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CHAPTER 1
The doors to the subway snapped open before a crackle rolled into the cabin.
Goosebumps spread over my skin as I took several deep breaths trying to calm the anxiety in my stomach. I tightened my hands around my backpack straps and exited the train. A second later, an announcement radiated over the busted loud speakers with words that crumbled before my ears could make them out.
“Nex’ ‘top, Lendbergh ‘enter.”
The announcement replayed in Spanish, Korean, and Chinese.
Thousands of eyes watched me, mostly human, a few robotic, but the most dangerous were the ones that lingered in the corners spying me through large dark orbs and adjusting camera lenses. I flipped over the top of my hoodie and lowered my head.
My stomach squeezed the last of my breakfast. The mushy pulp wanted to go either up or down, but everything within me constricted. I had exactly one hour to get this right and get out of Buckhead before I called too much attention to myself… or worse.
Buckhead was the few square miles of super-rich that still existed on the Lower Tier of the city. Most of them had abandoned the area before I was born. They moved to the Middle Tier, which existed twenty stories above the ground, or in the Upper Tier, which was fifteen stories above that. If someone had money—real money, mega money—they lived even higher than that in something called the Summit—a flying saucer style envirodome.
I slid out of the building, zigzagging through the crowd to keep away from any sensors, which could identify my digital tracking tag. The D-tags were great for what I personally had come to Buckhead to do. They were a pain in every other way, especially because they were implanted near the clavicle.
Human babies were tagged three months into life—no more lost children, no more kidnappings, no need to carry identification, and no more privacy.
I crossed the street and passed through a work-play-live parking lot. A mother lifted her baby daughter from a van that was newly equipped with the latest hover technology. She froze statuesque, her eyes slowly rolling as I passed by. I kept my eyes forward, but her gaze clawed at my arteries and ran unyielding down my back.
My hoodie was in great shape. It only had a few frayed edges and a broken zipper. My backpack was new. My jeans were faded, but that was the going trend among teens. Same thing went for my black boots. She couldn’t know I was Lower Class or Lower-C.
On the other side of the parking lot, I thumped down the stairway and powered through the metal door.
Once back on the street, I glanced at my personal communication device. The PCD’s screen glowed a picture of me and my mom. We appeared almost the same; brown hair, brown eyes, round faces and ivory skin. I focused beyond the two faces to the numbers near the middle. 2:18 PM.
“Crix!” I cursed. I was almost out of time.
I picked up speed and dashed down a few more streets, working my way toward the Peachtree and Wieuca. The sky opened up and the sun rays stretched toward the intersection as I arrived. Maybe there was still enough time for me today.
I took a seat on the concrete railing and caught my breath. My heart hammered around inside me, and a gigantic rubber band tightened between my shoulder blades.
“Keep calm, Paeton. We’ve done this a thousand times. No big deal.”
I didn’t like what I had to do, but it was the only way. I’d tried the right way. The way that all those stuffed shirt, ego idiots told me, but in the end they didn’t give a flying fiddle stick about me and my problems.
I glanced at a picture plastered over a billboard. A round old white man grinned back. Beside the picture were the words “Vote Governor Read, the One You Need!”
I rolled my eyes and waited… and waited… and waited.
Another check of my PCD and three o’clock laughed. I leaned back and stared into the blue sky. Hundreds of hovercars passed through my vision.
If this didn’t work, everything would crumble. I wouldn’t be able to face myself. Too much planning had gone into this. I wouldn’t be able to recover for at least a week if I even got the chance. Every move was dangerous.
My fingers rolled into fists. Tremors overtook my body, and all of my control was needed to keep from screaming at the top of my lungs to a world that didn’t care about my existence.
A growl followed by the light scent of moisture touched my nostrils. My eyes rolled down followed by my face.
A large man stepped out of a magnacar. He wiped his lips and removed his wedding ring, placing it in his pocket. A wide grin stretched over his face. The closer he moved toward me, the wider his grin became. I quickly nicknamed him Mr. Cheater.
He stepped inside a small circle drawn over the concrete. A wall made of light appeared around him as a small machine stretched up from the ground. In less than five minutes, he had completed his work. The light wall faded, and he turned back around toward his magnacar.
I rolled the last bit of tension from my back and exhaled into the thickening air. The time had finally arrived.
I hopped from my place on the wall, my hoodie fully covering my forehead. I’m sure he could see my smile, but I did my best to hold it in. I reached around in my front pocket and touched my small, square-shaped scanner. A low, almost inaudible beep sounded.
The gloss of Mr. Cheater’s eyes and the tightness of his cheeks let me know today was a special day. I, like him, was excited that this moment had finally arrived.
I dashed forward, my hands in my pockets, my eyes low. This was it. This is what I had been waiting for. I tripped on loose rocks and bumped into Mr. Cheater.
“I’m so sorry, sir,” I said.
He turned toward me, a scowl contracting his face.
“Get away from me, you little...” His voice faded away as he glanced around the empty street. A few hovercars zipped in the distance, but none were within earshot. He bowed his head for a moment and jogged a few steps before returning to a normal pace.
“I don’t see why they don’t clean this place up from no-c vermin,” he mumbled.
He was definitely in a hurry to get to his mystery person, or maybe he was just ready to get away from me. Either way, he was in a rush and probably wouldn’t be coming back. If he came back for his PCD or coffee or some other item, things could get really awkward.
He glanced back one more time then lifted the door to his magnacar, got in, and shut the door. The blue rockets on the back of the magnacar illuminated, and gradually the magnacar became a tiny dot in the distance. There were a few hovercars flying above the highway and a dual-rotor heliplane whizzed overhead. All of the vehicles swarmed against the tall, gleaming buildings of Atlanta’s skyline.
I smiled at the memory of Mr. Cheater and congratulated myself on his name. I liked making up nicknames and even backstories for people. It was something I’d learned from my mom. She never could remember people’s names, and would refer to someone as the Dog-Walking Guy or the Overly Friendly Woman. I had done it for so long, it had become easier to remember people that way. Half of them I’d never see again anyway, but before my mom died, we’d have conversations at the dinner table about all the people we saw during the day. She’d ask, “So what happened after school?” and I’d respond, “The PCD-Talking Driver picked me up and scolded the Blushing Girl when she got angry with the Curly-Headed Blonde.”
I double checked my hoodie and stretched the hood further down over my eyes to my nose. The hoodie was loose-fitting so this was pretty easy. With slightly-worn holes in the hood, my vision was only partially obscured.
I took off my headband, which made my brown hair fall around my face in a lopsided mess. I placed the headband under my neck and tucked it into the top of my shirt. The headband was outfitted with a metal that cost five hundred credits. The guy who sold it to me said it would suppress my D-Tag. I was reluctant because the guy looked like he might want to cut me up and sell my organs, but the metal hadn’t let me down so far.
After I walked into the circle, the wall of light enclosed me. The mechanical base slid up. The words “Peachcity Bank and Trust” appeared on the wall in bright red letters. Right underneath were the words “Automatic Teller Machine.”
I pulled out my scanner that I had prepped a moment ago. Sure enough, Mr. Cheater’s sixteen-digit D-Tag shone brightly on the LED display.
The bad thing about D-tags was that they tracked you. The great thing about D-Tags was that the signals could be stolen—well, borrowed—by scanners like mine.
A grin stretched across my cheeks as I tapped the holographic display. I pulled out my credit fob. I honestly had no idea how someone came up with the name “fob.” I’d heard it used to be like a pocket watch or something. These days, people used tiny spinning-top-shaped fobs to carry a certain amount of cash, like a prepaid credit card. At one time, companies wanted to link PCDs to bank accounts, but it was far too easy to hack a PCD or just to steal one. Then a crook could go on a shopping spree with a flick of the wrist. The fob was better because it made sure someone could only lose a portion of their money. For people like me and Mr. Cheater, the fob allowed for anonymous payments and withdrawals.
I put the fob into the fob socket and locked it into place. Then I pressed a few buttons to scan the D-Tag. The last things I had to do were put my left hand on the machine’s console and tighten my right hand into a fist behind my back.
Our hands held our class chips, usually implanted in our right hands. That’s why my left hand was so odd. Almost every single computer I came to responded to my left hand. The computer would simply activate or allow me access to things I shouldn’t be able to see. You could say this last part was my good luck charm. I don’t know exactly why it worked, but it did. And I needed luck, lots of it.
Within a few seconds, the machine showed me the contents of Mr. Cheater’s account. He wasn’t as rich as I had hoped, but it was to be expected. I hadn’t gone fully into the rich world of Buckhead, because that would have caused more problems with the sensors tracking my D-Tag for advertisements or security concerns. So I guess 3,000 credits would have to do. Sure, I could buy a nice camera with the money, a new computer system, or maybe enough clothes for the winter, but I had a few people depending on me and my little good luck charm.
I sure hoped Mr. Cheater enjoyed his night, because I was going to enjoy mine.
I completed my transaction and stored the fob in my pocket. The wall of light faded, and I turned around.
Mr. Cheater stood on the sidewalk, his eyes fiery and his PCD open. By the look on his face, I had a feeling he had just checked the app to his bank account.
Yep, that was awkward.



CHAPTER 2
My lips pressed against each other. Sweat clawed its way through my temples and slid around my cold ears.
Mr. Cheater’s eyes compressed into slits. The iris and the whites buried themselves in shadow. “You little bitch.”
In the distance, a low circling siren wailed. The sound grew closer along with the light roar of vehicles.
My mind blanked. I stood there paralyzed, my fingers trembling, my knees wobbly.
I had to get it together and quick. I couldn’t go into the one-way jail system. I had responsibilities. There were people counting on me.
Focusing, I closed my eyes. Mr. Cheater stood in my path. The train was my way out of Buckhead, but I’d have to lose him and the pop-out-of-nowhere cops. My eyes rolled toward the sky looking for the police, before rolling left and right. The siren neared, but something was off. I’d worry about that later.
My mouth pooled just enough saliva to wet my parched throat. He was old, at least forty, and not in the best shape. I could do this.
He took a step, and I dashed forward, closing the distance between us. He yelled out a few profanities, but when I was five feet away, his eyes flinched. It was just a millimeter, but it was enough to show a bit of fear.
“Aghhhh!” I yelled.
He lifted his arms, shielding himself from a weapon I didn’t have. I spun around him and dashed across the street. A magnacar swerved around me and halted. The driver’s face widened with shock.
As I picked up pace again, Mr. Cheater took a few steps into the street as a police magnacar air-blasted to a stop. The cop hopped out of the car just as I made it to a set of trees and disappeared back into the work-play-live area. I yanked on the exit door of the stairwell. Once inside, I turned toward the window to see one human cop and one android cop—I hated androids. Oh, how much I hated them. The cops glanced around and dashed across the street.
“Crix.” The curse word cut through my teeth.
I couldn’t stay still or come close to either one of them. They could scan my D-Tag and Class Chip. They’d learn I shouldn’t have been there.
“Crix!”
I yanked off my backpack and moved it around to my stomach. My hands picked through the rolled up clothing inside. Being homeless, all of my possessions stayed with me: four shirts, two pairs of jeans, as much makeup as I could store, and a few bags of accessories.
I pulled out my fourth shirt, a blue and white lace top, and a floppy light gray hat with the word “Happy” written on the front. I crossed the parking lot and entered the stairwell on the other side. There I tore off my hoodie, shirt, and headband and put on the blue top and hat. I placed my previous clothes in the backpack and ran up a flight of stairs, lightly tapping each stair. I walked across the parking lot and waited near one of the security gates to the condos, pulling my hair into a bun.
The stairwell door on the opposite side opened. The human cop appeared. I could barely see him through the hills and valleys of the parked magnacars. His head twirled as he searched for me.
My stomach tightened and rolled. I lifted my PCD and reversed the camera to see myself. I exhaled over and over, trying to calm my nerves. I slid on a new shade of lip gloss, only slightly marking outside my lip lines.
The cop spun around toward me as a thump radiated through the parking lot. A thin woman shuffled over with two large grocery bags in her hands. A card swung on her neck which said “Upper-Tier Access Nurse.” I studied the woman. A baby bottle stuck out near the top of the bag. A nametag bounced under her Upper-Tier Access card—Gretchen something or other. I could barely make out the tiny letters underneath.
She neared me and the door next to me. The cop turned around and eyed me. His chest rose, and he jogged in my direction. His hands disappeared around his side—probably going for his gun.
My attention left him and fell on the woman. She was my only hope. I smiled and stood up straight as she neared. The access card flopped over the nametag as the woman shifted her weight to move around the bags and her purse.
The cop’s footsteps pounded in my ears. All other sounds faded away into a muck of nothing.
I stored my PCD in my pocket and turned toward the woman. My best expression glowed on my face. Her expression widened as she neared. I stared at the nametag. Gretchen… Gretchen… Gretchen What? What was her last name?
The cop pulled out a gun and held it low to his side. He was twenty feet behind the woman.
The woman drew within arm’s reach. Her nametag shifted to the side. I couldn’t see the whole name Gretchen, Joh-something—Johnson, Johns, Johannsen?
The woman reached me. The lighted lock above the door turned yellow. It had scanned her D-Tag. It wanted something else. Of course, it wanted my D-tag which was invalid, but—I pressed my lucky left hand against the sensor near the door frame. The lock turned green. I opened the door and stepped to the side. The woman pulled her right hand back.
“Why thank you,” the woman said.
“No problem, Ms. J,” I said as cheerfully as possible.
She walked through the doorway and I followed, allowing the door to click shut.
“How’s the baby?” I asked. “Do you have any more pictures?”
“Yeah, I do.”
I didn’t turn around to acknowledge the cop standing at the gate. I’m sure he was shocked that I was able to open the door. He’d have no reason to believe I didn’t live here, especially with Ms. J talking to me so kindly.
I walked Ms. J to her condo. She never once asked me who I was. Typically, most people get so embarrassed that they don’t say anything. They just play it off. She asked me a few questions about school, like I actually went to High School. I giggled and said that I was doing well in English but was having a hard time in science and math. I even made up a story about a guy named Braxden and how he actually had a crush on a girl named Sydney, but that I really liked him.
She offered me a cold soda, and I took it. After leaving her, I took a quick picture of a fire escape route diagram. I spun my PCD around and used it to work my way out of the building without looking lost. When someone neared me, I just giggled and moved my fingers around like I was texting.
I exited through the closest door to the train. From there, I entered through the broken D-tag scanner near the far side and took the escalator down to catch the train. A quick glance at my watch alerted me that I was running late. Thirty minutes late, but that was okay. I had avoided the cops and more importantly, I had gotten paid—cha-ching!
I took the train to Perimeter Center Market where security was reduced and Lower-Cs could walk around in peace. Sure I could head out to one of the counties, but I didn’t want to get way out into Gwinnett or Cobb and be denied entry into the shops. At Perimeter, I only had to hang my head low and hope there weren’t any cops around. I entered a bathroom and changed back into my original outfit. The hoodie was helpful to keep wandering eyes off me and nakedness slid over my skin without it.
My grin widened as I left the bathroom. I was dying for a chocolate crème mocha. I hadn’t had one in two weeks, and there was only one place to get one: Dhyla Star’s shop, Café Lanta. Dhyla Star was a sweet woman who didn’t care that I was Lower-C. She treated me well and made the best coffees, hot chocolates, cookies, and cupcakes in all of Georgia.
I left the subway station and passed through the concrete maze of walls and bars until Perimeter Market appeared in the distance. The area was once a mall, but after a tornado ripped half of it away, the owners created a marketplace that was half covered and half open-air. Trailers and tents were scattered around what used to be the parking lot, creating little alleyways and avenues for patrons to travel and discover wares.
I entered the west gate and passed a few shops selling this and that. Before I could walk ten feet, an old lady sped toward me, a pair of three-inch maroon heels in her hand. I paused in my tracks as the old lady met a raven-haired woman carrying a baby. They stopped two feet in front of me as though I wasn’t even there. 
“Good afternoon, my lady,” the old woman said.
I took a step back, bit my tongue, and walked around the two women. Lower-Cs are invisible, like rats, roaches, and everything else someone doesn’t want to see.
As I passed by I glanced at the maroon heels. The shoes were Allison Rileys. I’ll admit they were super cute: velvet, hidden platforms with a smooth, shiny fabric that rose up the heel. A leaf pattern was cut out in the back, made of gold with tiny holes in between the leaf’s veins.
Allison Riley shoes had been in fashion for the last couple of years, along with everything else a girl my age could want. Allison Riley sold sunglasses, belts, purses, blouses, skirts, panties, bras, lounge wear, and lingerie. Everything had been supposedly designed by Allison Riley herself, including my prized hoodie that I wore almost every day during the fall, winter, and spring months. Allison Riley came to fame after posting images of her lady parts on the Internet and having sex with the right rappers at the right time. She sold expensive shoes while I struggled on the street—so much for the blessings of morality.
I could sell my body one way or another. It was an easy way to make money, but it wasn’t my way. I didn’t like the fact that strange men or women would see me like that. Maybe I had spent too much time with Ms. Cooper, my foster mother, who lectured me about what was decent for polite society. I never saw the polite society she was referring to, but I agreed that wasn’t the path I wanted to follow.
The old lady gave the baby woman her biggest grin. “I have a great sale on these, only 700 credits.”
As I put my back to them, an extremely bad curse word caught in my throat.
Part of me wanted those shoes. They’d look great on my feet, even though I had nowhere to go and show them off. But 700 credits was crazy talk, especially since they were probably being made by some poor family in Montana. I always imagined muscular androids pointing guns at the cowering workers, telling them to work faster for two credits an hour, or something weird like that.
Last year, I’d heard the factory was having trouble keeping workers. Employees kept getting depressed by the long hours and low pay. They began committing suicide, throwing themselves off the top of the ten-story factory. To compensate, the factory installed a net around the outside. The employees would jump, fall, live, and go back to work. I had to admire the intelligence of the modern day corporation.
I continued down the main aisle of Perimeter Market, which would take me through the mall and over to Café Lanta. In the heart of the mall, a crowd of ten or so people gazed at one of the four-foot monitors that hung from the ceiling.
As I neared the monitor in the middle of Perimeter Market, I noticed the image of a teenager standing atop the wreckage of a security drone on the monitor’s screen. The teenager’s face was covered in rags with fire blazing around the wreckage. He waved the 2050 version of the American flag complete with the fifty-two stars and thirteen stripes. The thirteen stripes were for the original colonies, and the fifty-two stars were for all the current states, including Puerto Rico and Mexico.
In the corner of the flag was the Escerica symbol. It looked like a peace sign turned on its side and the little angled cross area was enlarged to form an “E” over most of the circle.
The 2050 flag was illegal. The government had outlawed all flags besides the One-Star a few months after the Five-Day Restitution. The One-Starred Flag was the new symbol of peace created by the Upper-Cs and the government after the Five-Day Restitution. It was all blue, with one bright white star outlined in red, which took up the whole center of the flag. It had been seven years since Five-Day Restitution, or Five-Day R, but almost every adult I ran into acted like it had happened yesterday.
A message dashed across the bottom of the screen: “Members of the rebel organization known as Escerica are an enemy to the State and National Government. A 1,000 credit reward is set for anyone who has any information about the Escerica Organization.”
I scoffed at the idiocy of these Escerica teenagers and twenty-somethings in the video. They’d be in prison or dead in less than twenty-four hours.
The video on the monitor cut to an old man, around sixty years old, standing at a podium with a middle-aged black lady slightly behind him. I recognized the man immediately. It was Governor Read. It was hard not to know who he was because there were signs everywhere declaring his reelection.
Governor Read lifted his plump hands and gathered his belt around his protruding waist. “My friends, you can believe the government of Georgia will not stand idly by and let these Escerica thugs push us around. They’re a menace to everything that our good citizens have built. I want you to know that right now, Captain Davis and I are working around the clock with the best minds in the state to keep us safe.”
Someone in the audience yelled, “Have you located the leader yet?”
Governor Read glanced off to his right. “No, but we’re getting close.”
