot of time spent listening and speaking today, and right now I’d like some companionable silence as we eat.” 

	Glancing up, I looked at his face. It was softened toward me. He seemed to have aged so much during this ordeal that he looked more like a man than a teenaged boy. His eyes showed more life than before, and his brow had the beginning indentions of stress and worry etched on it. He didn’t speak but set about setting the plates on the tray in front of us and pouring tea into our cups. I went over to open a window to allow the breeze of the evening and peaceful sounds of the country to fill the room.

	The breeze was cooler than I had expected, especially on my still warm skin from the bath. I welcomed the chill, though, because the air smelled fresh. There was no smoke from bombs, no screaming, no smell of death. Just fresh air and garden. The sounds were simply those of the insects that lived in nature. 

	The food was warm and delicious as ever. By the time I finished eating, I had to lean back to keep from getting sick from feeling so full. 

	“Can we speak now?” Radek sounded almost full of mischief. 

	“Better do it fast, or I might fall asleep on you.” I chuckled. 

	He responded with a smile. 

	“I wanted to present to you my idea.”

	I groaned. “I suppose I should have expected this. Go on.” 

	“I think we should hold an open forum for those in the riots. We should call for a parlay and see what it is we could do to make them happy . . . as much as that might not possible.” 

	“You’re not the first to suggest this idea.” I arched my eyebrow at him. 

	I hoped he had better ideas for how to do this than the previous presenters. I trusted him with my life before, so I trusted he would be smarter than those earlier. 

	“I’m not surprised, as many wish for the riots to stop. My suggestion is for Lukas and me to go to the capital and announce the parlay. Once agreed upon, a time and place will be selected for you and the council as a whole to attend. I’m not saying it will work, but we have to do something or there might not being anything left to go back to. Innocents are getting hurt and killed regularly.”

	“What makes you think they will want to do this?” I asked him. 

	Again, I was not opposed to this idea, but I needed more facts and data to ensure that it would work. I, maybe more than any, wanted the riots to end. I wanted everything to be easy, but I knew this was not to be. Not even with a truce and the riots ended. I could only hope that I could make things easier for the children and their future. 

	“I have something to give them.” He looked almost haughty with words. “I plan to present them the idea of a truce that, if they so choose, would allow them to leave and form their own community. They would have to follow up with rules from the monarch, but they could live clone free as they saw fit.” 

	“Why would I agree to that?”

	“To end the riots, of course.” He looked as if he thought I was daft for not seeing his purpose. 

	“I want the riots to end, but I want a complete country. A whole country,” I scoffed. 

	“That might not be an option, My Queen.” He held back a sneer, but I could feel it in his words.

	“If it comes to that, then we’ll discuss it. However, I would like for you to present Friday at the council meeting with a different option. Now, with no intentions of being rude, I ask that you leave so I can rest. I will be turning in early tonight.” I stood to see him out. 

	“Yes, Your Highness.” He dipped his head and left. 
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Six

	 

	Friday approached too quickly. I felt like I had just fallen asleep and yet a whole day passed. I missed Tierney but was grateful for the return of Lukas. I smiled as he sat to my left and Radek to my right. Eliska was on the other side of Radek. I’d had the maid bring tea for the whole council. I knew with everyone presenting it would be another long day. Thankfully, I didn’t have to listen to the other strategists today. Hava came early with a revision to his plan and asked to be allowed to present. I agreed. Solely because I was too tired to not. 

	“Good morning.” I smiled though I feared they could sense my fatigue. “I would like to thank everyone for coming prepared today. I know today is going to be long, so I have built in breaks. I have also asked the staff to interrupt for lunch even if they hear speaking. Wednesday was tiring for me, and I’m sure it was for you as well. Before we start, I would like to also thank you all for the ideas that you each presented. I appreciate the counsel you have given, and I look forward to continuing to work with each of you. I will start with Hava and go around, ending with Radek.” 

	“Thank you, Your Highness.” Hava stood. “Having spoken with the Queen on Wednesday, I decided that further research should be completed prior to presenting today. This morning, I asked to be allowed to present to you what I have now.” He turned and handed out maps of a country titled United States of America. “From our history books, you have read about this historical country, and while it may have divided centuries ago, for a while it ran smoothly using the plan I’m about to present. Before I finish, let me explain that the plan I present worked well in the USA prior to the division of the country based on differences of beliefs. I present that we, as a country, allow sections to be divided into states with like-minded people living in each. There will be one monarch, our Queen, but each state can set laws as long as they’re legal under the monarch’s rule. They will still pay tribute to the Queen, and she will be able to move freely between them. Each state will elect a leader that will represent their them to meet weekly with the queen. I am now open for questions.” 

	“Who would decide who would live in each state?” Eliska asked. 

	“The people themselves.” 

	“How many states would there be?” Radek asked next. 

	“Depends on what the people ask, I would say safely no more than ten should be allowed,” Hava spoke confidently. 

	The questions continued as did the presentations of the day. By lunch, we had gotten through half of the plans. Radek’s, Joff’s, and Rolfo’s plans were the last of the day and they couldn’t arrive soon enough. I needed a break from all of this. I listened as each person presented, answered questions, and the council voted. I only voted if there was a tie in opinions or I vetoed if I felt there wasn’t no benefit to the plan. 

	“How’s it going?” Eliska asked as we ate our lunch.

	“Shouldn’t I be asking you?” I smirked. 

	“Why?” She looked truly interested in why I would ask her instead.

	“Well, because you’re the movement of this idea for a monarchy. You were a part of the original team to do all this, so why wouldn’t I, as your chosen Queen, want to know if you are happy?” 

	“Valid point. I think that while ending the riots is a huge step toward succeeding, we need to focus more on how to make this country function as a whole after the riots, as well.” Her brows furrowed slightly with her words. 

	“I agree, but unfortunately we cannot move forward with progress when the people are rioting.” 

	She nodded but didn’t say anything else. The maids came in to take away the plates. I wanted to protest because lunch ending meant back to the meetings. It’s not that they weren’t important, I was just tired. Radek looked at me, and I could sense his sympathy toward me. 

	Joff was first, his plan outlined rotating crops in fields, water systems, and crops that best grow in each environment. His presentation was comprehensive and not many questions were thrown at him until he opened about how to pay the farmers who worked the fields as well as how the selling of crops could help with the economy. His plan was sound, even with the questions. 

	“Joff at the end of this meeting, I would like for you to go out with one of the soldiers and find a team that can start the base work to get this plan going so that when the riots are done, we can begin,” I said. 

	“Thank you, My Queen.” He nodded and took a seat. 

	“Radek . . .” 

	He stood and began his presentation, but sound went away, and the earth felt like it was spinning around me. Everything went dark. When I opened my eyes, there was a bright light and the faces of people standing around fanning me. 

	“Queen, are you okay?” Offa’s face was pale. 

	“I don’t know . . .” I managed to say. 

	“Let’s get her to her room,” Radek commanded. 

	Before I could protest, Lukas picked me up cradle style. Instead of arguing, I just rested my head on his chest and listened as his heart seemed to beat a little faster. I wasn’t sure if it was the extra exertion from having to carry me or if it was because I was so close. I tried to hide my light smile from him, but I felt warm and safe in his arms. The walk to my room upstairs didn’t seem as long with his lengthy strides. I was in my room and on the bed in a matter of minutes. But I must have blacked out again.

	Sometime later, I awoke and noticed that I had a blanket over me, and someone had placed a cool cloth on my head. I could hear bustling around my room, but I was still too tired and groggy feeling to be overly concerned. Groaning, I used my arms to push myself up into a seated position in bed. Opening my eyes, I blinked a few times to try to clear my vision. 

	“Fanya, good you’re awake.” 

	“Vira?” I rubbed my eyes to make sure I was truly seeing her. “Are you okay? How’d you get here?” 

	“I’m better. Still quite bruised, but I’m fine. I’m so happy to be back with you.” Her voice broke slightly as she spoke of being back with me. 

	“Come here,” I patted the bed. 

	She came and sat on the edge of the bed close enough for me to touch her. I inspected her head, her face, and then pulled her into a hug. I had missed her even more than I realized. 

	“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said, smiling. 

	“Apparently, I should have come sooner. It seems no one has been taking care of you,” Vira huffed. 

	I laughed. “Why do you think I need someone to care for me?” 

	“Because you faint when there’s not. Have you been eating and taking breaks regularly?” Her hands were on her hips. 

	I giggled. If only she were tapping her foot, she’d be in full mom mode. “Yes, I have. I think I just am overwhelmed.”

	“I can tell. I told them to finish the meeting without you. I also told them you will not work again until Monday. You must find something fun to do or do nothing at all.” 

	She looked very commanding, and I could only nod. She was probably right. I was overworking myself, but that was mainly because I needed to. I needed to make things better for my country and its citizens. 

	“What did they say when you told them?” I was highly amused at the thought of little miss Vira giving commands. 

	“They looked shocked at first, but then simply nodded.” 

	“Good.” I laughed. 
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Seven

	 

	Early Saturday morning, I woke up and snuck past Vira to go to the Library. She said I had to rest or do something fun. I couldn’t think of anything that fit better than reading. Eliska was already down there. She looked disheveled and tired. 

	“Good morning, Your Highness,” Eliska spoke in a groggy voice. 

	“Good morning. Have you been down here all night?” I asked. 

	She nodded. “I find I feel most at home down here. I hope you don’t mind.” 

	“Not at all. The more eyes on these books looking for information and ideas, the better. Have you found anything worth mentioning?” 

	She smiled. “Maybe.” 

	She led me over to the desk where she had laid out a book with several pages marked with ribbons to make sure certain passages were easily found again. The book was old with yellowed pages and dark leather binding. You could see the ridge of the original binding where the back leather was connecting the front and back covers. I loved old books; there was something magical about them. You could never know what would be found inside. 

	“I found a book of all the holidays and festivals that I thought might be of interest to you.” 

	She handed me the book and smiled before making her way back to the stacks of books she had. 

	Inside, I saw the first marked page that talked about The Feast she had proposed we celebrate. I read the history behind the festival and when it began. It was all intriguing. I was halfway through the explanation when Vira came in, hands on hip. She stared at me for a moment before relenting that this could still be resting.

	“If I promise its leisure reading, can I continue?” I batted my eyelashes at her.

	“Only if it’s for fun.” She smiled, knowing I was only listening to humor her. “Now, are either of you hungry? I can have one of the kitchen maids bring breakfast in.”

	“That would be great, thank you, Vira.” I nodded, returning to my reading.

	“With tea, please,” Eliska responded.

	Vira left, and I glanced as Eliska who looked amused at the interaction that she had witnessed. I may be Queen, but Vira was good with making sure I did what she thought was best. Clone or not, she was a valuable asset to me. 

	I decided to keep that page marked and turned to the next page Eliska had made sure to save for me to read. This was something that sounded like a holiday for children.

	In the fall, after the harvest, children would carve large gourds to fill with candles to keep ghosts and goblins away from their homes on the eve of Saint’s day. This had been a holiday for centuries. I read through the history and how it had changed and became a holiday to dress up and collect candies. In the country known as the United States of America, it seemed to be the most popular of the holidays for children. There were pictures in the book showing examples of how people dressed and decorated. It was intriguing to me that something that seemed to originate as a superstitious celebration and ritual became something for just for fun. Searching the desk I was sitting at; I wrote down the page and the name of the holiday and moved on to the next.

	I was turning to the next page when the maid entered with Vira to bring breakfast. To appease Vira, I marked the page with my notebook and closed it. I decided to focus just on eating. I had spent too many of the past meals working. On the tray was house tea, some form of sausage, and a bowl of porridge decorated with berries. Vira pulled up a chair across the desk from me and took her breakfast in the library with me and Eliska.

	“How are you feeling today?” I asked her before she could start in on me being here so early.

	“Better. I still have bouts of ringing in my ear, but other than that, I’m close to normal as I can be.” She smiled.

	“Normal . . . what’s that?” I smirked.

	“Who knows anymore?” Eliska piped in from where she was seated.

	“Here, here.” Vira raised her teacup.

	“What was town like before you left?” My curiosity got the better of me.

	“Many wanted to know where you, the Queen, had gone. Some understood the need to leave to keep you safe, while others felt like you had abandoned everyone.” She winced with the words she spoke.

	“I’m hoping with some of the upcoming plans that are being detailed out right now, I’ll be returning soon. Hopefully, to a location without any riots.” I could feel the frown pulling on my face.

	She simply nodded.

	The food lasted longer and seemed to taste better when I didn’t try to work while eating. I knew I would have to adjust my schedule to allow for more time to eat between meetings from now one. I had just finished my cup of tea when the maids returned for the trays.

	“Can you please bring me a cup of coffee?” I asked.

	It was the maid from the meeting room the other day. She smiled when she nodded this time. That was an improvement. It made me feel a little more relaxed knowing she seemed to be warming up to me. Turning back to Vira, she excused herself to finish unpacking her items and fixing the mess I had made of my quarters.

	“Eliska, make sure she takes breaks.” Vira pointed her finger at me.

	“Yes ma’am,” Eliska saluted her.

	Vira laughed as she left the library.

	“She’s a feisty one, isn’t she?” Eliska asked.

	“Yes, she keeps me in line.” I laughed, shaking my head.

	Eliska nodded.

	The next holiday I read about was a celebration of the birth of a messiah from an ancient religion. Religion wasn’t something that was recognized in our country. I was interested in what the ancient societies gained from believing in these people versus the truth that science provided. This holiday was a time spent with family and giving gifts. Something I likened to be similar to one’s personal birthday except it was for everyone. It was interesting, and I read further how it was centered on that of another ancient festival celebrating the changing of the seasons. The more I read, the more it seemed most of these were based on something called pagan practices.

	Closing the book, I marked my page and went in search of a book that would possible explain exactly what was pagan. Scanning the shelves, I ran my fingers over the old leather bindings, taking time to appreciate the smell of the old leather and paper pages in the books. Titles upon titles were stacked on the shelf, but none seemed to have the information I was looking for until I found Ancient Religions and Practices.

	Grabbing the book from the shelf, I went back to the table. I knew Eliska was hoping I would look through all of the holidays, but I wanted to understand paganism to the fullest to understand why religious people had adopted their celebrations. The research was interesting and hours past with me lost in a rabbit hole of information. The knock at the library door startled both of us as we were spending our time in companionable silence.

	“Come in,” I spoke.

	Lukas came in, looking bleak. “Fanya . . .”, he paused after seeing Eliska, “Your Highness, we need to talk. It’s urgent, in the meeting room. I have had Radek summon all of the council.”

	His tone and the look on his face made my heart feel like it had dropped to my stomach. Eliska and I stood and followed him quietly to the meeting room. Inside, everyone was seated until I came in. They scrambled to stand and bow, but I gestured for them to sit back down. Lukas and Radek remained standing, while everyone sat and got settled.

	“Unfortunately, the reason we have gathered you all here this afternoon isn’t for anything good. The news from the capitol is that the riots have increased, and the attacks are growing deadlier. Radek and I will be leaving with several of the soldiers to go into to town to try to stop them, and to settle things. We have most of the plan from Radek’s idea in place, so we’ll start with that. But there’s no guarantee that force won’t be needed, meaning we could be facing the start of a civil war, which none of us are wanting. Seeing as you are the council to the Queen, we need to make sure you are backing us in the decision to do what is needed at the time it is needed.” Lukas’s grim words were met with eerie silence as everyone took in the reality of the situation.

	One by one, everyone raised their hands in agreement that Radek and Lukas would have the power to make on the spot decisions they felt were best for the whole of the country. 

	The air seemed to still. 

	War was possible. 

	Riots were one thing, but war was something completely different. I looked at Eliska who appeared as concerned as I was about it all. My mind went to Tierney, knowing she was close to the rioting. Fear was overcoming my rationale. I stood.

	“War is not what we want or need at this moment, so please, if that is the decision that is made, make sure it is the last thing to try. I know sometimes it is unavoidable, but we’ve already lost enough people, we don’t need to lose more. Please, find a few trusted men to make sure that innocent people have a way to get out if it comes to that.”

	Radek and Lukas nodded. I knew I was being hopeful and maybe slightly even naïve, but I needed to say it anyway. I dismissed the council, but people lingered around talking with each other. Vira came in to see if there was anything I needed help with and stayed around talking. I watched her talk to Offa with awe in her eyes. I’m sure having someone that understands your situation more than anyone else is a good thing to have, which led me to think I should let my council have some time to socialize outside of the work situations.

	“Everyone,” I spoke quickly, “before you all leave, I want to invite you to join me for supper and tea later this evening. We’ve only spent time working and planning. And as Vira has scolded me for not taking time to relax, I feel I may not have afforded you all this time either.” A murmur of appreciate and yeses went around the room. I left, followed by Radek and Lukas.

	“You two, please be careful.” I looked at each of them, fighting back tears.

	“We will,” Lukas spoke calmly.

	Radek stepped forward and drew me into a hug. While in the position, he whispered, “I love you,” before pulling away.

	My whole body seemed to freeze in that position. It was then that I realized I loved them both, in different ways. I looked at him, and he nodded as if he could hear my thoughts. Lukas, not wanting to be upstaged, hugged me as well. However, he was not privy to the words spoken in quiet by Radek, so his was just a warm hug. As he pulled away, I realized that I missed his arms more.

	“Before you guys go . . .” I stepped toward them just as they had turned away. “I was tasked to plan a wedding as a way to give pause to the riots. If you can see a way to keep from all-out war, when you return, I’ll tell you whom I have selected to marry so that we can move forward with the plan.”

	I knew it wasn’t the best timing, but I felt I had to say it to give them even more motivation to avoid war at all cost. Both looked at me, then at each other and back to me. Neither spoke. The silence was awkward. Finally, they nodded at me, and turned without further words. I stood there, watching them leave me. My heart pounded and words in form of a prayer ran through my mind, although I wasn’t sure to whom I was praying. It seemed as though our ancestors had once relied on prayer, and I was to the point that trying anything seemed better than doing nothing.

	“You okay?” Eliska asked.

	I didn’t realize she had come up beside me. I turned to look at her through blurry eyes. Tears were forming without my consent. She didn’t say anything but took my hand and led us quickly down the halls and toward the library. I was in full tears by the time the doors closed behind us.

	“Now, tell me what’s wrong.” She leveled her gaze to mine.

	“I think I love him,” I sobbed.

	“Which one?” She smirked.

	A garbled laugh snuck out between the sobs. “Lukas.”

	“Oh . . .”, she said. “Ohhhhh.”

	My words settled into the space between us. I had love for Radek, too. He held a special place in my heart because of our shared experiences, but it didn’t feel the same as I felt about Lukas. Amusement passed through me, through the sadness, at the thought of how my mom and Miro always wanted me to marry Lukas. I knew Radek would be upset when he heard the news, but I had to follow my heart. I knew Lukas would be a good partner in this life with sage advice to offer. I also knew, that many would be upset at the thought of me marrying a clone.

	“So, two questions. One, are you ready for the backlash from that decision? Two, should we start initial planning for the wedding so that we can have one almost ready for when the appropriate opportunity presents itself?” Eliska’s tone and facial expression held no judgement, which helped me relax some.

	I hadn’t realized how much I had been holding my breath waiting to hear what she would say to my choice. Because Radek had been the other choice for the monarch, many would probably expect that I select him. However, I feel like his biases wouldn’t be a good partner for me, as well as, I feared he might want more power than I was wanting to give away.

	“I am ready, because I feel he is strong even if people are opposed to him being a clone. As far as wedding planning, I suppose it would make Vira happy.”

	I wiped the tears from my cheeks. Eliska handed me a tissue, and I took some deep breaths to calm myself. I knew at any time Vira could storm into the room and she would be fit to be tied if she found me close to hysterics. I went to the desk, continuing to focus on deep breathing, in hopes to be able to return somewhat to normal so I could get lost in reading until it was time to get dressed for the evening’s dinner.
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Eight

	  

	Upstairs, Vira had laid out a nice dress and flats to wear for dinner. The dress was a black and white checkered calf length with a red belt. The shoes were red as well. I had just slipped on the shoes when she showed up wearing a soft yellow dress that was perfect for her. She curtsied and laughed as she came in. 

	“You look great!” I exclaimed. 

	“So do you. Should I fix your hair?” she said making her way toward me. 

	“No, thanks, I think I’ll wear it down. But I do want to wear one of my smaller crowns, maybe the one with rubies? Although, I don’t know where that one is . . .” 

	“Here.” She handed it to me before I finished the sentence. 

	Sometime during my lamenting, she had walked over to my closet and found the crown, along with all my others. I wondered if Tierney had placed it there and told them as they switched places. I smiled. Turning to the mirror, I placed the crown on my loose locks. The deep red ruby stones looked great against my hair. 

	“Is everyone else ready?” I asked, running my hands down my dress to straighten the seams. 

	“I believe so. Eliska was escorting them to the dining room to eat just as I was coming up to make sure you were ready.” She sounded bemused. 

	“It’s as if you two don’t think I could dress myself,” I scoffed to which Vira just smirked. 

	“Shall we head down now?” She was trying very badly to hide her enjoyment from the bickering. 

	“I missed you,” I said. 

	She nodded. “I did too.” 

	We walked to the dining hall in silence. Twice, I slid my gaze toward Vira. She, too, was running her hand along the stone wall. Her facial expression let me know that she also found the feeling of the hard, cold stone relaxing, almost as if it were an anesthetic. I wished there was a stone wall by my bed for when my head was swimming with thoughts at night. 

	The stairs and main lobby were empty, but a buzz of conversation made its way from the dining room. The air seemed to sizzle with excitement. Since the first riot bombing, this was the first chance most of us had been given to relax and enjoy. Vira walked ahead of me as we got closer in order to announce me to the guests. Silence filled the room as I entered. Nervous energy almost made me bust into giggles. I’m afraid a smile did break loose. Everyone bowed or curtsied in the formal way. 

	“Please, let’s be informal this evening. Sit, sit.” I gestured to everyone to sit around the table. “We’ll eat and then move to the ballroom. I don’t have musicians, but I had the staff bring in couches and chairs so we can all talk and just relax.” 

	“There’s a radio,” Eliska spoke up. 

	“Oh good.” I was glad to hear there was something that could help with the silence that might occur when they realized their queen was not the most social person they’ve met. 

	“It is quiet without the guys,” Offa said. 

	I nodded. Radek and Lukas were good with keeping the conversation flowing much better than I was capable of doing. Thankfully, the maids starting filing in bringing the food. I watched as they served those in the house with me. Several of the people at the table were probably friends of the families that these workers were from in town. Shame started to fill me. I looked to Vira whose uncomfortable posture told me what I needed to know. 

	“Excuse me.” I grabbed the maid that had smiled and spoken to me earlier in the week. She looked startled. “Have you all eaten yet?”

	“No, we eat when your dinner is done.” She looked oddly at me. 

	“I would like to invite you and the entire staff to eat with us. We have more than enough room at the table for everyone.” I looked around at the faces of those in the room, and none looked offended. Several even seemed delighted that I had decided to include those of the household. 

	“Oh no, My Queen, we couldn’t.” She was shaking her head looking wildly around to the others in the room.

	“What if I insist?” I smiled. 

	“O—okay.” 

	“Good. Make your plates and join us.” 

	As they left, the others at the table began to clap. I felt awkward and gestured for them to stop and continue to eat. Eliska leaned over and whispered that I had done a good job. Vira visibly appeared to relax into her chair more than before. Several minutes later, those that worked in the house joined us. There were other faces that joined the room I had never seen, making me wonder who all worked here, and who had vetted them. 

	Silence filled the room for the time it took them to get seated. Finally, Offa turned to someone who sat beside her. Soon everyone relaxed and chatter again ruminated throughout the dining hall. I listened as Vira talked to Eliska about which buildings were left still during all the riots. They talked about their families and how they couldn’t wait to see them again. 

	Everyone talked to everyone, while I listened. I didn’t know what to say anymore. If I talked to them about their families, they would assume I was prying. If I asked about the city, they would want to discuss the riots. No subject was safe for the queen in times like these. As we finished eating, we slowly made our way to the ballroom. There were chairs and couches scattered around this room I’d never been in. 

	“Queen Fanya, your dress is beautiful this evening,” Rollo said. 

	“Thank you.” I smiled. 

	He nodded and made his way toward a couch where Offa was seated. I watched them speak to each other with ease. I wondered if they knew each other outside of this tiny bubble being created more and more each day. Vira made her way over toward me, smiling. 