Another reporter spoke up. “Isn’t it true, Governor, that the state security systems have been hacked twice over the last three weeks and millions of records have been stolen?”
“There’s no evidence of that.”
“Of the hack or of the theft?”
Governor Read narrowed his eyes. His skin reddened, making his face look like a huge, ripe cherry.
“Governor, how can you fight an enemy when you don’t even know who they are or what they look like? Anyone here in the crowd could be a part of the Escerica Rebel Organization.”
“Everything has a face, and we’ll find the right one. When we do, we’ll rip it off and show the world what a coward looks like.”
I flinched at the last comment. I didn’t know much about Escerica, but I was glad I wasn’t in it. Three security drones flew a few miles overhead, constantly circling Atlanta and most of Georgia. The D-Tags in our necks sent information to the drones to monitor the population. There were chips in our hands to designate class. No one could hide from the government—no one.
 A guy backed out of the group and almost smacked into me. I pushed away before he made contact. I was more than used to the bump and grab scheme because that’s what I did. I fell to the ground, bumping my butt against the hard etched concrete. My head spun for a second, but I was fine. Nothing hurt but my pride. It was just part of being invisible and maybe a little tired from my police chase earlier.
After a quick glance, the guy leaned over with one hand extended toward me.
“You okay?” he asked.
I glared at him. His face was partially covered, with only his eyes and a bit of his nose showing. A quick glance at his clothes let me know he was Lower-C like me, not Upper-C. He had dark hair and bright gray eyes that caught every drop of light in the room. He might have had an ocular implant or some other kind of electronic device in his eyes, but as he leaned forward, his eyes dimmed.
His stare caught me. Periwinkle rimmed his pupils. My mind stilled, and my heart refused to beat. The world dissolved as my mind fell into his hypnotic trance.
“Um… hey? You okay?” he asked a second time.
I blinked away his stare and forced myself to breathe. “I’m fine.”
“Here, c’mon, let me help you up.”
My protective nature flared. I laid all the way back with my backpack propping me up. My arms folded across my chest. “I’m good,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”
His gaze never left me. It wrapped warm arms around my chest and pulled me into his aura. Part of me wanted to trust him, but my better side, smarter side, told me not to. Boys with gorgeous eyes were even more dangerous than the ones with guns.



CHAPTER 3
The gray-eyed boy’s forehead tightened for a minute while he figured me out. After a second, his face relaxed. A slight ripple in the cloth mask gave the impression that a smile was on his lips.
“I’ll leave you to it,” he said and jogged away.
Once he was out of sight, I stood and checked all my valuables: my fob, scanner, headband, headphones, and PCD. Everything was accounted for. It might seem like paranoia, but he was the type to know a trick or two. I wouldn’t put it past him to have some pickpocketing skills. Lower-Cs survived by stealing or begging, and I had given up begging a long time ago.
I took a second look at the monitor playing the video, and at the rebel guy waving the flag. There was no way through the fire and smoke that I could make out any of the guy’s features on the monitor, but there was something about his posture.  I could tell things about people, like Mr. Cheater, just by watching them. The rebel guy was happy, smiling, and most importantly, he was in control, not too unlike the gray-eyed guy from a few moments ago. Maybe I should call this new guy Mr. Gray-Eyed Bandit, or perhaps Gray-Eyed Fox.
Yeah, I liked the name Gray-Eyed Fox better.
I continued toward Café Lanta, stopping momentarily at a general shop, Mangum’s Domestic. I picked up a few items I needed: shampoo, socks, moisturizing soap, mauve nail polish, and the prettiest lip gloss called Invisible Dream by Allison Riley. The lip gloss had just enough pink to bring out the color in my cheeks without making me look old. I had been eyeing it for over a month. Besides, I liked to splurge when I got paid.
I also picked up a few boxes of butter cookies, seven bags of dried fruit, a bottle of Tykol, and two plastic puppies—one with long, fancy eyelashes and another that had a cute little beret hat on. I paid with the fob, placed all the stuff in my backpack and continued on to Café Lanta.
The restaurant-café was made from three storage containers welded together in an L-shape which sat on a grassy area away from most of the other shops. There were two floors, one for the Upper and Middle-Cs on the bottom, and one for the Lower-Cs on the top. The Lower-Cs entered through a metal staircase that was anchored on the back side of the building. The corner part of the L-shape was where Dhyla’s kitchen was.
I rapped the backdoor two times. Sun Hi, a Korean girl who worked for Dhyla, opened the door with tired eyes. Her body curved over and her head bobbed. I didn’t know what was wrong, but she could barely stand. I never knew her exact age, but she had to be at least twenty-three. I wondered if she had been out partying last night. Any safe club was going to be up on the higher tiers, which were impossible to visit without a visa. People had ways to get up there illegally, but I didn’t even want to know how that was pulled off.
“Hey giiiiiiirl.” Sun Hi’s words dragged and then faded away.
“Hey,” I responded.
She flung her blonde-highlighted hair back, then ran her pale fingers over the edges before balling up her hands, letting the ends of her hair thread through her fists.
It was obvious she wanted me to say something about her hair. Last time I saw her, every strand was jet black and almost touched her tailbone. That was ten days ago. Since then, her hair had been dyed and cut a few inches below her bra line.
“Sun Hi, did you get your hair colored?” I asked.
“Oh, I just… I just wanted to try something new. You like it?”
I imagined she took on some extra work just to get it colored. I had thought about adding some highlights to my hair to make me look more Upper-C, but I couldn’t. It cost way too much.
Everyone wanted to seem Upper-C, even if they weren’t. I’d seen Middle-C’s waste all their money to buy cars like the Upper-Cs, or try to do weird stuff they found on the Internet just to have a body that looked more Upper-C. Everything from using dog hair for wigs and cat urine for facial cleanser were considered normal.
I took a long look at Sun Hi’s blonde hair and gave her my best grin. “It looks great. It’s really cute, very Up-C.” 
“You think so…” The words trailed off as her eyes closed for a second. “Hey, you heading up?”
“Yeah, can you ask Dhyla to send up a chocolate—”
“Chocolate crème mocha, I know… I know.”
I liked Sun Hi. She was generally cheerful, and she was the one who made the best drink in the whole entire universe—the chocolate crème mocha. Without her, my life would be, well it’d be… tasteless.
She closed the door, and I walked around to the side steps. At the top of the stairs was a platform with a ladder riveted into the side, leading to the roof. I grabbed the lower rung and made my way up where five tables were set aside for employees and special people. Very few patrons wanted to sit in the heat or deal with the polluted air, but I was used to it. Besides, the roof was the best place to see the skyline.
I took a seat at my usual spot, a table near the far rail. After folding my right leg under my butt, which is super comfortable for some reason, I leaned on the hand rest and stared at downtown Atlanta. The triple-tiered freeway snaked through trees and a few oddly-shaped buildings before entering to the city. At each freeway exit, buildings spanned in multiple directions, each tiered like the freeway. At the top tier, glass gleamed along heavenly archways. The middle tier was lightly shaded with parks and solid living spaces. Constant shadows spread over the bottom tier. Even at noon when someone walked on the lower streets, it was midnight. I refused to even go out at night when I was downtown because it was so dangerous, with everything from kidnappings to blood sports.
At the very top, the Summit floated high above the tallest building. It was a disc-shaped envirodome for the super-rich, the people beyond money. I’d heard rumors growing up that the people who lived there wanted to settle on the Moon or Mars and leave the Earth behind. When concerns arose about terraforming and the loss of easy-access workers, they decided the envirodome would do.
I hated the Summit. It was a constant reminder that there were thousands of people living a life I could only dream of. They didn’t look over their shoulders or hustle for their next meal. Up there, fathers watched over their sons and mothers kissed their—
“Paeton,” said a familiar voice behind me.
I twisted around in my seat.
“Dhyla!” I exclaimed and worked my leg out from under my butt. My legs locked, and I stood.
“Well, I see you’re still alive.” Dhyla wrapped her arms around me.
I hugged her. The coffee and sugar scents caught in her clothes drifted into my nostrils filing me with warm happiness. After a moment we let go, and she drew back.
“I also noticed that you’re not eating,” she said.
I shrugged and sat back down. “Who needs food when you have—”
She presented my drink and set it on the table.
“Mocha! Yummy,” I continued. I took a sip with the tiny stirrer-straw and licked some of the extra cream off my lips. A moment later, I relaxed back on my calf.
She settled opposite me and glanced out at Atlanta’s skyline. Her deep blue eyes absorbed the city. I’m not sure how many times she looked at it, but every time I was with her, she was transfixed by the buildings, cars, and arches.
Dhyla was probably my favorite person in the world although I only saw her a few times a month. She was my pretend mother who gave me a little hope and taught me a few tricks on how to survive. At forty-five, she wasn’t married. Her only child had died a few years back. Like me, she was basically alone.
I took another sip. Her head craned back toward me and a few strands of her reddish-brown hair curled around the edges of her cheeks. The skin around her eyes tightened.
“How much weight have you lost?” she asked.
“I dunno,” I said. “I’ve dropped a dress size, though.”
Her nostrils flared before she angled forward. “You can’t keep doing this.”
“Doing what?” I asked with sheepish eyes. She could read me, and honestly, it was more fun this way. We played this little game every time I saw her. I didn’t want to tell her the truth, but I had a suspicion I would before I left the table.
“Paeton, you have to take care of yourself.”
She worried about me more than I worried about myself. I was cautious and smart. I stayed away from everything that could hurt me. Sure, I took a few gambles here and there, but I was doing ten times better than most kids my age.
“I am. I really am,” I said. “It’s just been hard at the Stadium lately, and there is not much food.”
“Have you been… playing your imitation game?”
Her eyes cut into mine, and I gazed at the cinnamon sprinkles sitting atop my drink. She didn’t like me playing “the imitation game.” It was her name for the trick I used to make the banking system believe I was someone else. The trick was something only I could do, involving my left hand and its mysterious power.
I shrugged. “Just once… every few weeks.”
Dhyla’s face tightened. “Paeton, you’ve got to figure out something better, something safer. Sooner or later, they’re going to catch you.”
I met her gaze as my mind replayed the events from earlier. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I almost lost today. “They haven’t caught me so far. I’m smart and quick and pick only the best idio—uh, unsuspecting rich people.” I forced a grin. “What do you want me to do, starve?”
She meant well, but I didn’t have a choice. It wasn’t like I wanted to steal. I didn’t. Not to mention, those who counted on me couldn’t live without me.
“I could put you on here for a while until…” she trailed off.
“See, you can’t think of anything, because there are no jobs, especially for me. No one wants a homeless sixteen-year-old orphan. Every day, the news reminds us of the rising unemployment rates. Now up to fifty-six percent!” I gave her my best sales pitch voice although the statistic saddened me. “I can’t put you out, or Sun Hi or Jacob. Doesn’t he have like, a kid or something?”
“I’m… I’m really scared for you, Paeton. You’re like my skinny, never-takes-my-advice daughter.”
“Well thanks, my always-giving-me-unhelpful-advice mom.”
Sadness crept into my heart, cutting tiny holes in the surface and allowing my hope to drain away. Dhyla meant well—wished for good things in my life—but at the end of every day there was nothing she could do to help me. I had to keep stealing, even though it was wrong and extremely dangerous.
Our stares locked. I wished Dhyla was my mother, and sometimes I think she wished I was her daughter. She lost her husband and child during the Five-Day Restitution. Her restaurant and those in it became her family. After falling in love with her chocolate mochas, I fell in love with the owner and was lucky enough for her to love me, too.
I reached out and grabbed her hand. “I’ll be okay. I promise. I’m real careful. I only take what I need, and I make sure that I’m always hitting a new ATM all the time. Okay?”
I gave her my biggest grin and made sure to thin my eyes to deepen my sincerity.
“And wearing a new costume?” she asked, her eyes teasing.
“Why, yes. I do that too. Today I went au naturel, but my outfit from last month was absolutely fabulous. I had a fake beard and everything. I’ll spare you the details of my brilliance.”
Her face brightened for a moment before her expression fell.
“What?” I asked. My heart emptied as our eyes met. I wanted her to be proud of me.
“Nothing.”
I grabbed her hand. “You know I don’t like secrets. If you have some kind of advice I can use in my little world, I’m always open to hear it, even if I can’t do anything about it.”
She glanced at the skyline and withdrew her hand. The motion seemed a bit odd, but I didn’t want to pressure her. Evidently my witty conversation wasn’t reaching her.
“Let’s change the subject,” I said. “What do you think about Escerica, the Rebels?”
Her body stiffened. She leaned back in her chair and rolled her eyes. “You want to change the subject to that?”
“What? It’s just the news.”
“It’s no good news, that’s what it is.”
“Why do you say that?” I pulled the cup up and ran the tiny straw along the bottom, searching for any leftover drops of chocolate mocha.
“Everything has a price, some higher than others. Sooner or later, these Escerica Rebels are gonna start something that will be too large for the government to ignore.”
“You think so?”
“I know so.”
“There you go again, bringing premonitions of joy into my small world.” I grinned, but her gaze fell to the table.
Her head shook in tiny movements as though she was remembering something horrific. “You weren’t there when the first uprising happened.”
As her eyes searched mine, fear grabbed and held my spirit.
“It was a slaughter. Hundreds of thousands of people died on the streets. There were so many bodies that the government set fire to them to keep them from becoming a biological hazard,” she said.
“You don’t think anyone should ever fight?” I asked.
“I’m not saying don’t fight, Paeton. I’m saying we have to be smart and pick our battles. Right now, the Upper-Cs couldn’t care less if we were washed off the face of the planet. There’s still a lot of pain and frustration in people’s heads.”
“It’s been seven years,” I said.
“Seven years for you may seem like a lifetime, but for someone as old as me, it feels like yesterday.” Her eyes averted again.
Something was wrong, but I didn’t know what. She was keeping secrets. A scream rolled around in my stomach and threatened to explode. I leaned forward and decided to try my wonderful wit again.
“Well, because of my awesomeness, you’ll never, ever have to worry about me. I don’t like rebels. I don’t like the government. I just want to be left alone with my fake mom and drink chocolate mochas.”
Dhyla’s expression warmed. It was the first true expression I had seen from her. She stood and walked over to me. Her arms tightened around my torso. I put my hands over her arms and hugged her back. Forever passed between us until she let go. Afterward a lingering memory hung in my mind.
“You need to get on back soon. It’ll be dark in an hour or so.” She walked back toward the ladder and descended.
“Dhyla?” The word barely escaped my mouth. She continued to walk away and gave me a soft smile as she descended the ladder’s rungs.
I sighed and spun toward the skyline. The Five-Day Restitution was enough to depress anyone. I shouldn’t have brought it up. It was too painful, and she had lost everything. Technically, I had too. It was our bond.
As I watched the hovercars fly over the skyscrapers, a prick cut my heart. The sun’s orange glow slid behind one of the buildings, announcing the last hour of light. As the sky turned purple, sliver clouds widened their fluffy bodies. She was right. I was out of time, precious time, and needed to get home.
As I ran my finger inside the paper cup, making sure I removed all of the leftover drops of coffee, I wondered about the Five-Day R. Poverty had grown to record levels, and the government had turned a blind eye. On a nationwide tour, Newly Elected President Chan had come down to Georgia for a visit to congratulate Governor Read and to initiate a new policy that derestricted the use of androids as employees. Two million Georgians rose up in protest. No one knows what spark lit the powder keg, but when the smoke cleared, over a million Lower-Cs were dead, including my mother.



CHAPTER 4
The doors to the train slammed shut about a quarter to seven. The sun had already set, and I was about four blocks from home. The escalator took me to ground level. A few pedestrians entered magnabuses which floated off to their respective destinations. I put my earbuds in my ears, making sure the sound was low enough for me to hear anything coming, but loud enough to listen to some slow rock music.
I took North Avenue toward Northside Drive, because the East-West trains stopped running five years ago. I personally think it was just a way for the government to not maintain the tracks since most of them led to the Lower-C areas. I wasn’t too worried about anything because I had my ringer with me. It was a high frequency weapon that looked like an old-fashioned hand buzzer. If I cupped someone’s ear with it, they’d have a nice splitting headache for a few hours.
The streets near the Georgia Meadows Apartments were calm. People call the region between the 85/95 Connector and Northside Street “the Meadows,” but truthfully, the name is for apartments that were created from the buildings of an old technical college. Most of the buildings were rented out to Lower-Cs who just wanted a place to stay within the law. Sure, there’d always be the one person selling cocaine or R-Eye-P, but the owners were pretty good about sniffing those people out. The R-Eye-P users were easy to distinguish. The stuff made your skin turn blue. Dhyla said the skin discoloration was a symptom of the drug cutting off blood to your brain.
I didn’t expect much trouble along this path, and because I lived on the other side of the Georgia Meadows, I was glad it was relatively safe. I could have taken Ivan Allen Jr. Blvd, but I decided against it because there’d been four shootouts over there in the last month and a half.
Before I made it to Luckie Street, a rumble roared over the sidewalk. I scanned the buildings and pulled my backpack tighter around me. The sound drew nearer, and yelling echoed against the brick-walled businesses. It had to be a gang or something worse. People killed for food, credits, medicine—everything.
Adrenaline blasted into my veins. My heart raced, the heavy beats thundering in my ears.
I popped off the earphones. Circling, the sound bounced from everywhere and nowhere. Frantically, I searched for a place to run. I had most of the money that I had stolen on my fob, and I needed to get back home to make sure it was safe.
I didn’t like surprises. I’m not even sure I liked people. I’d learned that most of them don’t want to help. They want to hurt. With distant voices drawing closer, shivers spread down my spine and lodged in my knees.
The sound intensified like thunder. The hairs along my neck rose.
Panicked, I exhaled and decided to run for it. If I could make it to Marietta Street, I had a chance. Before I made it ten yards, a horde of teenagers and twenty-somethings whipped around the corner. They all had on face masks. Some masks covered their eyes, some covered their mouths, and some were painted on. Ripped jeans, faded shirts, and torn jackets clothed their bodies. Rumbles vibrated through the concrete.
My body twitched. My breath tore in and out of my lungs. Panic radiated over my being.
A gang attack was the worst thing that could happen. They would strip everything from me, kill me, and leave my body to rot on the street.
Before I could take two steps back, the first stranger passed by me, a second, then a third. All of them dashed by me as though I wasn’t even there. Even so, my stomach turned. If they weren’t going to rob me, they would trample me to death and take my few possessions. I jolted toward the building nearest me and put my back to the wall. I would at least put up the best fight I could.
My body trembled. A million ideas ran through my mind. Death had finally caught me, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I closed my eyes for a brief moment to prepare for the first blow.
Nothing came.
I opened my eyes. Slight shoves bobbled my body, barely moving me as the teenage horde passed by, heading up North Avenue toward the heart of the city. After they were gone, I took a step out onto the sidewalk and watched them run away.
None of this made any sense. I was used to being invisible to Middle and Upper-Cs, but they were Lower-C. They saw me. Why didn’t they attack me? What were they so excited about? Nothing was ever that important. My mind filled with all sorts of questions and concerns. I had existed on these streets for two years and no one was this fortunate—no one.
One of them turned back toward me. His eyes smiled, but I couldn’t see his mouth. Even in the midst of the aqua street lights, I could tell his eyes were a pure gray.
“Gray-Eyed Fox,” I whispered.
After flashing me a curious expression, he spun back around and jumped into the air, screaming along with the others.
My mind twisted trying to put together all the pieces. I began to create a backstory for the Gray-Eyed Fox. He had to be at the Perimeter Market because he wanted to see the news feed. So he was either new to the organization or was the arrogant jerk that led it. In my mind, people who did these things are always arrogant jerks, and so far, I hadn’t been wrong. But why was he here, and what was he doing with the eighty or so others?
I started to consider it, but dismissed the idea from my mind. Whatever trouble he was starting wasn’t my concern. More than likely half of that horde would be dead by morning or in jail. I was alive and free. I still had my fob, and I was only a few blocks from home. Those were the only things that mattered.
My hand covered my heart to steady it. After a deep breath, I spun around toward home.