	“How are you doing?” she asked. 

	“I’m not sure. I don’t know how to mingle, to be honest.” I glanced toward the crowd. 

	She chuckled. “What’d you do during school? Or out in public before all of this?”

	“I hung out with Dobra.” I shrugged. 

	“So, go over there and speak to her now. I think once others see you talking, they’ll approach you.” She was almost scolding. 

	“It’s not the same anymore—” I didn’t get to finish because she interrupted me. 

	“Because she’s a clone?” She arched her brow at me, daring me to say that was the reason. 

	“Absolutely not.” I was offended that she would even suggest that. “It’s a matter of difference of opinions on the clones themselves not the fact that she’s a clone. You’re a clone. My brother is apparently a clone, Lukas—who I want to marry—is clone . . .” I realized I had said that last bit out loud. 

	“Oh?” Vira stood there smirking a little. 

	“Shut up.” I rolled my eyes but laughed lightly. 

	“Please, go socialize,” Vira said, still grinning. 

	“Fine.” I sighed. 

	I made my way over to where Dobra was standing. She was alone, watching the others mingle as I had been doing just before Vira disrupted my aloneness.

	“How are you?” I asked, nervous that she would walk away. 

	“I’m not sure to be honest.” Her face fell slightly as if she revealed some big secret.

	“What’s wrong?” I moved closer so she could speak lower without drawing too much attention to herself. 

	“I haven’t heard from my parents in a few days.” Tears welled in her eyes. 

	“Would you like me to send one of the soldiers out to check on them?” I asked. 

	“Can you do that?” Her countenance picked up. 

	“I’m the queen.” I wiggled my eyebrows at her, hoping to make her smile. 

	It worked. She grinned. 

	“Oh, yeah. That.” 

	The banter was akin to what we had prior to the trials. We stood in silence for a while. I watched as a mix of classes, humans, and clones gathered together without issue. This is what I wanted for my country. The term my country threw me. It was the first time I had acknowledged that sentiment, and it felt right to think it. 

	“What’s on your mind?” Dobra asked, not turning toward me, but continuing to watch the crowd as well. 

	“How it would be great if we could take what’s happening in this room and have all our citizens get along.” Bemusing at the thought of something so complicated being so easy. 

	“That would be the dream. Unfortunately, I do believe that it is just a dream. As much as even I would like that. There are too many people who do and will always despise the clones.” The matter of fact tone fit my thoughts. 

	“I know.” I could feel a tug at the corner of my lips. 

	“Can I ask you something serious?” She lingered, waiting for my response. 

	“Of course, Dobra.” I turned to give her my full attention. Aware that this was the first time we had spoken face to face about stuff that wasn’t business.

	“You asking me to learn how to reverse clones . . .” She paused, fiddling with the hem of her shirt. “Is it because you don’t like the clones?” 

	“Not at all. It’s because I think people, clones, should have the choice. It shouldn’t be something they just have to live with, you know? As much as you like the change, and as much as Vira likes the change, there are many that do not. I hope you can understand that. As much as you like being a clone, it still wasn’t your choice. With the reversal knowledge, we can give the clones the choice. Just like you don’t want to be judged for being a clone, other clones shouldn’t be judged for not liking the lot they have right now. Can you understand?” 

	We had moved even closer and lowered our voices. Neither of us wanting to draw attention to ourselves or the conversation at hand. Clones were still a hot topic, even among those of use gathered and conversing with one another. I glanced sideways to gauge the room and realized that no one was paying attention to us. 

	“I do.” Her posture relaxed as if she had previously been preparing to battle depending on my response. Before I could finish, a commotion from the front door distracted me. Everyone in the room heard the noise, and we all made our way toward the noise. In the foyer, Radek and Lukas stood looking triumphant. Both were smiling and greeting the others as they appeared. I stayed back, wondering why they had returned so quickly, and looking better than before. As I made my way toward them, the people parted, allowing me unobstructed access to both. 

	“That didn’t take long at all,” I said, my arms crossed over my chest as I stood waiting for an explanation. 

	I could hear the blood whooshing in my ears. It felt as if the whole world had grown too quiet as everyone from the party was also waiting to hear what Radek and Lukas had to say, especially why they were smiling. The anticipation while they looked at each other as they didn’t know where to start was overwhelming. 

	“Well, by the time we got there . . .” Radek started but stopped, tugging nervously on his lips with his thumb and forefinger. He had crossed his other arm under his elbow to support this movement. “Well, they had already run out of bombs. They looked to be about to start using rocks.” 

	There was a deep frown forming on his forehead as he spoke. His cheeks flushed as if anger was building from the memory. Scanning to Lukas, I could see his hands were clenching and unclenching, but he was always bouncing on the toes of his feet, waiting to say more. 

	“The leaders were there, giving commands as we walked up.” Lukas filled in. “We asked for a parlay, of sorts. To which they agreed.” 

	“We met right there in the streets.” Radek’s eyes lit up. “We convinced them to stop for The Feast to allow celebration as most of the leaders were older and could remember the celebrations. Thanks, Eliska,” Radek said and turned to give her a quick nod. “They also agreed to a town hall meeting, if you agree to attend and allow each person who wishes to speak a chance to give you their opinions and/or ideas. We agreed for you,” he paused scanning my face for some reaction. 

	“I’m not opposed to that idea. Although, it sounds like it might need to be longer than one or two days to allow everyone time to speak.” I was trying to calculate how many people were in our city, and in our country. “Are we extending this to the whole nation?” 

	I could feel myself growing tense. How had I not asked about all the other communities in our country? Did they have clones? Were they rioting? What was going on with them? I turned trying to find Offa and Rollo. 

	“Only those in uproar, My Queen,” Lukas spoke. “Some of the outlying communities are either at peace with each other without having had issues or have already come up with some solution they feel fits their needs. We will extend our offers in case someone feels the need to be heard, but I feel that only our communities and a few of the larger ones in the surrounding areas are being affected.” 

	“Thank you. It’s late and I’m sure you’re tired. I have many more questions, but let’s all rest and reconvene in the morning,” I suggested. 

	“Yes, Your Highness.” The words resounded from each of the people in the foyer. 

	“Good night, then.” I excused myself. 

	Heading up the stairs, I glanced to see Vira and Eliska closely following behind me. I knew it was futile to ask for time alone as both would have many questions that were valid, but I was tired. My mind was racing with all the ways I’ve continued to fail as a leader. I could see the others in the government now that were against me, hoping I’d fail. I wondered what they would have done to correct this if I had needed to be saved. I wondered if Eliska even knew what the backup plan had been. My best guess would have been to hire a dictator of some sorts.

	“Do you need helping changing?” Vira asked just as we got into my room. 

	“No, thank you. I suppose you should make some coffee or tea for the three us as I feel we have a long night a head of us.” The weight of everything was sitting heavy on my shoulders. 

	Eliska had continued to her room upstairs as we were going down the hallway. I assumed it was to change as I had been planning the same thing. If we were going to be up all night worrying and discussing everything, we should at least be doing it in comfortable clothes. I dug through my drawers until I found a pair of old, worn out black sweatpants. The elastic in the bottoms were long gone. I grabbed one of my older, long-sleeved shirts to wear. Placing my crown on my vanity along with the other jewelry, I quickly pulled my hair up. Back at my drawers, I pulled out oversized large socks as the room was chilly this evening.

	“Can I come in?” Eliska asked as she knocked on my door. 

	“Yes, please do. It would be quite awkward to speak through the door.” 

	I smirked as she came in. She could almost pass for someone just a few years older than me without her fancy clothes, hairdos, and make up. I knew she had to at least be around my mom’s age or older.  She made her way over to my sitting area. As she sat, she tucked her feet up under her and leaned against the arm of the chair. I offered a throw, which she took, and I sat across from her, leaving the chaise for Vira to relax on. It wasn’t long before she returned with the house tea. She, too, had taken time to change into what looked to be pajamas.

	“How are you?” Vira asked wearily as she handed each of us our teacups. 

	“Overwhelmed. And if we’re being honest, a bit lost. I’ve been so caught up in me, mine, and this local community, I never even thought about how the whole country is being affected by everything.” I dropped my head into my hands and groaned, loudly. 

	“If it helps, the majority of the country isn’t in riots, it mainly the capital and the surrounding communities. Many of the rural and outlying communities have taken the knowledge of the clones well because these people are the ones who are benefiting the most of keeping their numbers up.” Eliska’s tone was almost proud, which seemed weird, but yet it was still comforting. 

	“Should I at least set up a tour to visit each community? Show my face and listen to other concerns they might have that have nothing to do with the clones?” I was bouncing my gaze between the two people that were seated in the room with me. Times like this I was missing Tierney something awful. 

	“I believe that was discussed before in one of the meetings . . .” Eliska reminded me softly. 

	“Oh, yes . . . sorry.” 

	I could feel my head shaking subconsciously.  I hoped that tomorrow I would have more answers than questions. My mind wandered to all the things that could happen to include it being a set up to attack me. However, I couldn’t let my fear get in the way of something that could potentially be a big help. As I sat, staring off into nowhere land, Vira cleared her throat. She did this a few times before I realized she was trying to get my attention. 

	“Yes?” I asked. 

	“So, now that the boys are back, are you going to announce which you have chosen to marry?” She looked nervous. 

	“I suppose I should, after the meeting.” Another groan escaped me. 

	“May I speak freely?” Eliska asked, repositioning herself so she was facing me directly.

	“Always.” I regretted that response even as the words were coming out. 

	Eliska must have realized that because she smiled at me before starting. “Do you have any ideas for protection? This could be a setup.” 

	“I was already thinking that, and I’m not completely sure how I could go about making sure I was safe, while giving the people what they need. Reassurance, guidance, answers . . .” My words fell short. 

	I didn’t even know IF I could give them those things. I didn’t have those things right now. 

	“Let’s all think about it overnight, and maybe one of us will have an idea by morning.” 
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	“Wake up!” Vira sung the words.

	I mumbled something about being too chipper as she practically pulled me from the bed. The bed that was warm, comfortable, and safe. A place that didn’t have loads of people with loads of questions that expected me to have the answers. All I wanted to do was crawl back into bed and avoid reality. But a queen has responsibilities and, unfortunately, I was a queen. 

	“You know, it’s unnatural to be this chipper in the mornings.” The words sounded more like grunts. 

	Vira laughed. “Well, I suppose I’m technically not natural anyway.”

	Her response caught me off guard for a moment. Turning, I could see she was teasing, and I smiled. Nodding in agreement that her statement was true. 

	“Touché.”

	I grabbed the clothing she handed to me as I headed to the shower. She had picked out simple linen pants and a cotton top. I appreciated that she was understanding of my need for comfort. I had a certain look as a queen that I was supposed to keep up, but I was also a teenager still. In a few months, I would be eighteen. It seemed like ages ago that I was in my room eating a cupcake alone with my mom. Time was flying past me without any signs of slowing.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Downstairs, everyone was already gathered. A breakfast of breads, fruits, and jams had been laid out so people could grab what they wanted. My stomach wasn’t allowing me to feel hungry, but I was afraid if I didn’t eat, the others wouldn’t either. I grabbed a roll and made my way to the head of the table. There was already a cup of coffee waiting for me, thankfully. 

	“Shall we get started?” I sat down, and the others joined me.

	The squeaking of the chair legs against the floor was loud. As everyone got settled, Radek and Lukas stood to start telling of the whole event from start to finish. As they retold us what they had the night before, all the same questions were circling my thoughts. I had taken time to write them down to ensure I hadn’t forgotten anything. Some of them were answered during their retelling, to include that the rioters agreed to sign a peace treaty for both The Feast and the town hall. They agreed to thorough scans to make sure they were unarmed. As well as agreeing to being arrested if any of these demands were broken. 

	“I still feel more security for the Queen is needed,” Eliska spoke up as they finished. 

	“We agree,” Lukas said. 

	“We thought maybe she could sit behind a glass that allowed her to see and be seen but would give some safety measures,” Radek followed up. 

	“Don’t you think that will put them off?” I stated. I was not comfortable being behind a glass like some sort of museum piece. 

	“Maybe, but it’s a risk we are all ready to take. The mayhem we have right now would not compare to the mayhem of what would happen if the Queen, you, were killed in public.” Lukas’s tone was firm as he made steady eye contact with me. This wasn’t simply the request of my security officer. He looked as if was almost pleading with me to accept this decision. 