A fluttering sound quickened through the sky and a flash dashed through the darkness. A second later, a gigantic explosion lit up the sky right above me. A deafening boom echoed off the buildings and streets.
White and blue flames shot out in all directions, brighter than anything I had ever seen. As my head craned to follow the blaze, a few small pieces of debris shot past me and bounced on the pavement. The explosion had to be at least a mile above my head. The burning object screamed across the sky, dark smoke billowing behind it. The object crashed in the same direction the teenage horde ran—the bottom tier of the Interstate.
My chest swelled and contracted in quick pulses. I shrank down to the ground.
Then, without another thought, I dashed toward the impact site. The flames lit up the night sky. Smaller explosions thundered from the impact, rumbling the ground. I ran up a small incline. The object landed onto the lowest level of the Interstate system connector which runs through downtown.
The teenage horde screamed and yelled as they climbed down and up the stacked highway. Magnacars screeched to stops or turned around. Hundreds of civilians sped away in all directions, including toward me.
I had to see the wreckage. I had to see it for myself.
I reached the edge of the Interstate and rammed my fingers into the chain-link fence. Below me was the same thing I had watched earlier that day on the news. A large, white object cracked in pieces. The wings, tail, a few solar panels, and fuselage were all visible. My heart refused to beat, sitting like a rock in my chest. The broken object was a surveillance drone, the same as the one in the news feed.
“How?” I asked no one in particular. “This is crazy.”
Everything from excitement to fear to pure joy blasted through my veins. I was confused on what I should be feeling. This was impossible—monumental, yet here the drone lay, destroyed in the street.
A twenty-something boy zipped atop a car-sized chuck of debris and began waving the fifty-two starred flag. I hadn’t seen that flag since I was back in middle school. I had seen it in pictures, yes, but not live, in the flesh. Just waving that flag was an invitation for the government’s wrath.
What were these idiots doing? The government had eyes everywhere. Police flew down to a crisis in the blink of an eye. Which was why I stayed under the radar and avoided danger at all cost. I survived. If you challenged the government, they came and slapped—no, knocked—you back into your place. Upper and Middle-Cs hurt Lower-Cs. They destroyed us all the way down to nothing, to Class Zero—to death.
Class Zero meant freedom from all of the classes. It meant the origin, but over the years freedom became almost synonymous with dying. Leaving this plane of existence was the only true way out.
I stood there for a moment, curious and spellbound to the events happening around me, but in the back of my mind, I heard Dhyla telling me to run—not walk—but run home. I couldn’t. My feet locked to that spot. My brain churned trying to understand what this would accomplish. I wanted to know, needed to know.
My heart raced inside of me. Dhyla’s voice screamed within my mind. Soon I yelled her words aloud as if they were my own. “Get away, Paeton. Get away, now!”
My limbs energized as the statements escaped my mouth. My right foot took a step backward. I turned away. With my chest aching, I dashed down North Avenue, away from the wreckage. When I was a few yards away from the Tech Street underpass, sirens blared. The concrete buildings strobed in blue and red.
Curses tore inside my throat. My mouth clamped down to hold them in.
How did the police get there so fast? They always arrived in a blink of an eye, but was I there that long? It couldn’t have been that long, two, three minutes tops.
I was usually discreet and cautious. Why didn’t I rush home? I’d already had one miracle today. Did I really think I’d get another?
Behind me, several police officers placed orange barriers onto the street and turned on force field generators. Energy from the generators bubbled outward like a liquid. The field slowly slid to the left, right, and into the sky. The field crackled into other fields, containing the whole region.
I was out of the field area. Maybe, I had gotten away. Maybe, they secured their line at Piedmont.
Something grabbed me, and my feet lost contact with the ground. In a blur, I whizzed through the air only to be slammed into a metal door. Pain pulsed from my left shoulder. A trickle slid from my eyes as terror took hold of me.
“Where you going, girl?” a rough, male voice said.
The world blurred around me through the tears sliding over my eyes. My mind buzzed. Two cops stood in front of me. One was human, the other was android.
This couldn’t be happening. I was so careful. I had used up all my luck.
The human cop shook me.  “I said, where you going?”
My breath shot out of my mouth in waves. With vibrations sliding up my back and down my legs, the human cop grabbed my chin and forced me to face him.
“Okay, I’m going to say this one more time. Where are you going?” the human cop asked.
“Home!” I screamed. “I’m going home. I’m trying to get home.”
The android moved closer, trying to read my D-Tag.
“Paeton Washington, sixteen, Lower-Class, eight misdemeanors, six counts of shoplifting, two counts of theft,” the android said.
I glanced at the smooth face of the android cop which looked more like a black helmet than a human’s face. Its three blue cameras refocused on me as it moved closer. With every step it took, my body’s tremors increased.
I hated the androids.
I detested them more than anything. They were freakish amalgamations of robotic and human tissue. Because of the instability of Artificial Intelligence, the government had allowed bits of humans to be used to stabilize the androids. Like everything in this warped world, the government and Upper-Cs decided that using Lower-C body parts inside those things was acceptable. Behind that black helmet was a person’s face or their brain and eyes. Even though it was covered, I felt the human spirit within the android. The thought made my whole body itch.
“Get back! Get back!” The screams tore from my throat as the android moved closer.
“Paeton Washington, calm down. I’m reading abnormal increases in heart rate,” it said.
“Probably because she’s one of the people who bombed the drone,” the human cop said. “I’m thinking this little birdy is about to be caged.”
My whole body pulsed. Every cell in my body screamed.
“No, no, I didn’t do anything!” I yelled. “I’m trying to get away from them.”
The human cop threw me on the ground, but the colors in my mind blended into a white mix.
“I’ll take over, Officer,” the android said.
It was protocol for the androids to frisk pending an arrest. Citizens couldn’t countersue the court with sexual harassment or any other charge if a human never touched them. The androids didn’t care about human anatomy. They simply acted based on their programming.
However, I didn’t care about lines of code or rules and regulations. I didn’t want those cold fingers on my skin. I reached forward, trying to crawl away. My chin scuffed against the concrete, and blood oozed out of the dozen or so tiny wounds.
“Stay away!” I screamed.
“Please be calm, or I will have to sedate you, Paeton Washington,” the android said.
Tears ran down my cheeks as a bionic knee landed on my back. I couldn’t go to jail. I had to get home. I shouldn’t have been here. Why was this happening to me?
A fizzling noise radiated through the air, followed by a heavy thump. The hard whine of an engine shutting down echoed along the street. The grip on my hands loosened, and I pulled them under my body. I spun around to see the android laying on its side. The three camera lights were no longer glowing—they were dead to the world.
The human cop crouched down and unsnapped his gun. He turned to the right and left, not concerned about me anymore. As I stood and saw the EMP bolt that was locked into the back of the android’s head, I understood why the human cop had forgotten all about me. He was only concerned about who had attacked his partner.
Wiping tears from my eyes and trying to steady my ragged breath, I charged my ringer.
It vibrated softly on my middle finger. With venom in my blood, I cupped my hand to the human cop’s unguarded ear. The cop turned in frustration, but I stayed behind him. I had done this maneuver many times with thieves and kidnappers in the past. He wobbled, trying to fight the pain growing inside his skull. I pulled my arms back and threaded my fingers together so that my fists were bound. My entangled fist swung across the back of the cop’s head.
He fell down to the pavement—knocked out.
Once I regained my balance and my heart rate slowed enough for me to think, I sucked up the thickest, slimiest wad of saliva I could, and spit it on the both of them. I hated them. I hated everything about them. They were people who should care, but didn’t.
I turned, checked my few possessions, and took off running down Marietta Street. I didn’t get two full blocks away before a faint clamor of footsteps overtook me. I craned my head back and saw Gray-Eyed Fox’s grinning eyes.
“A ‘thank you’ would be nice,” he said.
“Thank you?” The words had no meaning to me. What did he mean by that? Did he not know what was going to happen now? “Are you one of them?” I asked.
“One of them?” He asked as he neared.
“Don’t be stupid,” I said. “Are you a rebel?”
“Well, if you would hold up for a moment, I could tell you.”
My mind tangled. I didn’t need to be seen with a rebel, but he had just saved my life. Despite my better judgment, I stopped.
I put ten steps between us and watched him closely. I would listen to what he had to say and then get out of here. I had been trained to be polite. I needed to say thank you or something nice. Unfortunately, the words wrestled with my tongue.
He paused and put a hand up on a lamp post, trying to regain his breath.
“Thanks for… saving me,” I muttered.
His eyebrow flew up. He smiled even though his mouth was covered. The slight tug of the skin around his eyes gave his expression away.
Worry gripped me with every moment that passed. “Well, get on with it.”
He put up one finger and exhaled loudly. Afterward, he drew himself up to his full height.
“So are you a rebel or not? Your merry friends down there, did they take out the drone?”
“Hold your horses, my lady, one question at a time,” he said.
I rolled my eyes. The arrogance in his tone shot nails in my forehead. “So answer the first one then.”
“Yeah,” he said. “I am a rebel.”
“Crix.” I took another step back, enlarging the tiny distance between us. Everything I had worked for was in jeopardy. My whole body crushed under the weight of what was happening. “Answer the second question.”
“Well, yeah, on the second question too.”
“Crix!” I growled. This wasn’t good at all. I shouldn’t be here with this, this Gray-Eyed Fox fool. “Why? Why do this? Do you know what the government will do now? You’ve put this whole area in danger. They’ll put this place under a microscope. Do you know how many homeless are here?”
“Um yeah, on the third and last question.”
“Unbelievable. Why?”
His joyful eyes cooled and peered deep into mine. The excitement left his voice and all that was left was a steady monotone. “Because… change is coming. Fear nor pacification will stop change. It is inalienable.”
“What?” I stood, trying to absorb the weight of his statement.
A bright light blinded my eyes. It expanded over the area. Everything around me glowed. The faint sound of helicopter rotors chopped the air, and a concentrated breeze blew my hair forward onto my face.
A fractured scream radiated in my throat. My knees buckled, and my stomach dropped. Panic froze my body as my eyes gazed into the bright death looming above. I couldn’t believe this was happening. Why was any of this happening to me? I was so good, so smart. I had to get home. I couldn’t go to jail. The drone wasn’t my fault.



CHAPTER 5
I came to my senses and spun out of the light. A dual-rotor helicopter hovered above us. A spotlight swept the area. I took another glance into the Gray-Eyed Fox’s face. His once joyful expression faded. His body curved into a pole, like one of the blue streetlights around us. It was as though he belonged in the lonely background.
I wanted to care about him, just like I wished I could have cared about any of the Lower-Cs, but I couldn’t worry about them. I couldn’t jeopardize what I had to protect. I had to take care of myself. Neither I, nor Gray-Eyed Fox, had a chance if more cops showed up.
I grabbed the straps of my backpack and ran. I refused to look back. This event was a mistake. Everything from the Gray-Eyed Fox to the drone, it was all a mistake. I shouldn’t have seen it. I shouldn’t know anything about it. I didn’t know what all the horrors of even being close to a rebel would mean for me, but just looking at a cop the wrong way could get you thrown in jail. I prayed God would get me through this. If I did get through, I never wanted to see the Gray-Eyed Fox again.
By the time I turned the corner, the spotlight had left me. I guess it decided to follow the Gray-Eyed Fox, which was great. I didn’t blow up a drone or bring a hundred idiots out to riot in the middle of the street. Tomorrow this horrible day would be a memory, and the Gray-Eyed Fox would be back in the hole he came from.
I might need to get away for a few days. I wasn’t sure what would happen with the two cops, and this whole area might be placed under investigation. I wasn’t sure how far the police would create their perimeter, but I didn’t want to press my luck. I still had to go home first though. There was urgent business that needed to be taken care of with those who depended on me.
I arrived at the Atlanta Football Stadium, which was once a shiny icon in the southwest part of the city, but had become a safe haven for forty-thousand homeless people. After crossing the north ramp, and heading under the silver, triangle-like roof, I entered into the concrete path that took me into the heart of the bleacher area. I made my way to the mid-seats, which were located in the section above those that led to the field.
Wooden planks were laid across the seats. There were table-like legs underneath groups of fastened boards to create larger platforms. I continued to section C-3, which was where the cot I called home resided.
I took five deep breaths to remove the foolish memory of the Gray-Eyed Fox from my mind. He was no longer in my life. I just needed to come up with a plan to get past the cops when they came hunting for clues. The EMP that hit the android cop should have erased its internal hard drives. I could only hope that it didn’t have time to uplink with the drone. I guessed that because two were down, the other one would have been overloaded with requests. So only the human cop might retain something about me, but I’d heard that a knockout can remove short-term memory. I didn’t want to take any chances. Another spot would be needed to lay my head for a few days, just in case.
A rotund, pale woman made her way toward me as I neared my cot. Her curly, graying hair bounced as she pulled out a small box attached to a keyboard embedded within her arm.
“Hi, Ms. Cooper,” I said.
“Well, seems you lived another day, Paeton. One of these days, maybe I’ll get to rent out your cot to someone else.” She smiled at our inside joke. Just like with Dhyla, I was known to be a loner and people generally didn’t live that long in that lifestyle, especially when they were sixteen.
Most kids my age had parents, but unfortunately, I didn’t. Most teens didn’t have to worry about their next meal, but I did. And most didn’t live in a dilapidated football stadium with forty thousand other homeless people.
I really shouldn’t have called this place a homeless shelter. It was more like a generic half-way house. Once upon a time it did give shelter to the needy, but as the numbers of unemployed spiked over thirty percent, almost every shelter started charging. Here, the cost was 50 credits per head. The 3,000 credits I stole from Mr. Cheater were just enough to ensure I protected my cot and two other cots for the next fourteen days.
The shelter provided food, but just enough to barely get by. Sometimes I thought the place was trying to starve us to death to get more cots opened. I had a million and one conspiracy theories about the government but none where they cared about the Lower-Cs.
Ms. Cooper smiled with her eyes wide as far as humanly possible. After a moment, I realized she wanted payment. Getting home was always important on payday, because a girl’s got to protect her cot.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Ms. Cooper,” I said.
I dug into the zipper on my pants, and pulled out the fob. After tapping the fob onto the black, square computer she was holding, a series of three quick beeps alerted me that the money was transferred.
“Do you want a receipt?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am,” I said and held out my PCD.
She typed a few keys on her keypad and the LCD on my PCD lit up. I read over the receipt before I tapped the close button. Ms. Cooper was generally a nice, old lady, but she was a lady who lived by the rules. An unfortunate misunderstanding had me sleeping in the rain for two days a few months back. It wasn’t fun when the temperature was under forty degrees because of the looming winter. Luckily, after I scored some more credits, my cot wasn’t lost, and I was back on good leasing terms.
I turned back to Ms. Cooper who had a worried look on her face.
“Ma’am?” I asked. “Is anything wrong?”
“Paeton, I do my best not to put my nose into anyone’s business. I know what you do out there is, well, what you do. I pray every night for you and hope that you are doing the right thing.”
“Well, thank you,” I said, somewhat miffed.
“And I pray you come back safe to us, because we love you.”
“Well, I uh, love you too, Ms. Cooper.”
“I just hope—” She put her hand over her heart. “That you aren’t out there with those low-life rebel thugs.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m not, I mean.”
“Oh praise the Lord… Praise the Lord.” She grabbed my forearm and tightened her hands around it. “I’m so glad to hear that. Those Escerica rebel-thugs are nothing but trouble. They’ll get us all killed like it was… well, that’s right. You’re still too young to really know. But it was terrible. We have to do what the government tells us. Stay in our line, and in time, God will make everything right.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She put her hand to my cheek and took a long look at my face as though she was proud of me. I wondered if she would be proud if she knew where her payments came from. I smiled, and after a second, she withdrew her hand and walked off.
She truly believed in God and was a Christian to her little, southern heart. I, on the other hand, was what she called “lukewarm.” I did believe there was something out there, but I wasn’t sure if it was God or not. So on days when I needed a miracle, I’d pray and hope. Most days though, I didn’t. Sometimes it seemed like God listened to me, and other times, it seemed as though no one was there.
I stepped over Mr. Palmer. He was an old, thin man who had always been nice to me. After the Five-Day Restitution, he had turned to drugs to cope. When his money ran out, because drugs aren’t cheap, he moved on to alcohol. When he was sober, he would educate me on everything from American History to making sure I pronounced my words correctly. He loved to put books he found into my hands. Later, he’d worry me to death until I read the books and discussed them. I always thought that he may have been a teacher in his former life. Although I asked a million times, he never told me what he was before the Five-Day R. “What’s past is passed,” he would say.
He laid on his cot, grumbling to himself. I went into my backpack and pulled out the bottle of Tykol from Perimeter Market. It was an over-the-counter pain medicine. Mr. Palmer’s knees had started acting up last year, and the only thing he said that worked was Tykol. It was about 100 credits per bottle. Whenever I found a patron with large enough pockets, like Mr. Cheater, I made sure to get Mr. Palmer some.
I put it in his hand and balled his fingers around it. He barely opened his eyes and smiled before pulling a bagged whiskey bottle to his mouth. He took a swig of the alcohol and nodded.
“You need to stop giving him those drugs,” a scraggly voice said.
My shoulders slumped as Ms. Roller-Eyes weaseled her way closer. Of course she had told me her name a million times, but I didn’t care. Roller-Eyes was perfect because every time she talked, I ended up rolling my eyes.
“You always bring that old fart pills. Where you get ‘em? How you pay for ‘em?” she asked.
“Actually, by selling dead cats to the government. It’s what they make your dinner with.”
That always got to her. She was a white woman with a face as red as blood and prickly, gray hair. She was toothpick thin. However, she wrapped herself up in so many blankets; you’d think she was three times the size. I imagined that in her former life, before the Five-Day R, she was what some people called a “cat lady.” I’d never seen her with a cat, but any comment about cats bothered her. So of course, when she asked me stupid questions about my life, being a little too nosy, I’d tell her I sold cats, killed cats, ate cats, made violin strings from cat guts, purchased a cat fur coat, and the like.
“I think you’re no more than one of those rebel-people. And you’re in here to spy on us. I only see a few other teenagers in here, and you’re never with them,” she said.
“Actually, I was sent by the dog aliens that want to take over the planet and rid it of cats. I’m here to spy for them.”
“You think you’re so funny, don’t you? There’s something goin’ on wit’ you, and I’m gonna figure it out.”
The statement pinched a nerve. My eyes shut for a full second before reopening. I’d already had a bad day. Stirring up Ms. Roller-Eyes wouldn’t help. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ve told you before that I’m just a normal person. I just have a few places that let me do odd jobs for them. I stay away from the other teenagers because they get into trouble, and I don’t like being in trouble.”
“Well, I still don’t believe you. You’re a quiet one, and I’m always leery of the quiet ones.”
This was why I never had a real conversation with this woman. Even my good intentions made her suspicious of me. “I’m only quiet because I strangle cats at night. I just can’t help it. Their loud meowing… it calms me.”
Her face burned redder than normal. I shrugged and shuffled toward my cot.
I thought about her earlier comment. It always amazed me that so many adults thought that just because you put two teenagers together, they were supposed to bond like magnets. The teens around me wanted to live fast-paced, stupid lives, fall in love with some cute stalker, or snort up drugs because they saw someone on cable do it. They had no self-control. I couldn’t be like them. In this world of high unemployment, relentless poverty, and android cops, teenagers like that get you killed.
Most of the other teenagers survived by doing all sorts of extra-curricular activities: stripping, prostitution, selling or running drugs, and smuggling weapons or people. There aren’t many jobs for someone under eighteen, especially if they don’t have a high school diploma. I heard about the days when high school was free. I always wondered how things were back then.
Luckily for me, I had my superpower. I could steal with my lucky left hand, and I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut about it. If people weren’t happy for you, they were jealous. Resentful people took away the little bit you had. Dhyla etched that sentiment into my head over a thousand times.
Once away from Ms. Roller-Eyes, the sound of mischievous giggling tickled my eardrums. I stopped and glanced around. A fake “what’s-going-on” look plastered on my face. Two tiny bodies wagged their butts on the other side of the cot. I took a step forward, and two heads popped up with their hands clawed.