	Finally, I simply nodded. Tension seemed to visibly escape him. It was almost as if I could see the breath he let out when I agreed. 

	“How will we schedule this?” Will it be open forum, by community?” I asked, reading from my long list of questions. 

	The morning session went on into the late evening with almost every minute of the next two weeks planned out in detail. The festival for The Feast was to begin in three days’ time in which we would all travel back to the capital. After The Feast, there would be two days of scheduled meetings for the town hall as well as two additional days available as needed. 

	“Guys, before we adjourn for the night, I have an announcement.” I glanced to Lukas who nodded. He came and stood beside me. I could feel myself grinning.

	“After some long nights of decision making, I would like to announce that Lukas and I are to be married.” 

	The room erupted in applause. Eliska wiped a few tears, but I wasn’t sure if it was from happiness or relief that she had finally convinced me that marriage was needed. I couldn’t believe how excited I actually felt about announcing the upcoming wedding. My heart felt free and glancing at Lukas assured me he seemed as happy as I felt. He reached over and took my hand. 

	“The wedding is planned for after The Feast. We want to make it a celebration for everyone, not just us. We intend to make sure the truce and peace hold out for the length until at least the end of our wedding. Unfortunately, due to the circumstance, Fanya and I decided that after the wedding, everything will return to business as usual,” Lukas added as he looked to me for an assurance that I agreed with him speaking for us. 

	We had decided that doing any sort of celebrating of our own would put too much at risk at this time. I was just excited that I would be doing something that I actually wanted, something we all hoped would quell some of the tension. Giddiness began to take over, and my cheeks ached from smiling. I glanced around, trying to determine how everyone felt about the announcement. It seemed to have been taken well by everyone. Even Radek, although I could see his true feelings etched across his face. 

	Lukas was beaming with excitement which made my heart skip. The rest of the evening when anyone spoke to me about Lukas, or I saw him watching me and grinning, I could feel the heat spread across my cheeks. 

	I still wanted to talk to Radek alone after the announcement. I needed him to know that I loved him, too. Just not in the same way. 

	“Radek . . .” I knocked lightly on the door to his room. 

	“Come in.” He was seated at his desk, writing down something. 

	“I wanted to talk. To explain myself further.” I hesitated, as he still hadn’t turned to face me. 

	“Go ahead.” He sighed turning toward me. 

	“I love you, Radek. I do, but it’s not the same way I

	 love Lukas.” The look on his face sent sharp pains to my heart. I wasn’t trying to hurt him. 

	“Thanks.” His shoulders dropped. 

	“I don’t mean to hurt you. I don’t, but I had to go with what my heart was telling me. You would be a great husband, but I feel like it wouldn’t be fair to you. Plus, I need someone intelligent to run my military for me.” 

	“A bone? You’re throwing me a bone?” He looked up at me, brows furrowed. 

	“No, not at all.” I gestured with exasperation. “I’m just trying to make you not hate me for this.” 

	“Hate you? I can’t hate you, Fanya. I’m in love with you. Now, please leave.” He turned away some so that I could only see the side of his face, it looked as if he was trying to blink back tears. 

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I left, closing the door behind me. 

	Tears burned my eyes. This whole thing was a mess. I took off running upstairs. Hurt, angry, and feeling cheated. I was supposed to be a normal teen, with normal dating issues. And that might be what this felt like, if it wasn’t for all the other things I had to deal with, too. At the top of the stairs, I bumped into Lukas. 

	“Hey . . . hey, what’s wrong?” He took me by my shoulders and hunched a little so he could look me in my eyes. His voice was soft and calming. 

	“Radek is upset,” I sobbed, wrapping my arms around his waist. 

	He pulled me in close, and his large arms wrapped around me felt like home. With my head against his chest, I listened to the beat of his heart to help settle myself. 

	“Ah . . .” he said simply. “I’m sure he is upset. He loves you. I love you, too.” 

	“I know, and I love you.” I pulled back to look up at him. 

	He lightly brushed his lips against mine. Heat filled me to my toes. I untangled my arms from his waist and wrapped them around his neck, grabbing his hair with my fingers. I pulled him in deeper for a longer kiss. Everything was quiet. I was there with the man I loved, kissing him. In a castle. Suddenly, the thought made me break away and giggle. 

	“Is kissing me funny?” He arched his brow, but smirked. 

	“NO!” I said it too loudly in protest, but the giggles came back. “Me, being a queen, kissing you in a castle is, though.” 

	“So, does that mean I’ll be King?” 

	There were no motives behind his question. Simply a search for further understanding. 

	“I’m not sure. I have to look up the rules, to be honest. I think it makes you a Prince Consort . . .” I tilted my head as I thought.

	We were still in the position to be close enough to kiss. The draw of his lips was calling to me. I leaned in for another kiss just as we heard someone clear their throat from behind me. I quickly dropped my arms to my side, but Lukas was slow with removing his arms. It was Radek. His face was stone cold. 

	“Didn’t take you long to run into Lukas’s arms, did it?” Anger was seething from him. 

	“That’s not fair . . .” I stepped back as if I had been hit. His words stung.

	“Lukas, we need to talk about things to prepare for The Feast.” 

	“I’ll see you later.” Lukas kissed the top of my head but left me there alone. 

	I wasn’t sure if he didn’t say something to Radek to keep the peace, or what. I do know when Radek was spitting his anger at me, I could feel Lukas tense up. Exhaustion hit me, but I needed to find Eliska and Vira to start the planning for The Feast . . . and the wedding.

	 


[image: Image]

	 

	
Nine

	 

	The Feast had been a success. The riots had been on hold for almost a week. Quiet seemed to fill every corner of the country, and I was finally seeing what could be if I could get my countrymen to work together. I was in my dressing room, preparing for the first day of the town hall when a knock at the door distracted me. 

	Vira had left me alone to finish dressing as she went to the building nearby where the town hall meeting was to be held. I was just placing my tiara on when the knock came a second time, this time it sounded more hurried than before. I made my way to the door and opened it without thinking. There, standing on the other side was Miro and Tierney, looking worn out and bloodied. 

	“Let us in. You have to let us in!” Tierney’s voice was ragged.

	I moved over, too scared to speak. Miro was limping with Tierney’s help. 

	“What in the world happened?” I asked, paling at the sight of so much blood. 

	“There was an attack, at the town hall meeting. Everyone was preparing for you, and bombs went off. People scattered everywhere. I couldn’t find your mom. I’m sorry.” Tears cut through the dirt and blood on her face. 

	“A bomb—” I could hear myself, but I couldn’t figure out what it all meant. I felt numb. Another knock and some yelling came from the door.

	Running over, I flung it open to find Vira helping Eliska, and Rollo helping Offa. They were bruised and dirty. I stepped back to allow them in. Looking passed them, I saw black smoke rolling up into the sky from the direction of the meeting hall. 

	“Has anyone seen Lukas? Radek?” Fear filled my voice. 

	“No.” They were already inside when the bomb exploded, Eliska coughed the words out. 

	“What are we going to do?” Vira was crying. She was covered with Eliska’s blood. 

	“Get a tourniquet for her arm,” Rollo commanded Vira, pointing to Eliska’s gaping wound. 

	I ran over to her. “What happened?” 

	“Vira and I were walking in. Rollo and Offa were in front of us, everyone was already inside . . .” She paused, growing paler as she spoke. I helped her lean back.

	Vira came back with one of my belts and tightened it around the top of her wound. 

	“She’s out,” I said. 

	“Just as we were entering the doors, the bomb went off. It exploded closer to Eliska, and her body protected me. Same with Rollo and Offa,” Vira explained. 

	I glanced to see Offa bleeding from a large wound on her head and cuts and scrapes on her arm. Rollo was tending to her scanning my room to find anything and everything that could help. Miro was in a chair with his foot propped up. 

	“We don’t know what happened, I can still barely hear anything other than ringing. We each tried to take a different route so we wouldn’t be followed here to you.” Offa dropped her gaze. 

	“Then we should be safe right?” I asked.

	Just then, another knock startled each of us alert enough to understand what was happening. I went to answer, but this time Rollo caught my arm. 

	“Wait,” he whispered, holding his finger up to his mouth. “Stay hidden behind the door, My Queen.” 

	I was confused at first, then realization hit me. Someone knocking doesn’t mean it was someone on my side. I nodded, doing as I was told, I stayed hidden behind the door as he opened it to whomever was knocking on the other side. 

	“Dobra?” Rollo asked

	“Yes, please let me in. I think someone was following us. I lost…” Her voice mumbled, as she spoke. 

	There was some commotion going on between the door and me. I could hear sounds, but I couldn’t make out what there were. Seconds stretched as I waited for the door to close. Rollo then pulled Dobra in but locked the door quickly. He leaned against it, as did Dobra, fear in their eyes. Her gaze met mine, and a sense of relief washed over her. 

	“It’s bad,” she whispered to me. 

	“How bad?” I blanched, scared to what all could be going on out there.

	“The bomb wasn’t the rioters.” 

	“What?” Everyone questioned almost at once. 

	“Radek and I were on the stage, we were behind the glass, it helped protect us. We saw a shadow behind one of the back doors. We went to follow it. It was some small thing, some humanoid. Just before the bomb went off behind us, I heard him whisper upwalkers.” 

	She looked at me, waiting for an explanation. 

	Everything went dark. She had mentioned Radek and upwalkers. I felt as if I was floating as thoughts of my trials and Yakue and her baby swam around my head. I grew dizzy, but the force of the fall knocking the air out of my lungs helped bring me back to present. I laid on the ground gasping for air, tears stung my eyes. 

	“Why?” The word sounded gargled to me. 

	“I don’t know. I don’t even know what they were, Radek and I split when we noticed someone or something following us.” Dobra was beside me, using her hands to fan air in my direction. 

	“Help me up. We can’t just sit in here. We’re sitting ducks, waiting to get picked off if we do,” I announced. 

	I was woozy from the rush of blood to my head as I sat up. Dobra held my back to help keep me steady as I waited for the episode to pass. Despair filled me as I looked around realizing that not everyone was fit to leave. Upwalkers . . . why would they attack? I tried to wrack my memories of what Eliska had told me about them, and why they might attack. They didn’t want to be part of the country. 

	“Take me there.” I turned to Dobra and commanded. 

	“Take you where?” Incredulously she asked. 

	“To the meeting. I have to find one of the upwalkers. I was going to make peace with the rioters. I must make peace with them, instead.” I made a move to stand but was still a little wobbly. 

	“Uhhh . . . no. Are you crazy? You can’t just walk out there!” Dobra insisted.

	“I can. And I will. You can either come with me, or I’ll go alone.” 

	“Fine.” She sighed and threw her hands up as if she was surrendering. 

	Rollo looked at Tierney and Miro who simply shrugged. The look of determination on my face must have made them realize arguing was going to be useless. I flung the flats off my feet and searched for some boots. There were a pair in the back of one my closets. I’m sure my dress, tiara, and boots would almost have been comical if the time had been right. 

	“Let’s go.”  I signaled for her to walk. 

	“Wait.” Rollo stopped us. “Let me go. I’ve dealt with upwalkers for years. They live near our community, and I have had some decent interactions with them. Besides, Dobra might be of more help here.” 

	He eyed her as if they knew something I didn’t. 

	“Okay.” I didn’t care at the moment. I was focused on speaking with the upwalkers, I didn’t have time to deal with whatever secret conversation was just conveyed between them. 

	Outside, I could hear screaming. Smoke from the fire filled the air. So much so, that I had to cover my mouth to breathe. Rollo led the way but made sure he was always within reach of me. My stomach tied in knots when I started looking around and realized the whole truth hadn’t been told to me. It wasn’t just the town hall, there were other buildings, even private residential homes had been bombed. That’s why there was so much smoke. 

	Rollo stopped us at the edge of a nearby building, he had his hand behind him holding me against the wall. Turning he placed his finger to his lips. We stood there for a while as he kept checking around the corner. Finally, he pulled me quickly and we sprinted around a corner and up a set of stairs. Inside, I was shocked to find a room of upwalkers. They, too, seemed surprised to see me and Rollo. 

	“Why you here?” one of the upwalkers asked gruffly. 