“Boo!” they both said.
My hand covered my heart. I leaned my head back as though they had scared the living daylights out of me.
“We got you,” Mari said.
I glanced into her bright, green eyes and nodded. “Yeah, you did.”
“Good, ‘cause it was my idea,” her brother Miko said.
Miko was seven years old with auburn eyes and a questioning mind. Mari, his sister, was only a year behind him at six years old. Both of them had infectious smiles and shiny brown hair that I wished I could just pluck out and stick in my head. It was a shame kids that young had such perfect hair when mine was matted and atrocious.
Mari glanced at her brother. Her mouth twisted. “It was not your idea.”
“Yes it was,” Miko said.
“Crix, you two,” I said. “You make me not want to give you the surprise I got you at the Perimeter.”
“You got us a surprise?” Mari’s face brightened.
“I hope it’s something cool,” Miko said, and sat back on his cot, which was at the foot of my cot.
I shook my head to show them a fake display of being upset with their behavior. Truly, I would be upset, but when I was around them I was always happy. It didn’t matter what was going on, just seeing either one of them would make me smile.
I sat on the bed and pulled my backpack around to my stomach. I rummaged through my stuff and lifted a pair of socks. I held them in my hand and stared at the white cotton.
“Hmmm, would you look at that? I wondered where those were,” I said.
They glanced at each other, at the socks, at me, and then back at each other.
I continued to remove various things from my backpack. I brought out my scanner, then my headphones and ringer. A belt came out next. I stared into the fake leather and spun it around in my hand for a few moments. Miko’s tiny face soured while I secretly giggled inside.
“Ugh,” he complained. “Get to the good stuff already.”
“Wow, that’s gratitude for you,” I said.
I pulled out a bottle of shampoo, and Mari grabbed it.
“Hey!” I said. “That’s mine.”
“Well where’s my gift then? I like shampoo.” Her pink lips trembled as she placed the bottle back into my hand.
After watching their tiny faces prune for the sixth or seventh time, my heart couldn’t take it anymore. I pulled out the two plastic dog toys. I gave the one with the beret hat to Miko and the one with the fancy eyelashes to Mari.
“Thanks,” they both said.
“Wow, she’s so pretty,” Mari said, and held it in her hands like a tiny baby. “What should I call her?”
“I dunno, what names do you like?”
Mari shuffled on her cot. “Um, how about… Priss?”
“Priss?” Miko stopped his play and stared at Mari. “What kind of name is that?”
“I dunno. I heard it somewhere.”
“Well, pick something else.”
“Um… Daria?”
“Daria the dog. I like it,” I said.
“Okay.” Mari kissed Daria’s tiny forehead.
Miko held his unnamed dog while his eyes watched suspiciously. “Hey, when you were out there, did you feel the earthquake?”
“Earthquake?” I asked.
“Yep, the whole place rumbled. Ms. Cooper told us all to get down, and that it was probably an earthquake.”
“Well, I didn’t feel any earthquake,” I said.
“But you must have felt something. It happened right before you came in.”
I stopped and stared at the seven brown freckles on his cheeks. My vision blurred as the day’s events spread through my mind. They must have felt the impact of the drone that rumbled through the street. I thought about Gray-Eyed Fox and the two cops. I had barely made it back, and my chest hadn’t stopped shuddering.
A second later, Miko leaned forward with a confused expression on his face that brought me back to reality.
“Did somethin’ happen outside?” he asked.
I wasn’t going to lie to them because I didn’t like people keeping secrets from me. I took a deep breath and released it. “Yes.”
“What?”
Mari bounced to the front of her cot and sat on her ankles with her knees slightly to the side.
I stared at their faces and forced a smile. “I ran into a group of people who, some-kind-of-way, figured out how to destroy one of the security drones that fly over the city.”
Their eyes widened as though I was telling them a bedtime story.
“It fell down and exploded a few blocks from here. That was the earthquake you felt,” I said.
“What did it look like?” Miko asked.
“Well… it was in pieces, but it was white and huge. Big enough that twenty people could sit on top of it.”
“Woah,” Mari said.
“This is a really bad thing. See, many people in the government are bad people, but they will leave us alone as long as we don’t break their stuff.”
“But, Mr. Palmer is always saying that someone should blow the government to he—” Miko dropped his gaze.  “H-E-double hockey sticks. He says they starve us and are in cahoots with their sorry asssss—” He held on to the ‘S’ for a second before ending it with a ‘K’ sound to make sure he didn’t curse. After he checked my expression, he continued, “Upper Class.”
“Well, Mr. Palmer is right, sort of. When you’re poor, nobody cares about you, but I care about you two.”
I could never make it without Mari, Miko, and Dhyla. They gave me just enough life to keep me sane. I didn’t like the world around me, but I didn’t see a way to change it. I settled to just existing and hoping that one day something great would happen to make life better.
I stared at Mari and Miko’s faces. “Because of what happened with the drone, I’m sure the government will want answers. They aren’t the nicest people when they come asking. So I’ll be leaving out at first light, and you may not see me for two or three days.”
Miko’s face darkened. “Wait. What?”
“Where you goin’?” Mari asked.
I shrugged. “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure it out in the morning. I’ve paid up for two more weeks. I want you two to stay close to Ms. Cooper. She may be a tight-wad, but—”
“She’s a good, Christian tight-wad,” they both said.
I grinned. I hoped they understood what was going on. The last thing I wanted them to think was that I would ever abandon them.
“Well, things might get harder over the next few weeks,” I said.
Miko glanced at me, and his face brightened a bit. “Mr. Palmer said the government is raising the sub-cities one percent to keep us pass-us-byed.”
“Subsidy and pacified.” I giggled. “I just want you to know that I’ll always come home. Okay?”
“Okey-doky-artichokey,” Mari said.
“And both of you stay away from Mr. Palmer.”



CHAPTER 6
My hand swept over Mari’s head, and a soft-bristled brush slid through the right side of her hair. Sitting between my legs on the floor, her neck strained as I gathered all of her hair into a long rope at the back so I could braid it. A mat was beneath her to shield her legs from the cool, wooden platform.
“Are you really going to leave tomorrow?” Mari asked, her tiny voice sounding before disappearing into the chasm above us.
My chest cracked at those words. I wanted to stay with them. Most of the time, I was here in the Stadium. While stinky and dirty, with some of the most obscure characters a person could ever meet, it was safe. No one would hurt me as long as Ms. Cooper was around. I only left when I needed to get supplies, money, or was scouting a new ATM. I didn’t even see Dhyla more than a couple times a month.
I pulled Mari’s head back and forced her to look into my eyes. “It’ll only be for a few days, I promise.”
“Are you sure?”
Miko glanced up from his cot. His eyes were only half open. “Maaaaaaari,” Miko dragged out her name. “Paeton isn’t like Auntie Martha. She’s not going to leave us.” His face turned toward mine. “Right, Paeton? You’d never leave us, right?”
“No. Never ever.  I’ll always come back. I’ll always find a way to come back.”
Why did he have to talk like that? Did he even understand how much it hurt to walk out those doors? I couldn’t say I loved this place with its corners smelling of urine, the screaming spouses, druggies, and evil cat ladies. The whole place released an aura of constant dread like it was only two steps away from Hell. However, as long as Mari and Miko were here, I had a reason to endure.
“See, I told you. Paeton is not like Auntie.” Miko put his best face on. I’m sure he was trying to be brave for his sister.
Mari bent her head back to catch my gaze. “Paeton, why did Auntie leave us?”
“I told you, I don’t think your aunt left you. How could she ever leave you? You guys are too perfect. I’m sure that she just got hurt on her way back.”
“But if she’s hurt, then why didn’t she just take the bus or a taxi?”
My mind searched for the right answer. I couldn’t tell Mari that her aunt had probably been shot to death on the street and left for the rats to feast on. Martha was sick the last few days I saw her. It might have been possible she just collapsed. I had no way of knowing.
I finished the braid and ran my hands over her cheeks. “Sometimes if you’re hurt too bad, you can’t come back.”
“She’s dead.” Miko’s mouth pulled into a dot.
“No she’s not! You take that back, Auntie’s not dead!” Mari pulled away and leaned over to her brother.
“Then why hasn’t she come back?”
“She’s just sick like Paeton said and probably in the hospital!”
“You don’t get sick for a year,” Miko said.
Mari turned toward me, her eyes tearing. “Paeton, Paeton, tell Miko he’s wrong. Tell him that Auntie’s just had a hard time coming back.”
I spread my arms and tugged her into my embrace. I never had the heart to tell them their aunt was definitely dead. First, I truly didn’t know, and secondly, I remembered how I felt when my own mother died. For a long time, I lost all hope.
“We don’t know what happened to Aunt Martha,” I said. “I hope one day she comes back and has won the lottery or something. Or maybe, she found a way to go to college, and she’s become a doctor or something cool like that.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
Her body was a tiny furnace inside my arms. Mari and Miko had so much warmth in them. Kids are filled to the brim with love, but as people get older, the world saps it away. I wished I could find a way for them to stay full, even though I needed to steal my daily supply of love and warmth to stay sane.
“C’mon, you two need to get some sleep, and I do too,” I said.
“Okay.” Mari went to her cot. She kneeled down beside it and then leaned over and smacked Miko’s back.
“What?” he moaned.
“We have to say our prayers.”
“Do we have to?” Miko whined.
“Ms. Cooper says good children say their prayers before bed.”
“I don’t wanna be a good kid. I wanna sleep.”
Mari stood and shook his cot.
“Just get up, Miko.” I finally joined in. I wasn’t a super spiritual person. Ms. Cooper was good to Mari and Miko for the most part and watched them when I wasn’t around. A few prayers weren’t going to hurt them.
Miko kneeled down next to Mari, who gave him an indignant stare. After a second, she began. “God, thank you for today and for our food and for our home. Please watch over Paeton tomorrow and make sure she comes back safely.”
Miko interrupted. “And if she’s in trouble, give her superpowers.”
Mari turned to her brother, lifted an eyebrow, and frowned. “Amen.”
How could I ever abandon these two? They were my lifeline.
They stood and crawled into their cots. I tucked the blankets over them and kissed Mari on the forehead. Miko shuffled away as I neared. I rolled around, grabbed his head, and landed my kiss. He stretched his neck and rubbed his forehead on the pillow.
“I don’t have cooties,” I joked.
“All girls have cooties,” he said.
Eighty percent of the lights at the very top of the stadium clicked off. A hollow booming sound echoed as the seats plunged into near darkness. In another hour, the next fifteen percent of lights would go off, signaling ten o’clock.
I stood for a moment, deciding if I needed a second to go over my plans before I slept. While I made up my mind, Mr. Palmer waved his hand at me to join him at the end of the platform. I dropped my backpack on my cot and scooted through the valleys between the cots toward him.
As I arrived, he sat down on the steps since most of the seats were terraced off for beds, cots, or sleeping bags. His hand patted the area next to him. I stretched my arms wide. The sleep within me slowed my vital organs. I hoped this wouldn’t turn into some long conversation about how the government was out to drink our blood while we slept. Overall, Mr. Palmer was a nice man, but some of his rants could dig up all kinds of crazy conspiracy theories.
I sat down and gave him a half-hug.
“How’s the world outside?” he asked. “Has an atomic bomb killed off half the people and drenched the rest in radiation?”
He was kidding. He spent half his time in front of the five monitors in the lobby watching twenty-four hour news. Atlanta and the rest of America was still livable, even though every day the country seemed to slip further and further away from the great nation he told me about.
“Everything is fine. I did see a glow-in-the-dark cat munching on a toxic fish. I thought about bringing it back for Ms. Roller-Eyes,” I said.
He snickered. “You shouldn’t call her that.”
“Why? She annoys me every time I see her.”
“She’s just a lonely, old lady. She probably just wants to be your friend.”
“I doubt that. She’s a nosy, old goat, and she doesn’t like the fact that she can’t figure out my secrets. You of all people know I don’t like folks in my business.”
“Well, some people are like that.” He leaned back, his long face angled toward the darkness. “You have a freedom that me and Kathleen lost.”
The name confused me. I glared at him, and he turned with the weight of my stare.
“Ms. Roller-Eyes,” he reminded me.
“Oh, okay.”
He shook his head a bit and leaned forward. “We can’t go where you can go. We can’t see what you can see.” He patted his knee. “These old bones don’t have the stamina to go miles on end, and these eyes don’t have the ability to see where danger is coming from.”
“Is that why you watch so much TV?”
“Well yeah, and also for the cute commentator.”
“Dirty.” I said the word just loud enough for him to smile.
“Just because I’m old doesn’t make me dead. Besides, it gives me and the other guys something to discuss.”
“Like what?”
“Like when Ms. Olivia Collins decided to wear her hair up for three days with both ears showing.” His face brightened with the words.
“And that’s something to talk about?”
“It is when the woman has such a lovely and slender neck.”
I shook my head. “So you brought me over here to tell me about some news-crush?”
“Nope, I brought you over to thank you for the Tykol.”
“No problem. I’m sorry I didn’t get the one hundred bottle. The store was out.”
He turned to me and put his arm around me. “Paeton, you’re a good girl. I mean, you really are. You find a way to look after me and those two kids, while just being a kid yourself. We aren’t your family or your responsibility. You, my dear, are nothing like the government.”
Ahhhhhh, crix. If I could just get through one conversation without him mentioning…
“That sorry excuse for a government.” He shook his head. “It was nothing like this back in my day. Sure there was poverty, but not like this. I worked for damn near forty years, and I expected to retire easily, but oh no. There had to be a new retirement tax. Who wants the tax? Starkman and Bros. Corporation. That way they can make more money selling houses that retirees will eventually lose because now we don’t have the money to retire properly.”
I laid back and relaxed. Sure, I had my own mental rambles that I kept in my head. They occasionally leaked out. I was pretty good at stopping them though. On the other hand, Mr. Palmer could go on for hours. He just spilled out what he considered “facts” about the government. He never really talked to me, just spoke aloud. Every once in a while, he’d pause and say—
“Paeton, you listening? This is important stuff here, girl.”
I gave him a smile and leaned in for a quick hug. “I’m sorry, Mr. Palmer. I have to leave early in the morning, so I have to get some sleep.”
“Well, well, that’s fine. But I tell you all these sorry sons of bit—” He paused to censor his language. “Persons of interest can burn in Hell if you ask me. You don’t let them bother you. All of them are worthless. If I ever see them up in here, I’ll kill ‘em all!”
A voice rang out in the dark void of the stadium. “Why don’t you kill all the noise, you old bastard?”
Mr. Palmer wasn’t fazed. His voice rose. “If they mess with the people I love, I’ll kill each and every last one of those SOBs!”



CHAPTER 7
My eyes popped open. The ceiling lights were still off and would stay that way until six-thirty. I glanced at my PCD. Four-twenty-two glowed from the LCD.
I could barely sleep, but I had to try. I had popped a few valerian pills before I laid down. I didn’t know when the next time would be when I could comfortably rest my head. There weren’t many places in Atlanta I could go. No one likes Lower-Cs, and everyone hates the homeless. I thought about crashing at Dhyla’s. She would put me up with no problem, but if the cops put my name in the system, she’d be harboring a fugitive and could lose everything. I couldn’t do that to her.
My best bet was to take naps at the public areas like the park or the library during the day and stay awake and move at night. There was a huge difference between the homeless like me and the true penniless. The ones who couldn’t afford roofs over their heads could be vicious. I was ninety-six pounds of nothing. All I had were a few tricks up my sleeve.
Besides the one time in the rain, I had lived in the Stadium for seven straight years, and it frightened me not to have a place to go at night. The last thing I wanted was to get caught up with someone who performed illegal organ theft. I had seen a few of the people who stayed at the Stadium go out one night only to return without a kidney or worse. Ms. Cooper told me about a lady, her blouse red with blood, who ran into the building. When they cleaned the wound, they found a battery-operated machine where her heart was supposed to be.
None of that compared to the androids. Growing up, I heard horror stories about orphan kids and teens being snatched up and integrated into the beasts. The reasoning was that children didn’t have malice or perversion, which worked perfectly with the android programming. I giggled and laughed for years hearing those stories, until the Five-Day Restitution happened.
I was nine and my mom was still alive. We lived in the Middle Tier, near the top of a building off Spring Street. Something happened; I’m not sure what. But all I remember was an android bursting into my room. It grabbed me, and my mom shot it. The android fell to the ground, but not before it pinned me underneath. The helmet casing cracked open, and I saw the face of someone inside the mask. The eyes were vacant like he was dead, and the forehead skin had been removed so that the sensors from the machinery could interact with the brain.
I screamed until my mother pulled me out, and from then on I’d had a phobia of all androids.
I sat up in my cot. My mind ran a thousand miles a second. I wasn’t going back to sleep. Mari and Miko were nestled in their beds without a care in the world. I wanted their life to be better than mine. All three of us were orphans, but I never wanted them to even know about the horrors that I had seen. Deep in the back of my mind, it was borderline insanity to believe they could have a better life, but the thought kept me going.
I pulled my PCD from the wall. It stopped charging and displayed a note stating that it was 100% charged, and the estimated time remaining was one hundred seventy hours. I grabbed my backpack and squeezed through the tiny gaps inside the maze of cots to get to the concrete ramp which led to the lobby area. A few people were awake, going to the bathroom or chatting in small huddles with glow sticks or using their PCDs for illumination.
I went down to the bottom level where the old locker rooms were. They had been reconstructed for daily use. Even at four-thirty in the morning, there was a small line of women waiting to take showers. Many of these women had visas so they could work in the top tiers of the city. It took extra time for them to make the trip, but it was better money than what they would find in the middle or lower tiers. Most of them had kids and were raising them alone. The fathers were probably either dead, in prison, converted into some kind of robotic slave, or used in scientific experiments for the government.
Women like these, and the government’s promise to protect its youth, helped me survive after my mom died. I lived in an orphanage run by Ms. Cooper. When money started to die out, the foster homes, orphanages, and local homeless shelters combined into what became the Atlanta Wayward Home, but most people just call it the Stadium.
The first couple of Lower-C years were bad, but tolerable. By the time I was thirteen, the government removed over fifty percent of the funding to the Wayward Home and its forty thousand residents. A few wealthy people and corporate sponsors helped out for a few months, each giving just enough of a donation for them to be seen on one of the television channels.
A month after my fourteenth birthday, around the same time Mari and Miko started living here with their aunt, a small daily fee was asked of residents. In ten months it had grown to a mandatory amount of five credits. I didn’t have any money so I walked around asking for jobs and other things so I could keep a roof over my head.
A waifish older lady stood at one of the ATMs a few blocks away. Her eyes twitched and her body shook. She tugged her black fur coat around her body and glanced more at the street than the LCD on the ATM.
I understood her concern, being a fourteen-year-old girl, but the area was relatively safe with the sun still high. There were mainly homeless people, but not many thugs, drug dealers, or gangs. Most of the bad people lingered at the Lower and Middle-C border. There was no money around the Lower-Cs. We weren’t worth a gangster’s time. The gangsters were working their way up, and needed a steady flow of cash. The Lower-Cs literally died in the streets for lack of it.
I sat against a wall a few doors down, my gaze fixed on the old woman. She finished and took a step back from the ATM. A compact mirror fell out of her purse and bounced on the spray painted concrete. I dashed to my feet and ran over. A moment later, it was in my hands. Placing the biggest smile I could muster, I held it out with both arms fully extended.
If I was nice to her, then maybe she’d give me a credit or something. That was the way of the homeless. Taking any job, from helping to move a broken hovercar, to watching out for predators on a dangerous street, and even explaining directions, was part of daily life. Afterward, you put out your fob and hoped they’d tap it with a credit or two.
The old lady paused, her arms frozen in the air. Her dark eyes peered into mine and her jaw clenched tight. She snatched the compact from my hand. Without turning from me, she strode backward. She spun around, breaking the tip of one of her shoes in the process. A second later, she hobbled off to her car. The door slammed. Electric arcs expanded before surrounding her rear engines. A moment later, she had disappeared into the sky.