	Most people knew little about upwalkers, let alone their language. He had assumed I didn’t, rightly so which led him to speak in my language. I was surprised when Rollo responded in a language that was not familiar to me but seemed to put the upwalkers to rest. They went back and forth, occasionally making glances in my direction. I just stood there. Staring. I didn’t recognize any of their faces from the group that killed Yakue and took her baby, but the memory was foggy and filled with pain. 

	Rollo leaned to me. “Queen, I’m not sure how to tell you this . . .” 

	He hemmed and hawed for a while, dancing from one foot to another, looking between me and the main upwalker. The upwalker gestured for him to get on with it. 

	“What is it?” I asked, hearing the quiver in my own voice. 

	“It seems, and I may be misunderstanding, but it seems they were asked to attack the rioters in your honor. Someone told them they could become fully fledged citizens under your reign if you helped rid the country of those against you. Bakue here,” he paused and pointed to the main upwalker, “said that he was given a time and location to attack when there would be a mass of rioters in the area.” 

	“Did he say who?” My body felt suddenly made of stone. 

	Rollo nodded, but didn’t offer up a name. 

	“Rollo,” I said between gritted teeth. “Please, give me the name.” 

	“Radek.”

	The air left my lungs, and I doubled over. I rested my hands on my legs. Confusion flooded me. 

	Why would he do this, was he so mad at me about Lukas that he wanted to do anything to destroy me? Bakue and Rollo came over and helped me to sit. The look on Bakue’s face was of genuine concern for me, which only made things worse. Yes, I had wanted the upwalkers to come into the fold of our country, but not like this. I wanted to hear the rioters out. Now, they would think this was my plan. 

	“But why?” I asked as my vision blurred through the tears. 

	Rollo turned and grunted out something to Bakue. 

	“He said you hurt. You need help. We want to help. Last time we were told we would be work animals if we joined. He offered us real life.” Bakue looked shameful as he was starting to realize I was not a part of this deal. 

	 “I would love for you to be citizens. I had already had plans in the works to meet with you. This was not my doing. Please understand…” 

	“You wanted meet with us?” Bakue brought his gaze up to meet mine. 

	“Yes.” I paused, trying to settle myself. “I need for you to gather any other bombs or traps or anything destructive you might have placed and make sure they don’t go off. I want peace but not like this, I want each person to feel as if they are heard, you all included.” 

	“We go now.” Bakue said something in the upwalker language and the group in the room left in a haste. 

	I looked at Rollo, trying to figure out what to do next. His face looked tired. 

	“Queen Fanya, now what?” he asked. 

	“I think we need to go to the town hall building. Survivors need to see me. And I need to see what is there so I can know what our next steps are going to be.” 

	“What about Radek?” His face was taut. 

	“I don’t know yet.” I could feel my shoulders drop with the weight of everything. 

	He took my hand and we left the building. Once again, he took the lead. He kept us close to the walls. The destruction of the capitol was such that it would take years and a lot of money to rebuild. I almost felt as if dozing over and starting from the beginning would be almost as easy as trying to reconstruct what was destroyed. As we walked, my body felt heavier and heavier with each step. 

	“Queen, we’re going to have to go into the open now. There are no more walls or buildings to hide behind from here.” Fear etched in his eyes told me he wanted me to refuse. 

	I couldn’t. I had to get there. I had to see. I needed to find Lukas and my mom. 

	“Okay,” I replied. 

	He drew a breath and took the first step. The chaos of everything seemed to almost be shielding us from people. We made a beeline to what remained of the meeting hall. There was mostly rubble left in what was once one of the most beautiful buildings in the capital. With Rollo’s help, I climbed over and made my way to what had been the stage area. There, I saw the broken and bloodied bodies of my people. It no longer mattered that they were rioters or on my side. They were all mine. Hot tears fell without warning. Scanning, I could see some people had already started working on removing the rubble to free the bodies. Across from me was the wall with the words still painted on them, and anger began to replace the sadness. 

	“Everyone, can I have your attention, please?” I yelled loudly. 

	Rollo blanched. Everyone in the room stopped and looked at me with astonishment. I was there, in my dress and boots, standing amongst them—dirtied, sad, and angry. 

	“I’m sure by now you’ve heard rumors about how and why this occurred, some of which might have some fact in them. Until about fifteen minutes ago, I was in the dark about this whole event. I would never, under any circumstance, harm any of you intentionally. Whether you want to believe it or not, you all are my people. My countrymen. My goal today was to meet with each of you to reach a solution that would make the majority happy. This was not on the list of things. I give my word that I will find a way to make the violence stop, and we will rebuild. I want a country everyone can be proud of, and this . . . in this moment right now, I am not proud. I am pleading with everyone to continue the truce that was supposed to be upheld so those mourning can bury their loved ones and those injured can heal. Then, we will focus on our future.” 

	People stood staring. I didn’t know what I expected. In my mind, maybe an explosion of applause to rally behind my words, but these people were angry and sad. They were trying to find lost loved ones, and there I was making proclamations of restoration. Eventually, the awkward silence returned to them doing as they had done before. Rollo grimaced then smiled at me meekly in support. I shrugged. 

	“I need to find Lukas.” My voice caught in my throat, and I felt like my heart was going to beat out of my chest with fear. 

	“Was he here for sure?” Rollo asked. 

	“From what Dobra said, yes.” 

	“Well, I don’t know how well just the two of us can do, but we’ll try.” 

	We separated and made our way to the bodies that had already been moved. Scanning the faces I was both sad and relieved for each one that wasn’t Lukas. I made sure to apologize to each though because they did belong to someone, somewhere. The more faces I saw that weren’t his, the more I felt like maybe I would get lucky. That feeling also led to guilt for all those that did lose someone. 

	“Fanya!” someone yelled from behind. 

	I was caught off guard from the use of such an informal address, but I turned to see my mom. She was bruised, and bloodied, sitting among the other injured. 

	“Mom!” I ran over, hugging her. 

	“Oof. Ouch.” She cringed. 

	“Oh, I’m sorry, Mom. Are you okay?” 

	She nodded. “How’s Tierney and Miro?” 

	“They’re safe, and okay when I left them. You haven’t seen Lukas, have you?” I asked scanning the faces of those around us. 

	“No, why was he not with you? Radek said he had sent him to escort you. Where’s Radek?” Her eyes bounced with worry. 

	“I don’t know.” My body stilled with anger. 

	“What was that?” Mom widened her eyes. 

	I moved closer and lowered my voice before I explained myself. “The upwalkers told Rollo and I that Radek planned this whole attack.”

	“What? Why would they say that?” Pure confusion filled her.

	“I assume because it’s the truth.” I looked at her bewildered that she would question that. 

	“Radek is against the upwalkers. Eliska and I had many late-night conversations about this because we felt they would be good for the country, and he did not.” 

	“Why wouldn’t he? Yakue helped save us before she was killed.” 

	“He thought that with the clones already an issue, adding them would make the others revolt even more.” Mom answered, scanning around to see who could possible hear us. 

	I didn’t have words to say. I looked around to find Rollo speaking to some of the others in the area. He kept glancing sideways in my direction, watching me speak with mom. Had he lied to me about what the upwalkers had told him, had the upwalker lied to him? I needed to find someone else that could communicate with them. 

	“Dear, you need to keep moving. I’ll be fine. I promise.” She leaned forward to kiss my forehead, then pushed me away. “I love you.” 

	“I love you, too, Mom.” 

	I stepped away, going over to speak a word of comfort to each of the others around us before heading toward the back of the stage. I was hoping to find someone, anyone that might know where Radek or Lukas were. Somewhere behind me, I heard movement. Rollo was there. 

	“My queen, are you okay?” He asked quietly. 

	“Yes, still just hoping to find Lukas.” Shivers spread through me. 

	“Someone said they thought he was out back . . .” He paused. “Do you want me to go look first?” 

	“No. I need to go.” 

	My breathing felt shallow as we made our way toward the back of the building. I could feel my heart beating against my ribs. We picked our way through the rubble and crowds of people until we reached the pillars in the back area of the hall. There was no rubble, but there was blood and dust from the blow back of the bomb. I stopped. I couldn’t move anymore. I was terrified that I would find him, or even worse we wouldn’t. 

	“Come on,” Rollo coaxed. 

	Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and stepped out. 

	Outside under the awning there were bodies laid out that people had already removed from the building. Starting in the middle, I went left, and Rollo went right. I was halfway down my row, when Rollo called out. 

	“Come quick!” he shouted. 

	Despair rained down on me as I made my way to where Rollo was standing. He wouldn’t look at me.  He kept his eyes on a body in front of him. Slowly, I moved one foot in front of the other until I was beside him. Looking down, I saw a tall, blond boy laying on his side. His hair was covering his face. I squatted down, and with a light touch, I pushed back the hair. 

	Lukas. 

	I felt bile coming up, but I held it back. I had to know for sure. I slowly pushed against his shoulder to roll him onto his back. As I did, a soft groan escaped. 

	“HE’S ALIVE!” 

	I turned to Rollo. Looking to make sure he had heard the noise too. 

	“Move, Queen Fanya, let me check him.” Rollo stepped in front of me. 

	I watched as he placed two fingers on the side of his neck and sat quietly for a moment. 

	“There’s a light heartbeat.” His gaze shot up to mine. “We need to move him. Stay here let me find someone we can trust to help me carry him.” 

	“I can help.” I stammered. 

	“Ma’am—” Rollo protested. 

	“I can help.” This time I said it with more confidence. 

	He shook his head, but finally agreed against what I thought he felt was his better judgement. “Okay.” 

	“I’ll take his feet,” I insisted. 

	Rollo went to the head of Lukas and picked him up. Facing away, I bent down and grabbed under his knees. He was heavy, even with the help of Rollo. It was a long walk, and we had to stop several times to rest. Each time we placed him down, he moaned, but never opened his eyes. I wish I knew where a doctor was nearby so that we could take him there instead of my “safe room”. Finally, we made it there. I put his legs down as gently as I could and knocked. Dobra opened the door, surprised to find me sweaty, carrying a body with Rollo. 

	 “Fan?” Bewilderment remained on her face as she stared. 

	“Don’t just stand there, help us!” I commanded. 

	“Oh, oh. Yes! Vira come here!” She hollered back and made her way outside. 

	Vira followed closed behind. They each took an end and brought Lukas in. I observed Rollo and Dobra for any interaction between them as there had been earlier. I didn’t see it, but they could have hidden it better this time. Eliska was sitting up, but still looked paler than usual. She gasped upon seeing Lukas being carried in. Tierney made her way to me and wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug.

	“I saw Mom,” I said to her in a lowered voice. “She’s okay. A little bruised, but she was okay.” 

	“You didn’t bring her with you?” Tierney asked, as she pulled away. 

	I stood there looking dumb for a moment. For the past year or more, I had done so much without her that I hadn’t even thought to ask her if she wanted to come back with us. I didn’t want to tell Tierney what a horrible person I was, so I fibbed a little. “In the hubbub of finding Lukas it slipped my mind. I’m sorry.” 

	“No, no. I understand. Do you think he’ll be okay?” She turned, looking to where Vira was washing his face. 

	“I don’t know. I don’t even know where I would find a doctor that could tell us or help all of you all,” I sighed. 

	“I know where a doctor is,” Miro said from where he was seated. 

	“But you’re too injured to find him,” Tierney reprimanded. 

	“I’m not,” Vira spoke up. “I can go. If Miro tells me where, I’m familiar with the city.” 

	“If you promise to go quickly and try to keep out of sight.” I pointed at her as if she were my child. 

	“I promise,” Vira assured me. 

	Miro told her where to find the doctor and just as quickly, she was gone. I stayed near Tierney, too afraid to move. I needed a distraction. 

	“Tierney, can I ask you something?” I whispered, turning away from everyone else. 

	“Of course.” 

	“Do you know anyone, other than Rollo, than can communicate with the upwalkers?” I stared at her, praying that my intense gaze would magically make an answer. 

	“Maybe, why?” She looked suspiciously over her shoulder at Rollo. 

	“Well, earlier, before we found Lukas, we were in a room with several upwalkers who claimed that Radek asked them to set up the bombings to stop the rioters, and that I would make them citizens for their good deeds.”

	“WHAT?” She yelled, before cupping her hands on her mouth. 

	We sat in quiet for a moment, feeling the stares of those around us. Before long, when they realized we weren’t going to say anything else, they went back to doing whatever they had been doing. We continued to sit quietly for a little while longer just to make sure they weren’t trying to listen. Then she leaned back over, closer than before. 

	“Why would he do that?” she asked. 

	“Mom said she doesn’t believe he would. She stated that she and Eliska both have heard him say that while he appreciated the help from Yakue during our trials, he felt that with people revolting about clones having citizenship, it would be that much worse if we offered it to the upwalkers. That’s why I need someone besides Rollo to speak to them to make sure there wasn’t some misunderstanding on that front.” 

	“Think we can get out for some reason that would be believable enough without raising suspicion?” Tierney asked.

	“Mom?” I offered my only idea. 

	“Yeah, good point, let’s go.” 

	“Guys, we’ll be back. I saw Mom earlier, so we’re going to see if she’ll come back with us.” I spoke as we made our way to the door. I didn’t want anyone to offer to come with us or to try to stop us. 

	“Be careful,” Miro said. 

	No one else said anything. I’m sure they knew we were lying but not enough to try anything. Outside, I glanced down and realized my beautiful outfit was ripped and tattered. I was covered in sweat, dirt, and soot. My boots were the only thing that looked halfway decent. Reaching up, I realized that my tiara had fallen of at some point, too. Oh well, maybe someone would find it and sell it to help them. It’s not like I didn’t have more than I needed. 

	“So, who do you know that speaks upwalker?” I asked when we were a safe distance from the others. 

	“Me,” she said simply. 

	“You do? Since when?” I was shocked to learn that I didn’t know everything about her after all these years. 

	“It was a part of job training initially after the trials. They wanted to make sure we could communicate with them always. Eliska can, too. Remember, she sent Yakue and the clone of Dobra to you for help.” 

	I was stunned. I just assumed Eliska spoke to Yakue in our language seeing as I could communicate with Yakue. It never crossed my mind that she would be able to speak to her in her native tongue. I trusted Tierney completely, so I was glad to know she would be asking the questions. I liked Rollo well enough, but I didn’t know him as I knew Tierney. He could have been lying to me without issue. 

	“Where did you meet them last time?” she asked as we carefully made are way through the city. 

	“In a building about two blocks from here. But we sent them to stop any more planned attacks, so I’m not sure if they’ll still be there, to be honest.” 

	“I guess we’ll try there first.” 

	She followed me as we made it to the place. I knocked but there was no response for what felt like forever. I knocked again, a little harder. The door opened, and Bakue opened the door. He looked worse for the wear. 

	“Queen.” He bowed as he stepped back to let me in. 

	“Please, call me Fanya.” I stepped in first, followed by Tierney. 

	“Tak,” she said. 

	Inside, we sat down on a bench near the door. Looking around, the other upwalkers looked dirty and bloody. I was afraid to ask too much in case I didn’t want to know what was going on. I looked over to Tierney willing her to take the lead. She must have seen the beginning of the panic and my eyes and readjusted to sit closer to the group. Using their language, she began speaking. Whatever she said, caused a stir and suddenly everyone was gathered around us, hands were gesturing, they were looking at each other taking turns talking. Eventually, Tierney held up her hand and spoke. Whatever she said, they nodded and stopped for a moment. 

	“They told me it was Radek, too. But when I asked them to describe him, it doesn’t sound like Radek at all.” She frowned. 

	“What?” I blanched, fearing something worse. 

	“I’m not sure who they’re describing. Let me tell you what they said and see if you can think of who it was.”

	I listened as she interpreted each of their definitions. The image definitely wasn’t Radek, nor Lukas, which greatly relieved my tension. As they continued describing their “Radek” I was beginning to wonder if it wasn’t a girl dressed as a guy. 

	“Ask if the person was of small stature, and had a hat on during their meetings?” 

	As she asked, Bakue looked at the others, nodding. 

	“Yes, very small.” 

	“Dobra!” I whispered. 

	“Oh my, she’s with everyone right now!” Tierney exclaimed. 

	“Tak.” We both thanked them as we hurriedly left. 

	I couldn’t figure out why she would have done this, but we couldn’t let her around the others. They weren’t safe. We both were tired and sore, but neither of us stopped or slowed as we ran back to our safe room. 

	“We need to calm ourselves before we go in.” Tierney said between deep breaths. She was bent over with her hands on her knees, head down, trying to regulate her breathing. 

	“What are going to do?” I asked. My left hand on my side, my other helping me prop against the wall. 

	“I don’t know. We need to assess once we’re inside.” Tierney was slowly standing upright. She had moved her hands to her hips to help with breathing. 

	“Why do you think she did this?” Tears stung my eyes. 

	“I’m going to say maybe for the same reason it was said that Radek had done it.” Tierney looked at me wearily. 

	“I thought we had turned the corner on this,” I sighed. “I know people are leery of the clones, and I’m sure the upwalkers would feel the same, but I feel if others can see we can have equal rights no matter what, it’ll work. Maybe I’m just naïve.” 

	“I don’t know,” Tierney frowned. “Let’s go in, you ready?” 

	I nodded. My heart rate increased. I was nervous about what we would find behind the closed doors. I was sure unless Dobra thought we knew it was her, that everything would be fine. I didn’t know what Rollo might have told her. The look they had exchanged earlier concerned me. I took a deep breath and followed Tierney into the room. Inside, everyone was about where they had been when we left, all looked surprised to find us back so soon. 

	“Are you two okay?” Miro asked. His tone held somewhat of a warning to be careful what we said next. 

	“Yes, we went to see if we could find Mom again.” Tierney thought quickly. “She must have been moved. Did Vira get back with the doctor yet?” 

	“We’re here.” An unknown male voice spoke from the right of us. 

	Turning there was a doctor. His face was vaguely familiar from our times in the trials, but I didn’t know his name. I walked over to where he was with Lukas, who appeared to be sleeping and hopefully in less pain than he was before we left. My breathing stuttered slightly at the sight of him looking so helpless. The tight jaw line was slightly more relaxed, and his eyes were closed. 

	“Is he okay?” My voice croaked as I asked the doctor. 

	“Physically, yes. Until he wakes up, I cannot give a prognosis on his cognitive health.” 

	The doctor’s beady eyes bounced between my face and Lukas’s. I’m sure he realized I was the queen, and if he was as smart as I guessed he was, he was probably putting two and two together and realizing this was his future king consort. He looked once more at Lukas and turned back to me. 

	“Your Highness, I promise I will do the best I can. Right now, sleep is the best thing for him.” 

	“Thank you, Doctor . . .” I paused waiting for him to fill in his name, 

	“Ah, yes, Doctor Aklin.” 

	“Thank you, Doctor Aklin.” Turning from him, I went to check on Eliska who was awake now. 

	“How are you feeling?” I asked. 

	“Too loud.” She mumbled causing me to quickly cover my mouth. 

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 

	“It’s okay. The doctor said I have a slight concussion but will be okay. Did you guys see Radek anywhere?” Something on her face looked hopeful, although I wasn’t sure for what. 

	“No.” I could feel my lips getting tight in a frown. “We searched the building Dobra had last seen him, but no one else had seen him either.” 

	She patted my arm, still barely speaking above a whisper. “I’m sure he’s okay. He’s smart. And maybe he’s somewhere he can’t safely get to us in case he’s being followed.” 

	“I hope he’s okay.” 

	I was shocked to realize that was true, too. The roller coaster of emotions from today alone showed me I had more feelings for Radek than I had cared to admit to myself. I loved him for all the things we had been through together, and my love for Lukas had made me think it was just a brotherly love, but I recognized it was real love. That didn’t negate my love for Lukas or my plans to marry him, if and when he was better. Although, right now, I felt ridiculous even thinking about a wedding with my country in shambles. 

	“Dobra,” I waved her over to me. 

	Tierney eyed me but didn’t say anything. 

	“Yes, Fanya?” She was a good actress if she thought I might know anything because she was as cool as she was before we had left the room. 

	“Do you think you can get to the building that we were talking about moving the zvieras into without any issues?” 

	“I think so, why?” She moved closer looking curious to learn more about my plan.

	“I need you to check the integrity of the building and decide if you think it’s safe for a headquarters of sorts.” 

	“Headquarters?” she asked.

	“Yes, first we need to get the zviera there safely, but I want it to be command station one for my plans.” 

	“What plans?” She looked almost excited. 

	“I’m not completely sure yet,” I paused. Tugging at my lip, I stalled letting her anticipation build. “We need to do something, but I need all the zviera safe first, and as many upwalkers as we can find. Which means, we will need a team to find them all. I wonder where we can find a team, do you know of people who would be willing to help that we can trust?” 

	I scanned her face, trying to watch for any slight giveaway that she might have realized I knew something, but if she did, she didn’t let on. I watched her think about who she might trust, and who would be able to help her before she even responded. 

	“I think I can get a few people, plus Rollo and Vira, if you can spare them.” 

	Confidence and pride filled her voice with me allowing her to be in charge of something. While it made me feel better than I had, it always made me more confused. Was she planning to use this access to the upwalkers to reinforce the Radek lie, or did me and Tierney get it all wrong? I snuck a glance toward Tierney who seemed to be watching Dobra’s body language, too. Her facial expression showed confusion which wasn’t helping me. 

	“Is that okay?” Dobra asked, looking for confirmation to her statement. 

	“Oh, yes. Sure, we’ll be okay. Leave now and be safe.” 

	“We will. I’ll send Vira back as soon as we have news.” She turned from me, “Vira, Rollo, we have a mission.” 

	They both looked at me, and I nodded. Once they were sure it was okay, they followed Dobra out the door. Tierney made her way over to where I was sitting, Eliska had all the time sat quietly as if she was still half asleep. More for the sake of Dobra, I believe, than for me. 

	“What was that all about?” Tierney asked. 

	“Yeah?” Eliska seconded her question. 

	“Well, I needed a way to gage her reaction to me discussing the upwalkers, which only confused me more. Also, I truly do need to find a more secluded location that has more room for those that we need to take in and possibly care for so that we can ensure everyone is safe.” At the mention of everyone, I scanned our little space and realized I hadn’t seen Offa since Rollo helped bring her in. 

	“Where’s Offa?” I said out loud. 

	“She left shortly after you did,” Eliska said. 

	“I didn’t think she was well enough to do anything.” The words were more to me than anyone specifically. I was trying to recall if she was that injured. 

	“She said it was an emergency,” Miro spoke.

	“I hope she’s okay,” I added. 

	The events of the day were getting to me. I looked around and felt helpless. Nothing good had come to any of the plans. I wondered if it was worth even going through the other plans that my council had decided upon. I stepped away from the group to try to gather my thoughts and make plans for what we’re going to do next. I needed to get this together . . . and soon.
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Ten

	 

	Three weeks had passed since the attacks. The upwalkers were given a chance to explain to the citizens what had happened. I can’t say it appeased anyone, but after hours of debate and time to discuss issues, it was agreed that they would be on probation for a full year but that they could become citizens. The rioters agreed to allow the clones and zvieras to continue to exist as long as no more were created. 

	Dobra had been proven innocent in the upwalker attacks. 

	Offa had been found in the company of the upwalkers dressed as Radek. She was upset they would be offered full rights after she had fought so many years for her zviera. While I understood where she was coming from, I could not allow anyone to think they had a right to take innocent lives for any reason. 

	While living in our new headquarters, we were updating the space to house the zvieras. During the riots, we sadly lost twenty-one, but were able to save over five hundred. The space was coming along magnificently. 

	Radek eventually showed up, bruised but safe. He had met with the main leaders of the rioters immediately after the attacks. He was able to convince them to attend the meetings and to agree to a compromise. They would make up half of my council for any and all decisions. They also lobbied to have governors for each of the towns in the country that could lead the citizens on a daily basis. They would be allowed to establish rules of their own that would suite each individual town without infringing on or breaking the laws of our country. 

	Things were settled, but I still felt like I wasn’t doing enough. Lukas was still not awake, but he would react to stimuli by moving or making noises. I hated that I couldn’t do anything to help him get better. 

	“Fanya?” Vira interrupted my worrying. 

	“Yes, Vira?” I turned to find her standing at the door. 

	“The doctor has asked for you to come to Lukas’s quarters.”

	“Why, is everything okay?” I asked, feeling nervous. 

	“I don’t know, he didn’t say.” Vira stood there, tapping her foot. “Let’s go.” 

	I stood and followed her down to where the doctor was waiting in the hallway for me. I watched as he switched weight from one hip to another, as if he was impatient for my arrival. My pulse began to beat in my ears the closer we got. 