Red hot anger burned within my fingers. I should have robbed her. A swift kick was all it would have taken. Even the compact had to be worth two credits.
She was worried I would hurt her, but just because she wasn’t willing to help, she could be killing me. The Stadium didn’t just put a roof over my head, they fed me. The Middle and Upper Classes had security that kept Lower-Cs from even eating out of their garbage and there was no food in the garbage cans in the areas around the Stadium.
I stood there, blood steaming in my veins. My left side was toward the ATM. My right side was toward the street.
A beeping noise spun my head around. The LCD screen on the ATM glowed. 
The words “Would you like to make another transaction?” printed in black letters, faded into nothing, and then reprinted.
My mind tightened, and for a moment, I couldn’t think. The ATMs were supposed to be double-faulted, meaning they checked a person’s D-Tag and their class. I was Lower-C, but for whatever reason, the machine didn’t understand that. The woman left so fast she never ended the session, but the computer should have turned itself off immediately once a Middle or an Upper-C left the area, i.e. the double-fault.
The computer didn’t shut off. I crept closer. My right hand reached forward toward the screen. A beep sounded, and the machine shut itself off, leaving me with a statement that said, “Unauthorized Use Detected.”
I shrugged and went back to the place I was before. My arms wrapped around my knees and I gazed out from under my hoodie for the next few hours. Five other people came and withdrew money. One of them was nice and gave me ten credits on my fob. The others left, not acknowledging I was even alive, or they quick-stepped away, thinking I had a weapon—as if I could afford one.
The sun fell behind the buildings, and I had what I needed: two days of food and lodging. I stood and slapped the dust off my butt. A convertible hovercar sped over and jolted to a stop. Brand new, the convertible had six hover-rotors and two back jets. A blonde girl, no more than seventeen, wiggled out wearing an outfit that would put to shame anything I could even dream of. My gaze slammed onto her. Everything about her was beautiful, perfect, and comfortable. My fingers fumbled with my hood, making sure it covered my eyes. Only my nose and mouth showed my frustration. I watched her through the worn holes in the top of my hoodie.
I didn’t want to ask this girl for any money. I was desperate, but it just felt wrong to ask someone barely older than me. I needed an adult. In my mind, adults took care of teenagers. After fighting with myself for two minutes, I decided perhaps she’d have pity on me when she saw I was a kid like her. The last of the orange sunlight popped away behind a building, turning the horizon into a red glow that reached out with glowing fingers into the darkness. This was the last time I could ask for the night.
My legs fumbled over. My mouth opened to speak, but nothing came out. She spun around and started laughing. Embarrassment ripped through my veins. I didn’t understand what I had done wrong.
“Oh crix,” she said into her PCD. “Jessica, you should see this little no-c in front of me. God, she looks so pathetic.”
I gritted my teeth and ignored the slur “no-c.” It was the worst thing you could call a person. It was a word that literally meant you were nothing, not worth even thinking about. Just hearing it made my skin crawl.
The girl listened to the person on the other end, who cackled in high-pitched tones.
A moment later, the blonde laughed again, shaking her head in amusement. “I know, right? I’d like die if I was a Lower-C.”
I stood quietly, eyes toward the ground, hands tucked deep into my pockets. She glanced at me every second or so, but spent most of her time giggling and laughing on her PCD with some unknown Jessica-person. My legs locked in place and wouldn’t budge. It was one of those moments when your body doesn’t want to do anything because your mind is so caught up in confusion.
Five seconds later, her eyes locked onto mine. Her words have always stuck with me since that day. She flung her hair over her shoulder and put her hand on her hip. “Jessica and I have decided that the world would be a better place without you in it. She says I should just run over you with my car when I leave, but I told her I didn’t want to dent it. So she checked her map-app and there is a bridge about two miles that way.”
She pointed a long manicured finger south. Brain tight, my head craned in that direction. In my mind, the bridge she was referring to sharpened into focus.
“Yeah, that way. That should be tall enough that if you jumped, you’d die instantly. I don’t want you to suffer. I mean, I am a nice person.”
She fluffed her hair again and slid back in her car. The window buzzed as it moved down. She leaned slightly toward me and grinned, her gaze sliding up and down my body.
An intense loathing for everything I was roared in my veins. I should have never been born. I was worthless, a piece of dirt or worse. I had never felt like that before. Right in front of my attacker, tears slid down my burning cheeks.
“Oh yeah, yeah, yeah. Jessica says ‘Make sure you jump head first.’” A cracking sound came from her mouth, and her head locked into a position with her mouth wide open. She relaxed, took a second look toward the south, and smiled. The window rolled up over her face, leaving me with mirrored glass. I bit my lip as I watched the somber, pale girl’s face in the reflection. The car lifted up a few inches and floated away, taking my image with it.
My bones trembled while my hands balled into fists. My skin tore from my body. I didn’t understand how someone could be so uncaring. For years, I learned to be at peace with people who refused to acknowledge me. But this girl and her friend Jessica did see me. They saw me as something to be eliminated like vermin. Anger boiled inside me as I stood and watched the car disappear into the distance.
A high-pitched beep rung behind me. Throughout the day, I had heard the tone seven distinct times. With my fists balled, I spun and glared at the screen. A cold, thorny wickedness crept over my skin. It slid into my blood and pressed against my heart.
Something within me kept this electronic door open, but I still didn’t understand what that thing was. Instinctively, my right hand lifted. An electric bolt shot through my brain—no, not the right hand. I withdrew my right hand and forced it behind my back. My left hand rose to my shoulder. I stared at my pink fingertips and then at the screen. My fingers balled, and I forced my fist forward, an inch every second while I gained confidence. A breath escaped me. My heart turned and spun. With a hard swallow of everything I was, I closed my eyes and slapped the machine with my left hand.
When I opened my eyes, the LCD glowed pale blue. Words animated on the screen, asking, “Would You Like to Perform Another Transaction?”
A smile cut into my belly, a grin that knotted within me and turned my conscience cold. I hadn’t stolen anything since I was little. Usually, the thought of stealing made me sick. But today—today, I was going to take everything I could from that bratty, blonde bitch.
I tugged down my hoodie. My eyes were covered, but my worn patches were a blessing for the first time. I slowly tapped the screen. It responded. I made my way through the navigation, figuring out, for the first time in my life, how to use an ATM. It was relatively simple, and I quickly discovered all of the blonde girl’s personal information.
Her name was Sarah Graham, and she lived at T3 155 Peachtree. T3 meant that her house was on Tier-Three, the top tier of the city. I had never been to the top tiers. In my mind, I imagined every mansion I had ever seen on television, large rooms with marble floors and a study that had a single piano in the center which wasn’t played. It was simply used as decoration. I imagined a kitchen large enough to park three hovercars, and a swimming pool with an infinity edge so she and her friends could gaze into the city.
The balance of her account appeared on the screen. I had never seen such a number in my life—50,000 credits. It was enough money for me to live on for the next 10,000 days. 
My lips twisted. It wasn’t fair. I had nothing, and Sarah Graham had everything. Tears welled in my eyes, a girl no more than three years older than me, had that kind of money—that kind of security.
Without a second thought, my fingers tapped the screen. In two seconds the full amount was selected to be deducted. I yanked my fob from my pocket and screwed it into the jack. My left index finger hovered over the confirm button. Every part of me wanted to hurt this girl, to take everything she had and go on a wild shopping spree, buying myself clothes and shoes and food. I wanted it so bad my heart burned in my chest.
I glanced away, my mind struggling to find focus in the midst of anger. I gritted my teeth and turned back toward the ATM. Gazing through the tattered fabric of my hoodie, I understood that at the end of the day I would be the one who would pay the price. She would complain to her daddy, who probably knew somebody important. They would somehow track me down and make a public example out of me. I’d be on the news and thrown into one of those fight-to-the-death prisons. In the end, Sarah would get her wish, and I’d be left as a memory to no one.
That was not going to happen. My finger tapped the cancel button. A few moments later, a modest amount of 800 credits appeared on the screen. It was just enough for me to live the rest of the year and have a few extras.
I left the ATM and never returned. As I walked back home, I marveled at the way the computer reacted to me. My curiosity itched to learn more about the way my left hand worked and what else I could do. I tested a few things around the Stadium, but the only technology I could get to react was the Stadium’s Halo, which was a circular six-story monitor for hosting gaming activities.
The computer for the Halo was upstairs in one of the abandoned control rooms. I was able to bypass the system’s security by simply placing my left hand near the screen. The Halo flickered to life, but only managed to light up for a few seconds before burning out, taking out half the power in the building at the same time.
A quick flick to a few switches at a distant fuse box remedied the problem. The general manager said the system was simply old and probably had malfunctioned. He was sure I didn’t turn the computer on because there was no way a fourteen-year-old could have hacked the system. Though no one else cared, Ms. Cooper lectured me for three hours about what I had done.
I only spent five credits of the money I had stolen a day, my daily supply to keep a roof over my head and food in my stomach. I thought that if I kept the money safe and I got caught, I could return most of it and get a lighter sentence. At night, I tossed and turned. I lost three pounds because of my anxiety. Any day, I expected the doors to burst open and for some stinking android cop to yank me out of the Stadium and take me to prison.
The day never came.
A month passed, and I started to feel safe. I had won. No one was coming for me. With a tingle inside of my stomach, I took the northbound train to the Perimeter and bought two new outfits, a gorgeous pair of boots, and some sneakers. I got my ears pierced with two holes in each ear. I bought a silver chain, a backpack, a brand new Allison Riley hoodie, and a thicker leather coat for the winter.
When my stomach grumbled, I filled up on hamburgers, hot dogs, gyros, tacos, jerk chicken, pizza, and a side salad because I was watching my figure. Sure, I didn’t eat all of it, but I had two bites of everything. It was hot and fresh without mold or ants that I had to flick off. There were no tainted tastes or spoiled pieces. Everything was like it should be. It was wonderful.
The food I received with my lodging at the Stadium was less than food. It was something that was edible and nothing more. Here, the food had flavor and richness. In fact, it was so rich I found myself behind the plaza twenty minutes later, decorating the bushes with it.
After the pain in my stomach subsided, I laughed. A long, genuine laugh, like I had never heard come from my mouth before. I didn’t even know who I was. I was possessed with a raw passion for life. Thirty days before, I might have done what Sarah Graham told me and thrown myself off that bridge, crushing my skull. However, that day at the Perimeter Market, I was alive and had tasted just a piece of what life had to offer.
A twig or maybe a candy wrapper crackled behind me.
“Hey.” A strange voice stirred my ears. “I’ve never seen you around here before.”
My skin broke out in goose pimples. My muscles numbed. Had the police noticed me? How was I going to explain all this stuff I just purchased? What was I going to do?



CHAPTER 8
I jumped up and dusted myself off. Tight fists knotted the shopping bags. My eyes twisted in my head sending my gaze over the small alley. Living in the Meadows, I always had to be on guard. Slowly, I spun around.
“Don’t worry, sweetie. I ain’t gonna hurt ya.”
Before me was a normal looking woman in her mid-forties. She was slightly taller than me, maybe five-six with dark brown hair that appeared like it had been colored a few months before to be chestnut. She didn’t have a cigarette, but the way she rubbed her thumb over her fingers told me she was used to holding something in her hand. Her eyebrows were thinly cut and danced above her deep-set eyes.
“My name’s Dhyla. And you are?”
My heart stilled. My tongue fought against my mind. I didn’t know this person. I didn’t really know anybody except for Ms. Cooper. Fear slid up my legs and into my spine. Distant streets screamed for me to run to them.
“You know, it’s rude to not talk to folks when they’re talking to ya,” she said.
I glanced around and tightened my grip on my bags.
“Girl it is then. Hi, Girl.” She waved her hand, turned to walk away, and waved again. “Bye, Girl.”
“Paeton,” I said.
I don’t know why I said anything. I was tired of being alone. It was dangerous to get to know people, especially when they might steal. A new life was in my hands, more stuff than I could ever remember having. In my mind, I might as well have been walking around with a million credits or gold nuggets or something.
She turned back toward me. “Good to know you, Paeton. First time shopping, I see.”
A wad of thick saliva slid down my throat. My skin tingled and my stomach turned over.
“Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna say nuthin, but you have to learn to be more discreet. Anytime you find money, you have to act like you’ve had it all the time. Otherwise when people see you, they’ll think you did what you already know
you did.”
My stomach tightened. My eyes locked onto hers. Somehow she saw through me. My thievery spread over my face and down my arms. All my guilt poured back into me.
“Nope,” she said. “Don’t feel bad about it. Nothing can be done now. At this point, you have a new life. How you plan to live it is on you. I’m just encouraging you to be a little less… obvious. See ya, Paeton.” She turned back around and walked off.
She grew small in my vision as she went toward a metal L-shaped building. Something within me stirred. Hope curled around the top of my head and spread behind my ears.
I followed her. I didn’t have the courage to go inside. I hadn’t been in a real restaurant since my mom died. The food court didn’t count as a real restaurant.
I waited for two hours to see if she would come back out. I sat down against a tree, with my shopping bags clutched in a death grip. The yummy smells of various coffees, teas, and cocoas along with cakes, cookies, scones, and brownies found their way into my nostrils and made my newly empty stomach crave more. Being so far from the Stadium was still new to me. I wanted to take in every moment.
“You still here?” a voice asked.
I stood up and turned around. My hands quickly went to my pants dusting off excess dirt. I don’t know why I was embarrassed, but I was. Dhyla stood in front of me, two garbage bags in her hands. I wanted her to like me. She was the first person to genuinely show affection. Ms. Cooper was nice, but her attention was given to so many that eventually I just gave up.
“Are you always just going to stare at me when we have a conversation?” Dhyla asked.
“No, ma’am. I’m sorry. I’m just not used to—”
“I know, Paeton.” Her words were soft and sure.
My chest swelled so much I thought it would burst. She remembered my name.
“You like coffee?” she asked.
I avoided her gaze. “Uh, I dunno. I’ve only had it a few times and it was… well.”
“Say no more. I’ll find you something to wipe that sour look off your face. Come with me.”
Trash bags in hand, she stepped back toward Café Lanta. After she tossed the bags in the garbage, I followed her to the roof. It was the first time I had ever seen Atlanta’s skyline. The sun was still high, but purple and lilac clouds formed behind the mirrored glass of the buildings. A few hovercars buzzed around the tops, and all I could think about was the time I spent living on the second tier of the city with my mom. Even from this distance, I could make out a few parks and the rolling halos she took me to when I was eight.
“You can sit here, Paeton. I’m going to go get you some of the best coffee on this side of the Mississippi.”
My head bobbed up and down. “Thanks.”
I sat near the far end and made myself comfortable. The shopping bags stayed tight in my grip.
My back fidgeted. My fingers rolled and my eyes opened and closed in a million different intervals. I couldn’t relax. I wasn’t used to this kind of treatment.
“Breathe, just breathe, Paeton,” I told myself.
A few moments later, I stopped admiring the brand names on the shiny plastic bags. My eyes fell on the magnificent architecture and the way it cut into the sky. My heart melted and filled my body with calm. The shopping bags fell from my grasp and huddled onto the ground around my chair. The tightness in my chest evaporated and my leg slid under my butt. I was comfortable.
Dhyla came back with a paper cup and an oatmeal cookie. She sat both of them down in front of me. The rich, heavy scent of the coffee danced into my nostrils. Even though I couldn’t see the dark liquid under the swirled dollop of whipped cream, the coffee captured me in its warm grasp.
“Well don’t just look at it. It’s for drinkin’, last time I checked,” Dhyla said.
“Yes, ma’am.”
I picked it up and placed the edge of the cup to my lips. In that instant, my taste buds opened to new heights. They sprang forth spreading their wings and flying over the rooftop. They danced over my tongue with a hint of sugar, cinnamon, and crème.
“So?” she asked.
“It’s good, really good.” I spun to her with open eyes. I grinned and took another sip. I didn’t understand why she was being so friendly. I hadn’t done anything for her. 
“Great. I’ll tell my new barista that you liked it.”
“Um-hum.”
A few more sips slid down my throat. I paced myself. Like the food from the food court, I wanted to suck it down as fast as possible. My taste buds were addicted to its goodness. After half of the coffee was gone, I put the cup down and wiped my mouth.
My cheeks and neck warmed. Cold spiraled in my chest. My behavior was ignorant and Lower-C.
“I’m sorry.” My gaze hovered over the table in front of me. “It’s just so good.”
“Well that’s a good thing. No problems.” She leaned back and rubbed her fingers. “So how old are you, Paeton?”
My skin tightened. I didn’t want to answer that. She would send me home or call Ms. Cooper and tell her what a bad girl I had been.
“I’m… I’m fourteen.”
Her eyes sparkled as she watched me. “You know, I had a daughter. She died five years ago. She would have been one year older than you.”
“I’m sorry.”
She waved the words away. “No need to be sorry. Life happens. There’s just one thing I want to know, Miss Paeton.”
“Ma’am?”
“Why did you stay outside so long?”
I glanced around, into the cup, and off toward the skyline. My mind searched for the right words, words I could be proud of. I wanted words that didn’t make me seem like a Lower-C. “Um, you were really nice to me—you seem really nice. And, I’m… by myself.”
“What do you mean by yourself? Where’s your mom and dad?”
I shook my head. I hated to admit anything, but a little voice at the back of my mind encouraged me to share for once.
“No brothers or sisters?”
“No, ma’am. It’s just me.”
“So where do you live?”
“I live at the Stadium with Ms. Cooper. She watches over me, but it’s hard for her now because they started charging money to live there. That’s why I—”
“Don’t.” She put up a hand. “You don’t have to explain yourself. Anytime you’re around me you don’t have to do that. We don’t explain. Everyone has something they need to keep secret. If you need somebody to just be around, then you just come on up here. I’ll make you some coffee, and we can just talk for a few minutes.”
Buying the clothes and eating at the food court were the best things in the world. However, when I sat in the plastic chair and glanced over at Dhyla from the top of my cup, everything inside be burst into joyful confetti. “Thank you, ma’am.”
A warm smile sat on her lips. “Next time you come, I’ll make you a different coffee.”
“I kinda like this one. Can I have another like this when I come back?”
She shrugged. “Sure.”
“What’s it called?”
“That, my dear, is a chocolate crème mocha.”
Dhyla and I talked for another twenty minutes or so. Right before the sun set, I left and went back to the Stadium, ditching the bags at the Perimeter Train Station. I changed into my new clothes, and I cut off the labels to the store bags so I could carry around the brand names in my pockets. There was something about holding a piece of the store I couldn’t explain. It made me feel powerful, excited, and proud.
I told Ms. Cooper that a lady I met gave me a bag of her daughter’s clothes because they didn’t fit. I said I was just lucky to be at the right place at the right time. I’m not sure Ms. Cooper believed me, but she didn’t say anything. I think after that she didn’t really say much to me anymore, besides a weekly prayer or two.
 
***
 
I glanced at the Ladies’ Locker Room and turned to see the line of women growing along the wall of the Stadium’s basement floor. It seemed like it all happened yesterday, but I was a new person inside and out. I had been stealing for over two years, and only in that brief moment with Dhyla had I ever regretted it. It became a way of life—my life. It was how I survived when the government and the system had failed me.
I checked my PCD. Only fifteen minutes had passed since I had gotten in line. I still had to deal with the issues of last night, Gray-Eyed Fox and the police. I needed to move. My insomnia was evidence of that.
I took a shower and washed my hair. It felt great to be clean. I brushed my hair back into a low ponytail and left the locker room. An encouraging smile formed on my lips aimed at the ladies in line, which was six times as long as it was thirty minutes ago. After climbing the stairs, I exited to the main level. Eight people stood around, their eyes glued to the six monitors attached to the ceiling.
Lower-Cs weren’t given many channels to watch, for free at least. Most monitors played local news, government news, old movies, or children’s programming. I had seen so many cartoons in my life, I could recite most of them by heart. Animated fairy tales played non-stop, most movies originating from the mouse house in Florida.