	“Queen,” he nodded. “I would like to be the first to tell you that Lukas has woken up. He’s confused and in pain, but he was asking to see you.” 

	The doctor looked nervous and smiled timidly as he spoke to me. He stepped to the side to allow me access into the room where Lukas was sitting up in his bed. He was propped up against the headboard. He looked pale, but he was awake. My heart skipped slightly. I smiled at him, and he smiled back. He looked even smaller now than the times I’d sat at his bedside as he slept these past few weeks. 

	“Hi.” His voice was raspy. 

	“Hello.” 

	Vira and the doctor excused themselves and closed the door behind them. I went over to where he was and sat on the bed beside him. He laid his hand on mine and shivers spread throughout my body. It had felt like a lifetime since we had touched. I glanced up to him and noticed a sadness on his face. 

	“How are you feeling?” I asked, my voice cracked with emotion. 

	“Sore, and slightly confused. The last thing I remember was going to check on the back of the room to prepare for your meeting.” He frowned. “Then I remembered pain, and now this, waking up here . . . where are we by the way?” he asked. 

	“We’re in the old storage building; we are converting it to a home for all the zviera.” 

	“And the missing parts of my memory?” He moved his hand back to his stomach with the other one. 

	I filled him in on the explosions and how I found him. I explained the renovations and progresses we’ve made since his injury. We went through each thing twice to help him understand everything. Instead of relaxing, his frown became more and more prominent. I was afraid I was wearing him out. 

	“Maybe I should let you rest now,” I suggested after talking about the plans for the country again. 

	“It’s not that, it’s just . . .” he paused, “I think we need to talk.”

	“Okay,” I feared for what he was going to say next. 

	“I don’t think we should get married.” He grimaced with each word. “It’s not that I don’t love you, I do, it’s just . . . I think there’s something bigger I need to do.” 

	The air whooshed from my lungs, and the words were hard to say. “What’s that?” 

	“I feel like I need to go to each community and be a speaker for the clones. There may be peace right now, but peace doesn’t mean acceptance, and until there’s actual acceptance, we cannot progress.” 

	“But can’t you do that as my husband?” I felt the tears on my checks as I held back a sob. 

	My heart was breaking. Pain seared through my body. The thought that he didn’t want to marry me hurt more than I would have ever imagined. I knew marriage wasn’t something either of us had thought about before all of this started, but part of becoming an adult in the society before was marriage, so surely, he knew eventually we would each have to do it. I thought marrying someone you loved was at least winning.

	“I can’t.” He looked away from me. 

	“But why?” I looked down at my hands. 

	“You know why. I’m a clone.”

	“You were a clone when I asked. You were a clone when you said yes, I don’t understand why that’s an issue now?” A frenzy of anxiety began rising within me, and I realized my voice was getting louder. “I need a better explanation than you’re a clone.” 

	This time I raised my gaze to his, to see if he was looking. He wasn’t, he was continuing to look out the window. His face was blank, absolutely no expression was on it, which was worse than if there had been anger or even sadness, but there wasn’t. 

	I took a moment to compose myself and then stood. 

	“If there’s nothing I can say to change your mind, I guess I’ll leave.”  My hands were red from wringing them, and I slowed my steps hoping in the last moments he would regret his words. I hoped he would call out to me, beg me to forgive him, ask me to marry him, but he did not. He sat silently on his bed as I left, still staring out the window as I closed the door behind me. 

	The doctor and Vira were there in the hall, but I couldn’t bear to speak to them. I practically ran to my room. Once inside, I laid on my bed and cried. Letting every pent-up emotion since my sixteenth birthday fall out with the tears. I didn’t even hear when Vira came in. She didn’t try to comfort me or make me speak. She just sat in the room with me. And for the moment, that was enough. 
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Eleven

	 

	The building was buzzing as the last of the zviera moved into their living quarters. Many had arrived to attend the opening ceremony and tour the building. 

	Each room was designed for their specific needs and the needs of their family members. The space allowed for them to be able to have family stay whenever they wanted. A few even had their clones living with them. Everyone seemed to be pleased with the idea. The security of such a place allowed us the feeling of knowing they were safe but gave them the freedom to feel as if they weren’t in a zoo or prison. 

	“Thank you, My Queen, so much,” one family member said as she was leaving. 

	“My pleasure.” 

	“The lady,” she pointed to where Dobra was standing, “said that there may be gardens eventually?” 

	Her face was very excited at the prospect. We had discussed restoring the garden area just outside almost as a courtyard.  The space was there, and you could see the old layout that used to exist when this place was some sort of palace back at the beginning of our country’s history. 

	“When it becomes safe, that is the plan.” I smiled. 

	She reached out her hand, and I took it. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” 

	As she left, I noticed tears brimming her eyes. This opening was a great distraction from the fact Lukas was leaving today. He and Radek had created a plan for his visits to each of the communities in the country. His proposal was to build connections between members of the communities so that there would be a solid working relationship between the clones and everyone else. 

	Radek had been avoiding me. He must have known I was not happy about this decision, but I wasn’t going to stop him. I would never ask someone stay in a situation they didn’t want to be in.

	“Queen, the ceremony is beginning,” Vira informed as she approached. 

	She had been so strong for me as of late. I was planning on making her the person in charge of this project. I had spoken to Dobra about it, and she agreed. Dobra wanted to continue working in the scientific field. She wanted to work on advancing the science and making our country better than before. She agreed to give up on the clones as well as the trials, as she was now the Minister of Science. 

	I made my way to the stage to begin the ceremony. Standing there in front of the clones, their families, and the zviera, I looked out at their faces seated around their tables. Many looked more content than I had seen since the release of this information. I waited a moment as the excitement and commotion calmed down before I spoke and welcomed them to the new Zviera Sustainment Building. 

	“Welcome, I am so pleased to greet you all this afternoon. I know it may seem trivial to many to hold a celebration during times like these, but I feel that is why this is needed more now than ever. This new Center is a place I hope will continue on as long as it is needed. I want everyone to feel welcome as if this was a home away from home. Thank you for taking the time to be here. Please enjoy the dinner and celebrations.” 

	I nodded graciously to a round of applause. Vira and I had decided that my speech should be welcoming but simple. Times were still tumultuous, but I could see the light at the end of the tunnel now. Vira made an announcement regarding the events for the evening. I took my place in a chair at the back of the stage, where Vira and I were going to eat with Dobra and Eliska. I turned just as Lukas was leaving. I watched as he and Radek seemed to joke. Lukas was still limping as he carried his belongings. He glanced to where I was sitting, nodded once with a soft smile, and was gone. Radek followed him. 

	“You okay?” Eliska asked. 

	She was still bruised but was healing well. I looked to this person who had been with me since the beginning of my reign. She had always been honest and upfront with me, even if I didn’t like what she had to say, and I was forever thankful for her. But at the moment, I was a little angry that she had pushed the marriage thing, and I was now in this situation. 

	“I will be.” I tried to fake a smile. 

	“Maybe just reign as yourself.” She grimaced at the glare I gave her. “I know you feel like I forced you, but I did want what I thought was best. I was watching you try to do all these things alone; I could see it wearing on you. I thought a partner would help. I’m sorry I hurt you.” 

	“You didn’t. He did.” I swallowed my emotions back down. This was not the time or place. 

	“Let’s eat!” I heard Vira exclaim and there was another round of applause from the crowd. 

	She and Dobra joined us at the table as the waiters started making the rounds with the food. The décor wasn’t overly extravagant, we spent more on the food. Many of the families present tonight had been affected by the rioters or were from poorer communities. We wanted them to remember this day as a celebration because we knew that having to leave their family members here wasn’t going to be easy. 

	“Thank you for your speech,” I said to Vira as she sat down. “While we’re all here, I would like to offer you the position as manager of the center as a reward for all of your hard work both here and for me.” 

	“What? You don’t want me with you anymore?” Vira looked wide-eyed at me. 

	“I love you working for me, but I want you to feel like you have more purpose in life than helping me dress. You are capable of anything.” I winked at her. 

	“But I love what I do. Can I not still do it?” Vira asked.

	Her response shocked me a little, and I looked around at the others for some sort of guidance. My intentions were not to have hurt her but to simply reward her for such a great job. I sat for a moment when I realized no one was going to provide an alternate suggestion. 

	“Vira, of course you can stay. I only want you to do what makes you happy,” I assured her with a smile. I then turned my attention to Eliska. “Eliska, I do want someone I can trust to be forthright. Would you like to run the center?” 

	She stuttered for a moment but agreed. “I would be honored. Thank you.”

	“I do have a question for you?” I was nervous about what I was going to say to Eliska next. 

	“Go ahead.” She smirked.

	“Do you think you can do that and be my Minister of History?” I pleaded. 

	“I think so.” She smiled. “I will make my headquarters here so I can do both. Maybe we can bring the books from the castle library here. It’ll allow me to have easy access and give the visitors access to them as well. I feel like our history should be easily available to everyone.”

	“Here. Here.” Dobra raised her glass, and Vira and I followed. 

	The dinner was superb and everyone in attendance seemed as pleased as we had been with the food. As we were waiting for our plates to be cleared, Radek came in. He walked over to where we were seated and shifted his weight back and forth. 

	“Can I help you?” I looked up at him.

	“Can we talk?” He looked nervous.

	“Now?” I felt a warmth shoot through my body. 

	“Yes.”

	“Excuse us, ladies.” I stood. 

	Radek went down the steps at the back of the stage. I followed him to a back corner of the room and looked around to make sure no one else was around. He fidgeted a few times. Hemmed and hawed while shifting his weight again in a nervous manner. He would look at me and then look back down. His movements were making me anxious. 

	“Just spit it out.” 

	“Lukas told me what he said, right before he left. I didn’t know. I thought he was just leaving for a mission while we rebuilt and you planned the wedding.” 

	“Oh.” The air felt as if had been knocked out of me. 

	“I’m sorry, Fan. I can’t understand what he is thinking. There would never been a reason that I would have walked away from you. I know it’s fresh, and I don’t expect you to say anything now, but in the future, I’m still here.” He looked at me.  

	He was patient, and his eyes were kind. His words struck me as heartfelt but like he said, my pain was too fresh to really hear what he was saying. I took his hand, giving myself some time to gather my thoughts before I responded. Even after all that I had done, choosing Lukas, blaming him for things that weren’t his fault. 

	“Thank you. Right now, I’m just not ready.” I smiled sadly. “Maybe one day.” 

	I gave his hand a squeeze and turned away heading back to the table with Vira, Eliska, and Dobra. My steps were heavy. Even in my current heartache, I knew one day I would find my way back to Radek. 

	Back at the table, I had three sets of eyes on me, curious to know what just went on between us, but I didn’t have it in me to tell him. 

	“You okay?” They all asked at once. 

	I smiled. These ladies had become family to me in a short time. I nodded. 

	“Want to talk about it?” Dobra asked. 

	“No. Not right now.” 

	“Okay.” She patted my hand. “What’s on the agenda for the rest of the evening?” 

	“There are a few activities, and I want you three to go enjoy. I’m going to go to my room.” I stood again, this time with the others standing to excuse myself. 

	I slipped off quietly from the celebrations. 

	It was dark out, and I enjoyed the alone time, glad it was safe for anyone to walk the streets without fear. Everything was certainly not perfect, but we had peace for now. As I was walking, I heard footsteps coming up behind me, their pace told me they were trying to catch up with me. I stopped. Turning, I saw Bakue coming closer. 

	“Hello.” I called out, raising my hand to acknowledge him.

	“Queen, are you alone?” He looked around nervously. 

	“I am. Is everything okay?” I asked, noticing he was scanning our surroundings. 

	“Yes. I just wanted to talk to you alone.” 

	“Shall we sit.” 

	He nodded. 

	We headed over to a bench against the wall of the nearest building. This allowed us an open view of what was going on around as while we talked. He looked nervous, but I noticed his speaking had improved in the past few weeks. Many upwalkers still didn’t speak our language, but those who did were teaching the others. It was imperative that they could communicate freely in order to better integrate into society. 

	“I heard you knew Yakue.” His voice was barely above a whisper. 

	His words shocked me, causing me to turn completely to face him. His gaze was downcast, and small tears formed in the corners of his eyes. Here was someone other than Radek that knew someone I loved and missed. It took me a minute to slow my breathing enough to respond. 