I took a position behind the others, watching the non-stop government news. I noticed Mr. Palmer, who was awake and sober. He took a step back toward me, and a few of the other bystanders shuffled a bit to let him through. He didn’t say anything, but just stared at the screen which played a video display of the events from last night. They showed the drone falling through security cameras from ten different angles. One camera shot was within the drone itself. The drone’s camera fizzled as something hit the drone, then the camera sped up until it hit the ground and went black.
A black, middle-aged woman articulated what was seen on the screen.
“The state’s second drone was destroyed last night. This is the second drone lost in the last few days with only one remaining to patrol the state. Without the drones, it is impossible for the police to properly protect the citizens of Georgia,” the newswoman said.
The video feed cut to the exterior of a restaurant. The street was dark with blue lamplight painting the gray beams at the edges of the doorway. Several reporters could be seen framing the sides of the video as Governor Read burst through the two front glass doors. His face was red and tight as he pulled a black coat over his navy blue suit.
“Governor, what do you make of the new drone attack?” one of the reporters asked.
“I don’t have all of the details yet. I’m going to see our beloved captain now.” Venom dripped from his mouth as he said the words.
“Do you have any new leads on Escerica?” another reporter asked.
“As of yet, we have suspects but no one of interest.”
An arm entered the frame with the same logo as the news channel. “Governor, what does this mean for your reelection or chances at the White House?”
Governor Read paused and bit his lip. He turned to the reporter next to the camera. “This Escerica horde will be caught and dealt with. I don’t care if the whole country is overrun with the vermin. We don’t play those games here in Georgia. And I’ll show once and for all how to complete an extermination.”
His eyes burned in their sockets before he turned and got into a limousine.
Escerica had branches all over the United States. Georgia was unique because we were the first to have lost two drones. California had lost one in the past, but according to reports, they had over eleven. I also heard Ohio managed to down one, but with five more up there, it made little difference.
Most of Georgia’s population resided in Atlanta or Savannah, so we only had three. Mr. Palmer told me the current government was too cheap to buy more. When I heard there may be a fourth mystery drone, I thought that was the state government’s way of using paranoia to keep us in check.
The desk reporter returned to the screen. Her face remained calm, despite Governor Read’s agitation in the last scene.
“The police are looking for any possible leads, and the state government has issued a reward of 2,000 credits for any information that will lead them to the perpetrators,” she said.
Mr. Palmer’s hand tightened around mine, calming me. “Do you know anything about the drone? You were out last night, right?”
I stared into his wrinkled face. His eyebrows were high. My stomach knotted. The situation escalated beyond any mental measurements.
“Yes. I saw it. I saw it explode,” I whispered.
He put his arms around me and pressed me into his lean body. Fearful, sweat pooled at the edges of my face and dripped down my hairline.
He leaned down. “Get outta here.”



CHAPTER 9
I had been so careful, but not careful enough. I wasn’t sure what the government would do if they caught me, but I didn’t want to find out. In the last two years, I had virtually disappeared from view. I stole what I needed and stayed away from people that would get me killed. The idiot Gray-Eyed Fox might have cost me, and I didn’t want to even think about Mari and Miko. The money I gave Ms. Cooper would only get them another two weeks of safety. After the money ran out, they’d be thrown on the streets. If the cops caught them, they could be chopped up and turned into androids. I would die if that ever happened. I couldn’t live if their perfect little faces were hidden behind some dark gray mask, destroying the lives of other Lower-Cs like them.
I spun around and quietly walked up the ramp toward the exit. The sun wasn’t up yet, and I could squeeze out of the Meadows before the police arrived.
My brain needed to think of a plan. I could ride the train to Lake Lanier. There were thousands of Upper-Cs up there and a few banks I could hit, but there was nowhere to sleep. I’d have to buy new clothes just to fit in. Lower-Cs stuck out like a sore thumb. With two drones down, the one from last night and the one from a few days ago, security should be low. Georgia only had the three drones, unless the mysterious fourth one was real and not legend. Either way, keeping track of nine million moving bodies would tax the system. I should be able to lie low for a few days.
My mind shattered. I couldn’t focus, but I had to stay calm. Getting caught wasn’t an option. I could go by Perimeter and buy some clothes—no, I needed money first—“Crix!”—money, then the Perimeter, and then Lake Lanier.
I continued around the main lobby area, heading for the side doors. After putting my backpack over my stomach and rummaging through my gear, I pulled my headband down around my neck. At least my D-Tag signal would be a bit smaller to detect. I searched the backpack until I found my scanner. I may as well reset it, because I didn’t know if a good opportunity would come up when I could grab a few D-Tags. I turned it on, and Mr. Cheater’s ID displayed across the LCD. As I walked, I checked the battery and the memory capacity.
I decided to take Northside Drive down to McDaniel and go up Whitehall Street and catch the train at the Garnet Station. The last thing I wanted was to even touch North Avenue.
I walked out of the Stadium. The morning air slid through my hoodie and bit my skin. A few hovercars zipped down Northside, but nothing to be worried about. I exhaled and stole a few deep breaths. My eyes twitched back and forth with every sound and movement.
I turned south to walk through the little garden area in front of the Stadium when I spotted a ten-foot-wide black metal dome resting in the grass. I didn’t remember ever seeing something like that anywhere, especially here. I took a side step without thinking and hesitated.
A beam flashed across me. The bottom of my spine knotted.
Low popping noises sounded off one by one as the ten locks released and slammed into the ground. The three circular rows that made up the body of the dome rotated. They spun around the base at their own speed and direction. A light whizzing reverberated around me.
I fumbled back. Trembles took over my knees, hands, and chest. My mouth dried as six circular cameras aimed in my direction. A rumble echoed as the base dome rose with four hoverdiscs beneath it. Four paw-like objects slid out to the side, each with two hoverpads attached to the bottom.
My insides tightened as my mind went blank. No, this couldn’t be happening. What was I going to do? I couldn’t get away from this monstrosity. This machine was created to obliterate.
It was a scrapper, a police super robot that was only called in major incidents. I had only seen them on the monitors in the Stadium, never in person. They were lightning fast and vibrated back and forth in the air in a way that helped them avoid attacks. Unlike drones that just monitored population, scrappers enforced the law like androids or police officers.
I couldn’t outrun or outthink this thing. I stared into my own demise. My heart tore at my ribs.
A baritone voice filled the air. “Stay calm, citizen. You are in a barricaded zone.”
I spun around and came face-to-face with another dome-shaped scrapper. I glanced up at the Stadium and three more faced me, looking down on me like gigantic spiders in some horrible horror film.
I searched my mind for ideas—ways to escape. My arms instinctively went up and with them the scanner. For a moment I panicked, but my answer came to me. I slid the scanner into my left hand and ducked my head as far into my collar as I could, hoping to nullify as much of my own D-Tag as I could. Then I balled my right hand and separated my arms like I was complying with the law. I turned on the scanner and projected Mr. Cheater’s D-Tag.
I couldn’t be sure if they wouldn’t pick up on my conflicting signals, but it was all I had.
“This zone is barricaded. Return to the Stadium for filtering or present your filtering tag.”
They didn’t seem to be reading my D-Tag, and they didn’t care. They wanted me to go inside and go through the human process of Filtering, which wasn’t good at all. Filtering meant the police would go through everyone in the Stadium one-by-one. Once they were sure we weren’t who they were looking for, they’d give us a blue and white tag to hang around our necks until the zone was cleared. This way, those of us who had work could leave the area and come back. Anyone who was suspicious would be incarcerated until the police determined the person was innocent. However, it was rare anyone ever came back from questioning.
My legs weakened. Dozens of hard swallows rolled down my throat. I couldn’t be taken into custody. I had no real alibi for last night. It’d be difficult for me to explain how I’d been making enough money to live in the Stadium or to take care of two kids. I didn’t have a way to explain any of it. I had to think. I had to come up with a plan.
I nodded to the scrapper. With my hands high, I jogged back toward the entry doors. Once there, I lowered one hand, opened the Stadium’s door, and slid back inside. My hands stayed above my head until the scrapper folded itself back into digital hibernation.
Collapsing to my knees, my hand knotted inside my shirt. My breath pulsed from my mouth. The scrappers didn’t frighten me as much as the humanoid androids, but they contained ammunition that I had seen rip a person to shreds in less than three seconds. I had to assume that because I wasn’t arrested and wasn’t dead, the police didn’t know who I was.
I went back into the arena area and decided to walk up the stairs into the nose-bleed section. Few people slept up there, and it would give me more time to think.
After I was settled, I put my backpack over my stomach so I could sit comfortably. A few older folks woke up and gave me sleepy smiles.
Everyone on the field appeared tiny, but even so I could still make out a few people by the way they moved. It was more evident to me now that I needed to walk and gesture differently if I wanted to get out of this. I spotted Mari and Miko still asleep, and Ms. Cooper stretched awake near them. The roof rattled with the thunderous flybys of the scrappers outside of the building.
The roof opened, expanding like a giant iris right over the digital Halo LCD screen. The sky shown dark blue with just a few, sparkling stars, barely bright enough to be seen with the dawn. A scrapper whizzed down into the building. I didn’t understand why that was happening, but I could only guess someone important wanted some heavy firepower inside.
 A group of thirty bodies strode onto the field area with the confidence of police. A movement off to my right drew my eyes to a police officer and his android companion. They walked into the bleachers near me, just a dozen or so rows down. The police on the field spread out to clear a path for someone. Another figure walked onto the field, but this person was alone, unlike all the others who were paired. The figure pulled out some objects and threw them up. Four tiny things shot over the floor and flew high into the air. Once they were all positioned, they began howling with the most unpleasant sound I had ever heard. It was a simple three note melody of Do, Re, Mi, Re, Do. The sound was played in such a horrid key and intensity, I slammed my hands over ears and wished for the sound to cease.
The tiny, screaming things flashed blue and white lights for at least sixty seconds before they formed a gigantic square hologram of the person who released them. Every eye in the building focused on the hologram of a thin, black woman in her mid-fifties hovering six stories above the field.  Her skin color was slightly darker than pinewood, and her hair was pulled back into a bun over her left ear. She held two manicured fingers to her ear as she walked forward.
“Attention residents,” she said. “I am Captain Teresa Davis of the Georgia Police Force. I’m sorry to disturb you this morning. I know many of you may have jobs to go to, and I wanted to make this as painless as possible. Last night, we had what we call a Level One event in which a group of individuals attacked a security drone over the city. We are here in three capacities: one, to make sure none of the people responsible are living here, two, to record those who live in this facility, and three, to gather information on any suspicious activity any of you have seen.”
Capt. Davis turned to someone standing near her. The person said something, and she nodded in agreement. The hologram changed to a different video feed. It was me and the Gray-Eyed Fox talking on the street.
My muscles, organs, and blood froze into ice.



CHAPTER 10
I forced myself not to look around. The last thing I needed was someone to notice me. If they had never seen me, they may not recognize me. If it wasn’t for the way I moved on the screen, I wouldn’t have known myself.
“This video was recorded less than a mile from here,” Capt. Davis said. “We do not know who these two individuals are, but two police officers were attacked less than three blocks away. If either one of these individuals is here, it is your duty as citizens to turn them in to us for processing. We believe they could be armed and dangerous.”
My mind scrambled to all the people who knew me well: Ms. Cooper, Mr. Palmer, Mari, and Miko. What were they thinking about me right now? Did they think I was dangerous?
Capt. Davis thinned her eyes as she glanced around at the quiet drove of Stadium inhabitants. “I have been authorized by the governor to offer 500 credits via temp-fob to anyone who has any information about the two individuals on the screen.”
The video replayed the images of me and Gray-Eyed Fox. The feed zoomed and enhanced. My face appeared blurry, but my movements were unmistakable. Anyone who had seen me before could easily ID me. I guessed that in a city with lots of teenagers with backpacks, it was hard for the police to find a person based on the way I walked or stood. I only had a few minutes to cover my identity as much as possible. I might need to go through the Filtering so at least I could be prepared.
Crix that Gray-Eyed Fox. I wanted to strangle him.
“We will have checkpoints on each floor. Please find a line and allow yourself to be Filtered. It should only take thirty seconds or less. We thank you for your cooperation,” Capt. Davis said.
Her tiny figure left the field, but the message looped high above us. I guessed the video would continue until they filtered and tagged all forty thousand of us.
My back sunk deep into the seat. I needed to think, but my mind was jumbled because my heart wouldn’t stop racing. It took everything I had not to scream into my backpack and start crying. I was better than this. I had survived for two whole years. I basically raised myself on the street. I had seen dead bodies of people older than me who didn’t have the wisdom to know how to survive. I had seen drug dealers and prostitutes get killed over petty things. I watched mothers leave their kids and never return home. I made it through all of that. I could make it through this.
All of the exits flashed through my mind: the front doors, the side doors, the exits to the train system, and the boiler room exit. I contemplated hiding for a few days within the building, but if they had strong scanners, they’d sniff out my D-Tag. The police didn’t have to follow any protocols with me. They could torture me to death just to find out about Gray-Eyed Fox.
Two people a few rows away from me got up from their cots and began walking through the aisles to the stairway that led to the ramp. They headed for the main hallway. I had no choice but to leave the seats. I needed to find a way to disguise myself.
My lungs expanded as I forced the deepest breath of my life. I left the arena area and followed the hallway around, turning knobs on doors until one clicked. I slid into a room that used to be a food vendor. Happy’s Hot Dogs was painted above the long, metal roll-up door. I used an adjacent door to enter and disappeared inside.
Boxes were everywhere, but there was enough room for me to fit. I took my backpack off and rummaged through my stuff until I found my mirror, knife, and flashlight. I pushed one of the stacked boxes back just enough to have a tiny space to put my mirror. Then, with the flashlight in my mouth, I cut off six inches of my hair.
I ran scenarios in my head of what else I could do. There was no way I could pass for a guy, because they would want to speak to me directly, and any fake mustaches would make me look guilty. I couldn’t color my hair because I didn’t have the time or the dye. I couldn’t bind my breasts and stuff my pants to give my body a different shape, because I could be frisked. I’d have my work cut out for me just trying to stay calm. I didn’t need to worry about lying.
I put some eye shadow on to try to look a bit different and decided to walk like a hunchback when I left. At least my silhouette wouldn’t be the same. I put my gear back into my backpack and left the room. Instinctively, my hands flew up to the shoulder straps, but I stopped myself and stuffed my hands into my pockets. Looking different from a distance would be important.
My best bet was to mingle in with everyone else and hope for an inept police officer. I had never seen one before, but I didn’t have many options. I hunched over as far as was reasonable and faked a limp.
On the third-story hallway, hundreds of homeless folks formed three lines toward the escalator which would allow them to access the second floor. This way, the police could keep us from skipping levels and make the group easier to contain.
Without making broad movements, my eyes roamed as I got in line. Was there anyone who could recognize me? I didn’t usually come to the third level, I mainly stayed on the first level above the field, but everyone ate at one of the three designated areas. So someone could have easily seen me before.
After twenty minutes, no one had recognized me. I reached the front of the line and a thirty-something cop rolled his eyes.
“Step forward and state your name,” he said, expressionless.
I forced the lump in my throat down and said, “Paeton Washington.”
He held up a scanner. Trying to keep my fingers from vibrating, I tugged on my collar to make sure he got a good scan. The quicker I got this over with, the better. Capt. Davis didn’t know my name, otherwise why would she need to filter everyone in the Stadium? The police could go to the general manager and search the records, or simply ask if anyone knew me by saying my name. That information didn’t ease my fears or remove the doubt cracking inside my chest.
The officer rolled his tongue in his mouth, and squinted at his computer. My skin prickled, and sweat slid over my temples. He tapped a few buttons. His face moved closer to the screen. He glanced at me and then back at the screen, back to me then back to the screen. He repeated this several times. At this point, my stomach bled open, and acid poured into my legs. I forced down a glob of thick slimy fear that grew in my mouth and pressed my palm against my knee to steady it. Mind buzzing, I spied around, trying to come up with another plan.
“Paeton,” he said, holding up his hand.
I glanced down to the computer screen and saw him drag a red icon over my name. My insides cracked into tiny pieces. The icon blinked and transformed into an X. Air palpitations blasted my lungs.
“I’m placing a warning on your file. You need to go the courthouse and get a new picture of yourself taken in the next ninety days. The one you have on file is seven years old,” he said.
I stared at him, stunned by his words.
He turned the monitor around. An old photo of me when I was nine smiled back.
“Pictures are to be taken at ages ten, thirteen, sixteen, twenty-one, and thirty. Don’t let this happen again.”
My knees buckled, and I yanked my body backward to keep from falling over. My eyes enjoyed two long blinks. It was over. I was safe. “Uh, y-y-yes, sir. I’m sorry.”
He rolled his eyes again. “Next.”
I stepped onto the escalator. My fingers vibrated so rapidly, I could barely put the blue tag around my neck. My heart rumbled, and I forced my breath out in long exhales trying to calm myself. I couldn’t believe it. I was in the clear. All I needed to do was get to the first floor and get away from here.
I leaned back on my heels and let the mild vibrations of the escalator massage my spirit. My heart calmed while my eyes focused through the windows toward the rising sun and blue freedom outside.
Before I could reach the second floor, the escalator stopped and red flashing lights stretched and contracted around me. I turned around, and the officer I had just spoken to was looking over his computer screen while taking quick glances at me. I checked the screen. The picture of me at nine was right next to the grainy picture of me on the street.
The android next to the officer turned toward me and belted in a loud voice, “Citizen Paeton Washington, please return for questioning.”
My heart rumbled in my chest. My ears drowned out the world only allowing me to hear the screeching fear increasing in my mind.
I spun my head around and one by one the monitors in the stadium blinked to life, each one displaying my name, my nine-year-old picture, and the grainy street scene.
This couldn’t be real. I was okay. This was supposed to be over. Frustration tightened around my head. My heart and lungs punched each other inside of me.
I dashed down the escalator, pushing seven people aside. The next best option was for me to run along the second floor and maybe make a jump toward one of the steel beams that held up the building. I had seen kids do it all the time. I had never tried it, but it was that or jail.
By the time I’d gone twenty feet, Ms. Roller-Eyes stomped around the corner. Behind her were two cops, one android and one human. The android cop had a firm grip on Mari and Miko’s wrists.
“There she is, Officer, just like I said.” Ms. Roller-Eyes pointed at me with her crooked fingers. Her gaze let me know that she was paying me back for every cat joke I had ever made.
Tears burst from my eyes, and the world around me faded away into a sea of red. A searing pain shot through my body and oozed out of my pores. I ran directly into Ms. Roller-Eyes, screaming in a way I had never done before in my life. With one strike, she fell back. She slid into the human cop’s knees, and he tumbled over her. I recoiled backward as they fell into a tangled pile.
I couldn’t believe she would turn me in. Why would she do that? Why would she hurt me that way? We didn’t get along, but she had to know the dangers. The government wasn’t friendly. They didn’t protect Lower-Cs. They let us rot either on the street or in jail, even if we hadn’t committed a crime.
The human cop reached out with his arms and grabbed my legs. I kicked back and reached out for Mari.
Mari cried out to me, “What’s going on, Paeton? What’s happening?”
The human cop scrambled up, grabbing my wrists. I yanked my arm back, but his grip was too strong. I tugged, wiggled, and strained. I couldn’t stop. I wasn’t even me.
The human cop reached his feet and dragged me away from Mari and Miko, toward one of the ramps that led back into the arena area of the Stadium. I screamed and watched Ms. Roller-Eyes stumble back to her feet. She was shaky, but unharmed. It seemed so unfair for her to be virtually scratch-free while I would be facing jail and possibly death.
“Why can’t you leave us alone!” I yelled to the cops and Ms. Roller-Eyes. “Leave us alone!”
The android cop yanked Mari and Miko backward and walked toward the checkpoint, while several human cops strode in my direction. The kids turned around, jerking side to side as the android forced them away from me. Tears streamed down their faces onto their reddened skin.
The human cop slammed me against the wall. My left arm took most of the impact with my right arm forced up behind my back. I pulled my left hand up and reached for the cop over my shoulder. He dodged my hand as my body slid side to side.
I couldn’t go to jail. I couldn’t abandon Mari and Miko. They wouldn’t have food or a place to live without me. If they were picked up on the street, they’d be killed, processed into scrap for androids.
Gaining nothing from my shoulder attack, I stretched my left hand around my side. I poked objects along his belt, but my hands grasped air. He forced me harder against the wall, and I pulled my left hand around to push off the wall. My left knee lifted between my body and the wall. Pushing hard against the wall, my body raised in the air about a foot. I swung my right leg back at him, and he let go of my right arm and grabbed my right leg. I angled forward and just managed to get my arms up to shield my head from hitting the wall. I fell all the way to the ground. A sting radiated into my left elbow. Cries tore from my mouth. I couldn’t stop because of the pain. This was my chance, I had an opening. I spun around, putting my back on the floor. With my left leg, I kicked him repeatedly in the gut and as close as I could between his legs.
Something within me surged. I was on fire. Years of rage flooded out of me as my body gained strength I didn’t even know I had.
I launched myself off the ground and spun my legs from under me. On my feet, I lunged at him, but this time I knew what I was going for. I wanted his gun. It called to me. I threw myself onto him. He wrapped his arms around my body. His fists punched into my back. I yanked on the strap that held his gun and pulled the gun free. My index finger wrapped around the trigger, but nothing happened. I fiddled with the sides, hitting buttons and working to find the safety. My back felt like it was about to break from all the abuse of his constant pummeling. I wasn’t sure if I could stand up anymore.
The gun fired. A hollow sound echoed off the walls. The cop stopped hitting me. I took a few quick steps away from him. His arm reached out, but I kicked my leg up to keep him away. I lifted the gun from beneath my stomach and aimed it at him.
Sweat poured from my scalp and tears flowed from my eyes. The fear within me intensified, straining my reasoning into paranoia. Quakes rattled my bones.
The officer glared at me. His eyes widened and closed with a darkening expression. His muscles contracted in spurts and his heels rose slightly from the ground.
“Try it.” The words cracked from my mouth. Every drop of hate and bitterness I had from living on the street gathered in my mind. “Please try it. I want you to try it.”
My finger bounced over the trigger. The cop’s death played in my mind. All the pain the world had inflicted upon me was about to be repaid. At that moment, I could fight back. I could take his life.
Rawness ate at my skin. I didn’t even know how I was standing. Even with all the adrenaline, my body felt like I had been mashed inside a dump truck.
“Where are they taking Mari and Miko?” I demanded.
“Who?” The cops face twisted.
“The kids. The kids just now. Where are they taking them?”
“They are orphans. They’ll be processed and sent to Juvenile.”
As the words sank into my spirit, I scanned the area around me. It felt odd to be able to stand this long pointing a gun at an officer with no one throwing me to the ground or riddling my body with bullets.
Twenty yards away, three older men aimed weapons at ten cops. Mr. Palmer stood in the middle of them holding what appeared to be four grenades.
I couldn’t understand what he was doing. Where did he get those, and why was he holding them? He couldn’t be planning to use them on the cops. They would gun him down where he stood.
“Get out of here, Paeton,” Mr. Palmer said.
“They took Mari and Miko,” I said.
“Forget the kids. Save yourself.”
“No!” I yelled. The kids were my life breath. I couldn’t abandon them. “They’ll be taken to Juvie. When no one comes for them, they’ll be chopped up into androids.”
“Then you have two weeks to figure something out.” Mr. Palmer glanced in my direction and smiled. His thumb rotated with a metal pin looping around. “You’re a good girl, Paeton, and I really hate these sons of—”
One of the grenades went off. Everything flashed white. My body jolted up the ramp into the main arena. I slammed into the guard rail and then fell back onto the walkway. After a few tumbles, I rolled to a stop. My back ached. My neck burned. A second after, three more explosions went off, each just as powerful. Pieces of the chairs and concrete on the third level began falling down onto the second level. My arms covered my head as I waited for the debris to settle.
After a moment, I looked up. Bits of plastic and concrete showered down. Over sixty cubic feet of stadium was destroyed. I couldn’t believe how powerful the grenades were. They had torn the building apart.
High pitched tones looped in my ears. My knees wobbled as I stood. I stared into the flames of where Mr. Palmer stood a moment ago. My chest burst into sharp fragments which cut into my heart. He was a nice old man. He taught me so much and cared about me. I didn’t have many people in my life, and three of them were taken from me in less than fifteen minutes.
I staggered and ran my hands across my eyes. Tears burst from their ducts and warped my vision. Once I could walk two steps in a direct line, my gaze left the fiery remains of Mr. Palmer. Gasping, I dashed between the seats and along the aisle that linked to the arena ramps. I remembered the direction of where they took Mari and Miko. I had a gun. I could fight. I spied down the ramps as I passed them, hoping for a clue.
Something came up behind me, something big. I spun around, the gun clasped between my fingers. A hovercycle floated in the air, ten feet from me. On its back was a familiar face with gray eyes. I aimed the gun at his face.
“We need to get out of here,” Gray-Eyed Fox said.
“You did this. You did this to me,” I rambled. My mind played the events from last night—the ones I had seen on the monitor. He stopped me. Why did he have to stop and talk to me? I wouldn’t have been on camera. I would have been safe.
“We need to go. We need to go now.”
“I can’t. I have responsibilities. I’m not leaving without them.” My breath tore, and my sight modulated in and out of focus. Flashing dots and orange blobs floated through my vision.
“You can’t save anyone but yourself.”
“I can. I will. I’m all they have.” The words pulsed from my mouth.
A roar increased throughout the Stadium. I spun around in circles and saw twenty officers speeding toward me. The mental lights in my eyes intensified to the point I could barely see. The officers were at least thirty yards away. I could still make it. I had to. I had to be there for Mari and Miko.
Gray-Eyed Fox stood in front of me as I completed my fifth or sixth circle. His face was sad, but determined. An eyebrow lifted slightly as though he was trying to figure something out; not within me, but within himself. He lifted his hand and hit me. Everything went black.



CHAPTER 11
A throb tore at my head and ripped me back into reality. I touched my forehead and noticed the rush of wind through my hair. The world sped past in blurry lines. My stomach bubbled and churned. I extended my head over some kind of railing, awaiting the vomit stirring inside. Below, two-story buildings zipped by. My eyes shot open because of the oddness of it all.
My gaze spun in wild circles. I was on a hovercycle. I briefly glanced at the person driving it. Heavy-headed, I craned my neck and saw the Stadium growing smaller in the distance.
I didn’t remember getting onto anything with anyone. None of this made sense. Adrenaline surged through my veins.
“Stop!” I yelled.
The hovercycle spun around in the air, right above a small factory building.
“What’s wrong?” the hovercycle driver asked, staring back.
It didn’t take me long to notice the gray eyes.
“No, not you!” I exclaimed.
I couldn’t believe this guy. Was he kidnapping me? If I wasn’t so frazzled from worry about Mari and Miko, I might have beaten him senseless.
I shuffled around to get free. A belt-like cord was wrapped around my waist and torso. The belt anchored to small bars on each side of the hovercycle. After unsnapping the cord, I freed my body.
Gray-Eyed Fox reached out, rambling that he was landing, but I didn’t care. I didn’t need him. All I wanted right then was to be away from him. My leg fumbled over the seat. The hovercycle descended, and the factory’s rooftop shot up to meet me. Seven feet away from the roof, I jumped from the hovercycle. My body landed on the building and rolled forward to soften the impact.
As I dashed to the roof’s edge, scrappers flew around the stadium like bees. This was something out of one of my worst nightmares. Several of the scrappers spun around and chased one of three mysterious objects, which had the appearance of two people riding a hovercycle. I followed the three objects with my eyes. I couldn’t even fathom what those things were.
“Holo-decoys. Pretty cool, right?” Gray-Eyed Fox asked.
“I have to go back.”
I wiped his antics from my mind. My bones shook inside my skin. What was happening to Mari and Miko? They needed me. I needed them.
I began searching for a way off the roof. A curved ladder was to the right of where Gray-Eyed Fox was landing the hovercycle. As I moved toward the ladder, he jumped off the cycle and cut me off.
“Move.” I looked him square in the eye. Anger spun in my stomach, but chills bit at my spine. He may have helped me before, but he was a boy and probably stronger than me. I wasn’t going to play games with him and end up a statistic.
I slipped my ringer onto my middle finger. I didn’t have time to deal with this fool any longer. I had to get back to Mari and Miko before anything happened to them.
“It’s over up there. I barely got you out,” Gray-Eyed Fox said, pointing to the Stadium.
“You should have left me. I didn’t ask for your help, not today, not yesterday.”
I didn’t understand his actions. He risked his neck to pull off this stunt. I didn’t want his help, but getting caught would have been bad news for either of us. Being part of Escerica, I’m sure he already understood the consequences.
“So this is my fault?” His voice rose and his jaw clenched. One eyebrow flew high as he examined me.
Deep inside, I understood whose fault it was, and I hated it. A wave of frustration ripped through my bones.
“No, this is my fault,” I said. “Mine, because I was stupid… for five minutes, I let my self be curious, be silly, be a… a teenager.”
He clapped slowly twice. “Thanks for applauding teenagers everywhere.”
“This is not funny. You may be some lonesome loser who can just pop up when he wants to and then disappear, but I have responsibilities.” Tears bubbled in my eyes. I grabbed at my shoulders, looking for my backpack straps to calm me. If I could hold the straps even for a second, I could steady myself.
“The two kids, I know.”
My blood boiled with his statement. “What did you just say?”
“The kids—boy and a girl. I know.”
“How do you know?”
“Look, it wasn’t hard to—”
“You followed me? Argaaaaah!” I pushed him back toward the hovercycle. “You followed me.” I couldn’t believe he would do that. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. I had very few things in this world, and my privacy was one of them. He had violated that.
My emotions blazed out of control, turning my vision red and white. I stepped back. A chill burned my skin, and I rubbed my arms. “I can’t believe—this is what I get. I let up for two seconds—”
Every emotion that had built up in the last few seconds crashed down on me. I couldn’t move. My lungs tightened into slabs. I was lost at sea with no way to reach shore. I wanted to give up. It was so much easier to give up. My breath shortened and tears slid down my cheeks. This wasn’t fair. Five minutes had cost me everything.
He stepped closer, and his body towered over me. “Look, if you would just calm down. I’ll call up—”
“Don’t worry about it. It’s my fault.” I wiped my face with my sleeve and twisted away.
“Where are you going?”
“I just told you. I have to figure out a way to get Mari and Miko out.”
“What? Are you crazy? You can’t go back in there.”
I turned back to him. “They are all I have. What else can I do?”
In the back of my mind, Gray-Eyed Fox was right. I had counted at least five scrappers. There were probably twenty human cops with another twenty androids aiding them inside. The place would be a fortress now, and it wouldn’t help Mari and Miko if I got arrested.
The muscles in my arms tightened, my neck stiffened, and my back itched like mad. I was an emotional wreck. Sitting on the ledge of the building, I buried my head in my lap. Tears streamed out in waves. I wanted to think, but my body was too full of panic, fear, and frustration.
There had to be some kind of way. Mari’s sweet face couldn’t be gone forever. I would kill myself is she or her brother ended up as… as… I didn’t want to even think about it. I couldn’t.
A few seconds later, an odd sensation of weight and warmth slid onto my back and shoulders. My mind calmed and my emotions steadied. Without looking up, Gray-Eyed Fox was next to me, touching me—holding me.
“What–are–you–doing?” I asked, my face still buried in my arms.
“You looked like you needed a hug, so I’m consoling you.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re hurting,” he said, and rubbed my head.
I was seriously contemplating changing his name from Gray-Eyed Fox to Gray-Eyed Frog—No, Gray-Eyed Lizard. Fury blazed behind my eye sockets and replaced the gloom in my chest.
I jumped up and broke away from all the touching.
“What?” he asked.
I couldn’t even respond. My brain was in such a knot that all I could do was just look at him.
“You’ve got a problem. I’m here,” he said.
Confusion placed another loop in my mind’s knot. “Wait, let’s start this over. Why are you here?” I asked.
“What do you mean? I just said—”
“No, what’s the real reason. Why have you been following me since you saw me at the Perimeter?” I folded my arms over my chest. I was much calmer now. My tears had stopped and my brain was starting to focus again. I wanted to go Lower-C on him and roll my neck, but instead I just cocked it to the side.
He poked his lips out, and I could tell he was stumped.
“Well?” I asked.
“Well actually, I didn’t follow you yesterday. I was as shocked as you were when I saw you again later at night. Then I thought, well maybe it’s like a sign or something.”
“A sign?”
“Yeah. I mean how many cute fifteen—”
“Six-teen,” I corrected him.
“Sixteen-year-old girls do you meet twice in the same day? When I saw you at the bombing, I figured I’d go talk to you. But then you ran off like Cinderella.”
“More Elsa than Cinderella.” A cute boy is a dangerous one. They could stomp on a girl’s heart before she even knew it happened. I couldn’t allow myself to be one of those girls. He had to know I didn’t run away because I was embarrassed by my frizzy hair or patchy skin; it was to protect Mari and Miko. My responsibilities outweighed any romantic concerns.
My words weighed on him. His body deflated a little. “Ouch… Well… then… the cops had you, and I hate cops. And I followed you into the Stadium, but some old woman started asking the Holy Spirit to see me out.”
The thought of him talking with Ms. Cooper made me giggle, despite my best efforts to stay angry. She could be a bit of a pain at times. She had sprinkled me with holy water, anointed my head with oil, and put Jesus’ divine strength in me so many times over the last seven years that I’d sworn I’d grow angel wings. But as crazy as it all was, I was glad I was in somebody’s prayers.
“The police barricade kept me from joining my friends, which was probably the best thing.”
He stopped, and leaned back. A smirk twisted on his lips every few seconds as his mind replayed the events. “I camped out a little ways down. When I heard the ruckus this morning, I came a running.”
His explanation about noticing me was logical. I was shocked to see him last night, and when he turned around to look, his expression was confused. I saw the barricades, had been with the cops, and wondered how I would get away this morning even before Capt. Davis stormed in with video of me and the Gray-Eyed Fox.
Why he stayed around puzzled me. He could have been snatched by a random police patrol while sleeping. There had to be some genuine concern if he thought that far ahead.
However, that didn’t change anything. Mari and Miko weren’t safe. My plan was broken, and I’m sure Capt. Davis knew the kids meant something to me. She may at least try to use them to get to me. I’d have to take the chance both kids would be safe until I could figure out a new plan. I needed to talk to Dhyla. She may have some ideas.
For all the agony Gray-Eyed Fox put me through, without him I’d probably be in jail right now—twice. My mind unfolded and logic spread. I might have zipped back over to the Stadium like an idiot if Gray-Eyed Fox didn’t stop me. I didn’t feel like apologizing though. I mean, he invaded my personal space without an invitation. It was too bad we met like this. He did have this cutesy bad-boy thing about him mixed with a little heroic prince, like in all the million animated movies that played continuously in the Stadium.
 “Well thanks for… everything. I guess.” I tightened my grip on my backpack straps and anchored my emotions. After a deep breath, I walked toward the ladder.
“So it’s like that,” he said.
“Yeah… sorry.”
At any moment tears would spring up in my eyes, and I wouldn’t be able to control them. My worst fears were coming true. I could only imagine Mari and Miko’s frightened faces. My chest emptied. My heart shattered into a million micro pieces and blew away on the morning breeze.
I needed some time alone to think and figure this thing out.
“Look, it’s not you its…” I spun around, my explanation like acid my lips.
After mounting the hoverbike, he glanced back at me. His eyes cut though my skin like molten knives.
Neither one of us said anything else. With electric arcs circling the ground, the hoverdiscs energized. A few moments later, he lifted from the rooftop and blurred away into the sky.
Chest aching, I climbed down from the roof to the ground. Even as I turned up Fair Street, the weight of his stare lingered on me. He wasn’t a bad guy. He just had bad timing. Even if his timing had been great, a handsome guy was not what I needed. To have someone, I had to have something to give, and I didn’t have anything that wasn’t already spoken for. The fact that he was in Escerica only made things worse. As I had already learned, just talking with one of them was a crime.
I made it to the train station a half hour later. With my scanner, I avoided detection and took the train north, watching Atlanta pass behind me.
The trip was eighteen minutes, and I used at least a few of them to take a nap. I was sluggish from the morning’s activities and from being sleep deprived.
It was hard not to think about the Gray-Eyed Fox. When he had touched me and had held me, was he trying to calm me down or was he just messing with me? It seemed genuine, but his crooked grin appeared sporadically through both conversations.
I didn’t understand boys. I stayed away from them and from all teenagers for that matter. I couldn’t let myself get caught up in angst and emotion. Not to mention the gangs, drugs, and prostitution in which they frequently found themselves.
The Perimeter Market was deserted except for a few homeless folks. I wasn’t sure what the security would be like without the two drones, but I didn’t want to take any chances. The local D-Tag sensors would still register my ID and try to send it to whatever system was listening. It would be better for me to be mixed in a jumble of people moving around. With just a few people, the computers wouldn’t have as much to process and cross reference. I just hoped I could get in and get out before any authorities were notified.
When I made it to the other side of Perimeter Market, I entered the grassy area that led to Dhyla’s. I took a few steps and heard the crisp popping sounds of electricity in midair. From years of staying away from corrupt law enforcement, I changed the angle of my approach just enough to make it appear like I was walking through the field but not toward Café Lanta.  I touched my headband which still covered my neck and turned on my scanner to send out a fake frequency.
A scrapper rotated its body after passing in front of the shop. I pulled my hoodie down to cover my eyes and kept walking.
Being so close to the robot started to put me into panic mode. My muscles tightened and my joints locked. I didn’t want my heartrate to get out of control, but I rose with every step I took.
The scrapper’s motors vibrated to life. I didn’t dare turn back toward it, but I was sure that it was listening to my heartbeat. This knowledge bounced around in my head and made the situation worse. My breathing increased and sweat formed at my temples. I just kept thinking about my fears for Mari and Miko and for myself. Every step was agony. It was one thing to have a phobia, quite another thing when your phobia was always close by.
When I felt I could no longer contain the pounding in my chest, and I would just have a panic attack right there in the middle of the field, a warm hand fell over mine. I glanced over, and it was Sun Hi. An encouraging smile lifted her cheeks before her arm wrapped around my shoulders. My body immediately calmed.
A second later, the scrapper whined as it changed back into hibernation mode. Sun Hi glanced back, just to make sure.
“Just keep walking,” she said. “When we’re safe, I’ll make you the best chocolate mocha ever.”
Thank God for Sun Hi. A few tears fell down my face from the stress. She wiped them away with her fingers. I could’ve—should’ve broken down right there. My knees were so weak. Even with her near me, it was hard for me to hold it all in.
“Remember that chocolate mocha.”
I nodded and took a few deep breaths to calm myself.
I had no idea where Sun Hi was taking me, so I just followed her lead. She led me down a few random streets and up a few more. Sky-high apartments grew up around us as we continued for what had to be at least three miles. The sun was high and warmed the cold air quickly.
We spun around in front of a reelection sign for Governor Read. After releasing a few curse words at the sign, Sun Hi propositioned the glowing face of Governor Read with her middle finger.
“Upper-C power,” she complained. “The things people will do for credits.”
My brain was too out of it to concentrate on her words. I was doing my best just to keep my shakes under control.
We continued down the sidewalk. The apartments faded away and in their place was a field of dilapidated mobile homes. I was so tired from everything that had happened. My body was going to collapse, but Sun Hi held my shoulders and aided me forward. We had never been close, but she knew exactly what to do to keep me calm and moving.
After continuing into a new maze of doublewides and old-fashioned cars, we came to a concrete sewer pipe. She nodded, reassuring me. I ducked down and entered. I walked down at an angle for about fifty yards before a tiny, blue light allowed me to see a doorway. The area opened up enough for me to stand, and Sun Hi moved to my side.