	“I did. She was my friend. She helped save me, but I couldn’t save her.” My voice cracked saying those words aloud. 

	“She was my sister.” His shoulders moved with the sob that released after the words. 

	“Can you tell me why what happened, happened?” I hated to even say the word murdered. And her poor baby. If I wasn’t careful, I would be sobbing with him. 

	“She left to go live with the father. He was another tribe. Our family was not happy. They . . . got rid of her, took baby.” 

	“Is the baby okay?” My heart fluttered with hope. 

	She’d be two now. I wondered if she looked like Yakue, and still had her sweet little smile. I was hopeful that they had spared her. One glance back up to Bakue gave me an answer, and once again my heart dropped. I couldn’t stop the sobs this time. That poor innocent baby. For a while, Bakue and I just sat there and cried. It was nice to have someone who understood the sadness of missing someone who was taken from you. 

	“I’m sorry I couldn’t save her.” I placed my hand on his shoulder. 

	“No, My Queen. Not your fault.” He reached over and patted my cheek. 

	“I hope that when you all join our country, those actions will stop. Murder is not legal here. Hopefully, the laws will save others, so they won’t know what it’s like to hurt like we are right now.” 

	He nodded but didn’t answer. 

	“Was there anything else you needed to talk to me about?” I asked while wiping the tears from my cheeks. 

	“No. Thank you.” Bakue stood.

	Before he could leave, I hugged him. “Thank you.” 

	“You not mad about attacks?” He looked genuinely confused. 

	“The attacks were not good, no, but I know they happened under false pretenses. Violence will never be asked of anyone in this nation. I want peace among us. Maybe that’s wishful thinking, but it’s what I dream of for this country.”

	“You are the queen to make it happen.” He smiled. 

	“Thank you.” 

	Without any other words, he bowed and left me standing there feeling a little better than I had since Lukas told me was leaving. The crying was cathartic. 

	The remainder of my walk to my room was uneventful. Letting myself in, I took my shoes off and sunk into my favorite chair.  I laid my head on the back of the chair, and just let my emotions wash over me for the rest of the evening. 
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Twelve

	 

	Glancing at the agenda in front of me made me tired before my day really even started. Today was the day that I was both waiting for and dreading. Meetings after meetings with the leaders of each of the communities, with the leaders of the rioters, the clones, and the upwalkers. Big things were happening today. I was both excited and nervous. 

	This was what my entire reign had been building up to—this day. Today, we would sink or swim as a country. My job today was simply to listen. This was time for others to present their problems, solutions, and feelings on the matters our country faced. Very rarely during the day was it even necessary for me to speak, other than to acknowledge the statements that were made to me. 

	“Queen, will you be dining with us tonight?” Eliska asked. 

	She had attended all the meetings with me today. Thankfully, her knowledge on the past and how things worked had come in handy during the few times I was required to speak. I could ask her to back me on what I thought would be best. She seemed to be regarded well with the others which helped. The progress in the past month alone was impressive. 

	“I think I shall eat in my room. As you can imagine, I am exhausted.” I put on a smile but I’m sure it showed the fatigue I was feeling. 

	“Okay, have a good evening.” She made her way over to Dobra. I watched as they headed to join the others for dinner. 

	In my room, Vira brought me my dinner, but excused herself to go eat with the others as well. People were thankfully taking this moment of peace to catch up with family and friends and to celebrate things that were not celebrated during the riots. 

	My ears were still ringing from all the voices I had heard all day, that I groaned out loud when I heard the knock on my door. I pushed myself up and made my way to the door. Whoever was out there was knocking again. 

	“Yes?” My irritation was not so well hidden as I opened the door. 

	“Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you.” Radek looked sheepish. 

	“It’s fine. I’m sorry. Come in.” I stepped to the side and gestured for him to enter. “What’s up?”

	“I came to check on you. I know today must have been long for you.” He took the seat across from where I had been before his interruption. 

	“I’m okay, but you’re right. I am tired. Actually,” I paused. “I don’t even know if the word tired is accurate enough for how I’m feeling.” I dropped into the chair, throwing my feet onto the ottoman in front of me. 

	“I have an idea, but you have to be open and hear me out.” He grimaced. 

	“I don’t know if I have it in me to be open tonight, Radek.”

	“Please.” His eyes pleaded with me. 

	“Fine, but I’m staying exactly where I am right now.” 

	He smiled. “I can work with that.” 

	“Proceed, if you must,” I huffed. 

	“What if you created a parliament. Eliska was telling me about a past Monarch that had established one. Basically, you have veto power, you are still Queen and the Head of State, but . . . and here’s the good news, you get to step back from some of the overwhelming business of running the country on a day to day basis.” 

	“How would the parliament be created?” I was curious to hear about anything that would help not just me but the country, too. 

	“At first, you could select a few people as you have with the ministers of the different cabinets, but the others would be voted on from their communities.” 

	“I like this idea. I would love to be able to have our country ran by people who have more experiences than me and ran by the many, not the few. I shall present your idea tomorrow during the meeting before we start.”

	“Good.” He nodded once as he stood. 

	“Before you go, did you know that Bakue was Yakue’s brother?” 

	“I didn’t.” Sadness washed across him with the memory of Yakue. 

	My heart softened toward Radek even more knowing he truly felt for Yakue. 

	“He told me the other day. He also said that her daughter didn’t . . .” I swallowed back the hot tears that were fighting to release. 

	“Oh no.” He blanched. 

	“Yeah. I was heartbroken.” 

	“I hate that. I had always hoped she would be found safe, and that once we allowed the upwalkers in, we would get to see her again.” He’s jaw clenched and he looked away, fighting off tears of his own. 

	“Me too,” my words were barely above a whisper. 

	“Fan?” 

	“Yes?” 

	Our eyes met. His gaze held a fire I remembered from our nights in Chernobyl. My stomach did a flip-flop. 

	“I love you.” 

	“I know, I feel the same way.” 

	“You do?” He stepped closer and kneeled in front of me. 

	“Yes. I have for some time, but I loved Lukas, too. I think in a moment of feeling pressured to choose, I picked who I thought would be easier to live with.” 

	He chuckled. “I can see that.” 

	His banter made me smile. 

	“Will you marry me?” He was still kneeling in front of me. 

	“One day.” I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his. 

	From the smile I felt as I kissed him, I knew that was enough for him. For now, we had a country to build and a legacy to create. 

	There was an uphill battle to face with my citizens, and I didn’t think a marriage would be easily accepted at the moment. I knew that once I was ready, there was no one else I wanted more at my side than Radek. He would be my forever, and with him, I knew we would be able to make things right. He leaned in to deepen the kiss, and I closed my eyes. For the first time since before my sixteenth birthday, I finally felt free. 
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Epilogue

	 

	Wedding bells rang throughout the main city of the Kingdom. In the mirror, I stare at my reflection as I prep for the ceremony. I had chosen a pale blush dress with a brilliant white lace overlay for my gown. 

	It was perfect. 

	I decided not to have a veil—against Vira’s protest. I thought a tiara was just enough. It would be a special joke between myself and Radek. In the past two years, he had really stepped up and helped with the transitions that our country had faced. We had gone through leaps and bounds to build a country for our citizens that was technologically advanced and accepting of all living things. The zvieras were now visited by not just family but old friends. The clones were accepted as equals, and the upwalkers were productive citizens. 

	I was still Queen, but more in a formal manner than a ruling manner. I would make final decisions when things were in a dead lock on votes, and I could veto things I felt were not for the better of the country, but my council and the parliament ran the country on the day to day basis. 

	We went back, with the help of Eliska, to find what systems had worked best in the past. The Monarchy would remain, but as a figure head. I enjoyed some of the freedom that came from not having to make every decision daily, but I guided the country in the manner that made is so prosperous. All with the help of Radek at my side, and Lukas’s efforts as well. 

	After discussions with me about their feelings, and a long time of processing their position, Lukas and Vira got married about six months ago. And the fit seemed perfect. He still visited the communities periodically, but his main job was now to run the Ministry of Relations for the parliament. He helped maintain the peace and create laws that continued to allow freedom for each member of the country. 

	Today’s wedding signified the first big celebration we’d had since the end of the riots two years ago. We held off implementing any holidays until we were in a good place. Our wedding would be the kickoff prior to The Feast. 

	“Are you ready, Fanya?” Vira looked magnificent in her bridesmaid dress. 

	I had allowed her and Dobra to select the dress of their choice, but I picked out the colors. A soft mint green. I wanted it to go well with the oranges and browns that the world was filled with this time of year. She was glowing with excitement. Behind her, Dobra peeked around the door frame. 

	“You better hurry. You don’t want to keep that poor boy waiting much longer.” She winked. 

	“I’m ready,” I assured her with a smile. 

	Taking another deep breath. I grabbed my bouquet of white roses, slipped on my sparkling shoes that reminded me of etched glass, and followed behind them. In the hallway, I found Mom, Tierney, and Miro. Each were fighting to hold back tears as they saw me and my dress for the first time. I stopped, twirled, and curtsied for them, and they applauded. Mom dabbed a tissue to her eyes. 

	“I’m sorry your dad isn’t here to see this and to walk you down the aisle.”

	“It’s okay, Mom. I was actually wondering if you would do the honor.” 

	“Me?” She looked stunned for a moment, before grinning. “You don’t mind?” 

	She turned to Miro who smiled. He had been in on the plan the whole time. During practice last night, he walked me down. When I told him what I was wanting, he agreed. My other brothers all seconded my idea. They had each survived as well as their children. I loved knowing that my nieces and nephews were going to grow up without their dreams monitored, without the fear of having to face their nightmares, and with the opportunity to learn and be whatever they chose. Something that had not been afforded the majority of the citizens alive right now. 

	“You look beautiful.” Tierney kissed me and held my newest nephew as she and Miro left to take their seats. 

	We had decided to get married in the courtyard of the palace. It was a beautiful autumn day, and the breeze made the sun more bearable. Dobra and Vira went out first, then my mother and me. 

	At the end of the aisle, Radek waited with Lukas standing beside him. My heart swelled. I smiled as I thought of the love of these two both being there for me in ways I had never imagined. It took a while to get over the hurt of Lukas leaving, but in hindsight it was best for the both of us. 

	As Mom and I reached the end, we turned toward each other, and she kissed both cheeks. She then presented my hand to Radek and took my bouquet. I placed my other hand in his, and he squeezed them. When my gaze met his, he was grinning ear to ear. I thought he might laugh out loud from the happiness building inside. I was sure my heart was beating visibly to everyone in the courtyard. The master of ceremony had started, but I couldn’t hear anything. I just kept staring at Radek. 

	“Hey,” he whispered. “You have to answer him,” he chuckled. 

	“What . . . oh, yes. I DO!” I almost shouted.

	Soft, muffled chuckles came from behind us. I smiled. I didn’t care. The ceremony ended with a kiss from Radek and a round of applause from everyone else. We turned to face the crowd. Everyone was holding a candle, and my heart felt as if it may burst from happiness. The faces in the crowd were our loved ones, our confidants, and our friends. I couldn’t believe how far we had come in such a short time. 

	“I love you, Fanya,” Radek whispered in my ear right before we headed back up the aisle to be greeted by our guests. 

	“And I love you.” I smiled.

	We touched foreheads, kissed quickly, and made our way out. 

	I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life loving him. He was a partner that would continue to make me see things as they were and not allow myself to get in the way of what was best for the whole. Images of little ones running around as we laughed and grew old together all flashed in my mind. 

	The dining hall had been decorated to look like nightfall. There were candles everywhere, and each person brought theirs from the ceremony into the room. Centerpieces for each table had a place for guests to put their candles in. It was breathtaking. 

	I glanced over and Vira, Dobra, and Eliska and grinned. I mouthed a thank you because they had been responsible for the decoration and preparation of the after party. 

	“This is definitely going to be a night to remember.” Radek grinned, taking the view. 

	“I agree. I can’t believe you’re my husband.” 

	“And you are my wife. Tak.” He thanked me in upwalker which Yakue had taught us so many years before. 

	“Forever.” I kissed him, and the room exploded in another round of applause.

	This was not how my future was supposed to go as I dreamed so many times before turning sixteen, but there was no other way I could imagine it now. Together, we had made it a better place to live and I was getting to share it with the love of my life. What more could a girl ask for? 

	As we took our seats, I looked around at the faces once more and was so overwhelmed with love. This was my happily ever after.
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