She knocked on the door, and it swung open. My heart jumped in my chest.



CHAPTER 12
A second later, Dhyla’s smiling face and thoughtful eyes stared at me. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders before guiding me inside. For the first time today, I was safe. Tears burned the edges of my eyes, but I blinked them away. Everything: the police officer, Mari and Miko, the Gray-Eyed Fox, the scrapper, it was all too much. I couldn’t handle it.
Sun Hi quickstepped into what appeared to be a tiny kitchen and washed her hands. Dhyla sat me down on a dilapidated, rust-colored futon.
I tightened my hands over my backpack straps, trying to get myself together. “Where are we?”
“We’re still in the trailer park,” Sun Hi said. “This is just a… well, a hidden entrance to one of the trailers.”
“Why?”
Sun Hi’s face pruned as though she didn’t understand my question. She glanced at Dhyla who smiled at me.
“I was worried sick about you,” Dhyla said.
My arms shivered as I reached out for her. My heart continued to rumble inside me. I wanted to say something, but my mind was still too lost in everything. She squeezed my torso as if some of her comfort would release itself into me. It helped being near her. My heart slowed from its frantic pace. Something inside of me knew everything would be okay now. Dhyla would know what to do. She would have answers for everything.
She pulled away from me. Our gazes locked.
“We saw you on TV this morning.” She made it sound like it was a joke or something to be proud of.
I nodded, but didn’t say anything. Shame rubbed its tiny hands all over me.
“I mean, I wanted to find something else to watch on TV, but your show seemed much more interesting.”
She should’ve scolded me for being stupid—for being seen talking to a rebel, someone from Escerica. She didn’t, and not being lectured made me feel worse.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“For what?”
“For being dumb.”
“You weren’t dumb. And I saw the wide gap between you and Rylan.” She laughed. “Things happen. You can’t help that. You went through what many girls go through. A boy sees you and wants to talk and—”
Something stirred within me, but my mind was still piecing it together. Did she just say Rylan? Who was Rylan?
“No, I… I could have made it,” I said. “I saw the explosion and was curious. And then I came to my senses and ran home, but the cops tried to stop me. Then superhero Gray-Eyed Fox comes and rescues me. But he wouldn’t stop talking, and I’m like, trying to get back to the Stadium.”
“Gray-Eyed Fox?” Sun Hi asked as she passed me the chocolate mocha. I wrapped my fingers around the glass mug as she sat down on the edge of an adjacent chair.
“My mental nickname for him—the guy from last night,” I said. “I don’t know his real name, but he has these intense gray eyes.”
Sun Hi mumbled a few curses under her breath as though she knew the person I was referring to. Dhyla glanced at Sun Hi, and slightly shook her head. For a moment, I wondered why she would be so upset about Gray-Eyed Fox, but I decided not to worry about it. I was frazzled enough already.
“What happened with your shop?” I asked, remembering the scrapper outside Café Lanta. I didn’t want to hurt Dhyla, especially not her business. Credits were everything—they were life.
“Jacob,” she said.
I pulled away from her and turned to see her expression. Her mouth was tight, and her eyes were sad.
Jacob loved Dhyla; everyone did. She gave him a job when his son was starving. How could he do that? The government would never let her reopen it. She’d be worse off than before, even if the charges against her were withdrawn.
“No, he wouldn’t,” I said.
“There’s a reward. Two drones are down. He spotted you on the news feed and told the police you come to the shop a couple of times a week.”
“I’m sorry, Dhyla. Crix!” I cursed myself over and over, my vision fluttering back and forth. I couldn’t think. I had hurt her. I was hurting everybody.
She grabbed my hands to steady them. “It was all a matter of time. Since the Five-Day Restitution, I knew something was bound to set a few wheels in motion. I just didn’t want you to get caught up in it.”
Dhyla’s words confused me. Get me caught up in what? There were too many things happening, and I didn’t have any answers, only questions. “What do you mean?”
Dhyla and Sun Hi exchanged glances again, but this time it was as if they were holding something back. The secrecy flared my temper.
“What? Tell me,” I demanded.
“There’s no easy way to say this. So I’ll get right to it. The guy you met last night, his name is Rylan.”
“What?” I asked and pulled away from Dhyla. It was weird. I was so emotionally close to her, but at that moment, an invisible wall formed between us. She almost seemed like a different person. “How—How do you know that?”
“Because…” She squeezed my hands. “Paeton, I’m a rebel. I’m a part of Escerica.”
“You’re in Escerica?” The words seemed so distant coming from my mouth. I stared into her eyes then into the darkness of my chocolate mocha trying to make sense of it all. This couldn’t be. This wasn’t Dhyla. Who was this person?
A storm of anger and frustration swept over me. “But you… But you said never to get close to Escerica, to stay away from them. Yet all this time, you were one of them?”
“I wanted to protect you.” Dhyla rubbed my arm. Her eyes looked sincere, but I couldn’t imagine this was the same woman I had spent countless hours confessing my whole life to.
“How was I safe? I stole every week. Each time taking a chance that I would be caught and thrown in jail or worse. I’ve been living like this for two whole years,” I said.
She leaned forward. Her eyes pleaded with me. “We’ve lost so many during that same time. Strongholds we thought were secure were found by the police and obliterated. Thousands of kids your age, some younger, were killed mercilessly. There was no place to gather safely. The security systems were too strong.”
“So the drones…” My words fell away.
Sun Hi leaned over and touched my leg. “Yes, we had to find a way to take them down. Three days ago, we got the first one, and last night we destroyed the second.”
“There is at least one more, and we speculate there could be another secret one up there as well,” Dhyla said.
“But… but...” This was all happening so fast. I tried to think. It couldn’t be that easy. Destroy four drones and free the city. The government controlled the country. “How will four drones help? You may be able to reach the Summit, but there is no way in. And even if you did take it down, what about the other states?”
“There are similar plans being executed throughout the country, but the window of time is short,” Sun Hi said.
Dhyla leaned over and brushed a few hairs from my face. “This has been in motion for a long time, Paeton.”
My head swam. This couldn’t be true. I trusted Dhyla. I trusted Sun Hi. Everything I believed in was crumbling. Who were these people? Oh my God, this would mean more trouble—for me—for Mari and Miko. I wasn’t a rebel. I was good… right?
“I know this is hard,” Dhyla said.
I stared at her, my mind a blank canvas.
“But we want you to join us. You can be a part of us now.”
“What?” I shrieked. I didn’t want to be a part of anything. I barely understood what Escerica was fighting for. If I was caught now, I’d be facing prison in one of the death camps where they allowed prisoners to rape and murder. I didn’t want to consider what would happen to someone who was a rebel.
“With the power you have you may be the key—” Sun Hi started, but Dhyla put up a hand to cut her off. Sun Hi’s face scrunched.
“Power? What power?” I asked.
“I think we should talk about that later,” Dhyla said.
“No… No more lies or small talk or protecting me. If my brain is going to be rattled, I just want it all at one time. I can’t take this. I can’t…”
The words came out cracked. My head felt like it was about to explode. It throbbed from the crown to behind my eyes. There could be no more lies, no more protecting Paeton. I had to know everything. I wasn’t worried about me. I could survive. I could always leave the city and start over somewhere else. It would be dangerous, but I could get by. What I didn’t know was what was going to happen to Mari and Miko. I needed to understand my options.
“Paeton, you have a gift. A very powerful one I’m not sure you fully understand yet. Your imitation game can be used to bypass security checkpoints at the tier borders without the use of visas. Escerica could use that power to get into the Summit and send a powerful message to the heads of state.”
“Is that what you want me to do?” A ton of rocks had been piled onto my chest and arms. I could barely breathe, let alone think. I sat back further on the futon, staring into her face hoping for a sign that let me know everything would be okay.
“From the moment I met you, Paeton, I knew you were special. At first, I wondered how a tiny, Lower-C teenager could show up week after week, not a bruise on her body, every week looking slightly better, feeling more confident, with no tattoos or affiliations. Someone who was an anomaly. Then, when you finally told me about the imitation game with the ATMs—”
I cut her off. “Is that why you were nice to me? Did you have this planned from the start? Did you send Gray-Eyes, or Rylan, or whatever-his-name-is to spy on me?” I wanted to squeeze into my backpack and just shut everyone out.
“No, no, not at all. I never forced you to come to the shop. I wanted you to have your own life. It was hard for me after my husband and daughter died. I vowed revenge on the government for what they had done, and as soon as I found a group with strong enough leadership, I joined. When you came into my life, I was a shell of myself, and by the time I figured out your power, I’ll admit I wanted to use you to get what I wanted. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Every day, I fought with myself, part of me wanting to talk you into joining Escerica, and another part of me wanting you to have no part of it.”
She took a deep breath and slowed her words. “But when you were seen with Rylan last night, everything changed. Nothing can go back the way it was. I couldn’t keep you oblivious anymore.”
“So you want me to join so I can get you past some checkpoint?” My chest deflated. The one thing I wanted her to say, she didn’t. Maybe I was just being a silly teenager. Maybe I was being stubborn, but my life and those I cared about were at stake and all she could tell me was she wanted me to join some rebel organization so I could be an electronic lock pick.
Dhyla didn’t say anything. Her hands stayed on mine, but they loosened.
I stood up. “Do you have a bathroom? I just need a place where I can be alone for a second.”
Sun Hi pointed toward a brown door on the other side of the kitchen. I walked over with my fingers tightening around my backpack straps.
I went into the bathroom and locked the door behind me. There was a little mirror, and I glanced at my face. I picked at the scabs that had formed on my chin and used my palm to wipe away a few dried tears.
For the last seven years, I had felt invisible. When I met Dhyla, I had found someone who saw me. All I wanted was for her to just say she wanted me to help Escerica because she loved me. Maybe that was something I’d never have. Maybe as a Lower-C, I could never find that. It’s why I cared so much for Mari and Miko. I loved them. The same love I had for them, I wanted someone to have for me. I wanted so much to be a daughter or just to be a teenager. I was tired of being an adult when everything within me fought against it. I liked boys. I liked pretty dresses, nice shoes, and jewelry. I wanted to sit, paint my toenails, and drool over some heartthrob on cable.
When my mother was alive, I had a few things. I remembered a blue, Sunday dress that I had with white shoes and lace socks. I remembered having a dog named Doughty. I remembered my mother telling me she loved me every night before I went to bed.
Everything was snatched away from me too fast. I didn’t get a chance to really understand it all. I was torn, telling myself material things didn’t matter and that being close to someone was impossible. Sometimes it would have been better if I had never known love, because every day, I ached for it.
The answer to Dhyla’s question was at the front of my mind before I entered the bathroom, but I needed time to weigh the consequences. I had dreams. Sure, none of them involved saving the human race or anything, just two people, neither of whom had anybody.
I washed my face and hands and then left the bathroom.
Dhyla stood when I entered. She moved so slowly that it almost was like she was underwater. Sun Hi rubbed her shoulders and blinked so many times I swore her eyes were about to fall out. They were nervous. I was nervous, but I needed help. Dhyla and Sun Hi were the only people I knew. If they couldn’t help me, who could?
I sucked my bottom lip and grabbed the straps to my backpack. “Can you help me save Mari and Miko?”
“Yes, of course,” Dhyla said.
“Then okay. I’ll join you and get you past the security checkpoints,” I said.
I wasn’t sure about the decision. My heart ached for Dhyla’s love. I needed it to strengthen me so I could be there for Mari and Miko. My eyes bubbled. I forced back the mental tug-of-war that was mangling my mind and saddening my heart.
Dhyla smiled, but it wasn’t a real smile. She made a face that I had seen over the years when she wasn’t sure about something.
“Okay,” she said.
Again, I was hoping for more from a woman who meant so much to me. It made me wonder if everything she had done so far was just a game. Sure, she said it wasn’t, but how was I supposed to know? I forced the idea to the back of my mind. Just imagining all those days we’d spent together were lies made my bones ache, and I didn’t want to cry again.
I went back to the futon and pulled the mocha to my lips. The chocolate slid onto my tongue, and I let it roll around while my mind pieced together all the fractured ideas, memories, and situations.
Dhyla’s hand touched my shoulder, and I turned my gaze in her direction. I can’t be sure what expression she saw on my face, but she immediately pulled her hand away like a child caught with her hand in a cookie jar. She stood and walked out of my vision. I didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. I wanted to call her back over and act like we could still be the same fake mother-daughter team we had been for the last two years. Acting that way now seemed like some obscure dream. After another sip of the mocha, I exhaled a half-dozen times.
Sun Hi pulled out her PCD and called someone. “Hey, Bae,” she said. “Yeah, I need you to bring home some bread… Oh yeah, I already have some turmeric… Don’t stay too long, or the food will get cold. Thanks, Bae.”
Her conversation was so odd given the circumstances.
“What was that all about?” I asked.
Sun Hi put her PCD into a black case and clicked it shut. “Give me your PCD,” she said. 
Confused, I reached into my backpack and pulled it out. She frowned as soon as she saw the light on the top go from red to green. She turned over the PCD, took the back off, and removed the battery.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
She ignored me and turned to Dhyla. “We may have company in a few minutes.” Sun Hi’s eyes rotated toward me. “I didn’t think they’d locate you so quickly.”
“No more secrets,” I demanded. “What’s going on?”
“The government tracks and listens though PCDs. Years ago, the government started following people through social media but soon just accessed the PCDs directly. Hence the ‘app craze’.”
Sun Hi walked over to a black trunk, sitting on the ground near the far wall. She pulled a gun out of the trunk, put it in the back of her pants, and then she grabbed a case about the size of my PCD. She put my PCD into the case before handing me the case and the battery. “You can put the battery back in later.”
I had never seen Sun Hi act this way. I had always seen her as a half-awake twenty-something who made great coffee and liked boys who had skin that matched the color of coffee. Our small conversations were about yellow flowers, high heels, high fashion, and how she wished she’d gone to graduate school after college. The person before me was serious, focused, and sharp.
Two more pieces of something came out the box on the floor, and she started assembling them into an arm-length gun. “The case will keep the PCD from sending signals when you don’t want it to.”
“What was all that about buying bread?” I asked.
“Code. When we use our PCDs to call each other, we have to talk in code, otherwise the government can key in on certain phrases. Saying things like ‘coming home with bread’ just means you’re heading to a predetermined location. Saying I already have a hard to find item like a spice lets the other person know we’ve found what we’re looking for.”
“Wha?” My brain swelled with all the new information.
“We use other codes too, like picking up the dog or taking a long walk home, anything that sounds normal, but means something else. We can’t use the same thing all the time. The government’s algorithms are too smart for that. But we can try to hide. Unfortunately, it looks like the government was tracking your PCD.”
She opened a drawer and pulled out two pistols.
“How many guns do you guys have?” It was a stupid question, but it kind of flew out of my mouth.
“Not many. Mostly e-shocks,” Sun Hi said. “Don’t have the cash for real guns. The one you got is worth its weight in gold.”
I thought about the Glock I took from the police officer. I hadn’t checked my backpack, but I thought it was still there. I didn’t know if Rylan would have taken it or not. The way Sun Hi spoke, she was sure he would have been honest about it.
She glanced away for a moment then her eyes found mine. “The e-shocks will take down a human no problem, and four or five shots may slow an android.”
“Four or five shots?”
“You have something better?” She glared at me like I was a complete idiot, and I felt like a complete idiot. How was I supposed to know about guns? I barely ate three square meals a day. I couldn’t even fathom anything dealing with a gun.
“So what do you do about the scrappers?”
Sun Hi’s eyes sparkled. She stuffed one of the pistols into her boot holster and put a cartridge into the gun she was assembling before.
“That’s what this is for,” she said, lifting the arm-length gun from the ground.
She stood, passed Dhyla the other pistol, and walked over to a remote on the table. She clicked the center button, and a hologram of the trailer we were in appeared in the middle of the room. Using the dial on the remote, she widened the view from the trailer to the whole park. Two alpha scrappers flew into the scene. They were gigantic machines that used the same hover-disc technology to fly, but were more like mini fortresses than fighter drones. Their primary purpose was to transport the smaller, normal scrappers over long distances. As soon as I saw the alpha scrappers on the hologram, faint buzzing hummed in the distance.
“Wow, talk about quick.” Sun Hi stood in amazement. She pressed the remote again, and the hologram blinked away. She glanced at Dhyla, anger at the edges of her voice. “He’s not here, like always. We can’t afford to wait on him.”
“Rylan’ll be fine. He’ll find us later,” Dhyla said. “Right now, you two have to get out of here.”
As I watched the new events and hurried movements, my shivers returned. I grounded myself and my fingers curled around my backpack straps. I didn’t think I could do this. We couldn’t run from them. They sliced people up in seconds. Their bullets blasted through walls like tissue paper. This was impossible.
Sun Hi grabbed a few items and threw them into bags. She guided me away from the door, and Dhyla put a hand on my shoulder. With nimble fingers, Sun Hi put some kind of wire across the front of the doorway and turned a small dial on the right side that the wire was attached to. I had seen enough movies to know what that was. Anyone who opened that door was going to be a very burned and unhappy person.
Sun Hi zipped by me and headed down the tiny hall that led to the bathroom. She opened the door to the bedroom and glanced back. “C’mon.”
I dashed forward with Dhyla behind me. Everything was happening too fast to fully comprehend. I was still in mild shock over the events from the last twenty-four hours.
Scores of boxes lingered at the walls of the room. A queen-sized bed made up the center, covered with a flowery, blue comforter. The bed was neat until Sun Hi jumped into the middle, bunching the sheets. I didn’t ask any questions. I just followed her lead. She opened a blackened window over the bed and jumped to the outside. I placed my hands on the window sill and brought my legs around.
After hitting the ground, I helped Dhyla exit the trailer. We ran up an incline to become level with most of the other trailers. The trailer we were in was slightly buried and had a yellow school bus filled with trash sitting right on top of it. The site was amazing because unless you knew where you were going, someone would just pass by the trailer thinking it was a junk pile.
Sun Hi grabbed my wrist and started to pull me down the backside of the trailer, away from the park. Dhyla dashed in the other direction toward Perimeter Market and Café Lanta.
“Where are you—?” I started. Dhyla disappeared behind a wall, and I spun to Sun Hi. “Where is she going? I thought we were going to stick together.”
“This is safer,” Sun Hi said.
She led us through the maze of trailers, and I started to get worried that I didn’t know how to use my gun. I might’ve been able to hit something a few feet in front of me, but I could barely get the safety off this morning. How was I ever going to hit one of those speedy scrappers?
As Sun Hi yanked me along, grabbing and releasing my wrist, I placed my backpack over my chest and began rummaging through it, looking for the gun. Sure enough, it was there, off to the right. Gray-Eyed Fox, er, Rylan, hadn’t stolen it. A wave of relief splashed onto me. Rylan was with Sun Hi and Dhyla, but I still didn’t trust him.
The buzzing of the scrappers grew stronger, and my blood stilled within me. I didn’t want to have a panic attack right now. I needed to keep it together.
The white and gray corrugated walls of the trailers blurred as we dashed through the alleyways. Sun Hi stopped when we came to a thirty-yard gap in the buildings and put her hand up. I kneeled down while she peeked around the side.
“Three scrappers,” she said.
“What about human cops?” I asked.
“I see at least two, but there could be more. Some androids may be around, too.”
I didn’t need androids too. The scrappers and police were enough to take in.
Sun Hi brought her face close to mine. Her eyes were narrowed. “I need for you to follow my lead. We are going to head through the gap. I’m sure there will be heavy gunfire from here on out. I will get you through this, but you’ve got to do what I tell you when I tell you, all right?”
My body shook. I couldn’t believe what she was saying. We were about to be put into a gunfight with scrappers who could move like flying cheetahs. We were two dead women.
She grabbed my face. “Stay here. Count to ten and then run to the far trailer. Don’t stop, no matter what happens. In fact, try not to look. Just run.”
After she let me go, she cocked her gun, exhaled, and walked around the corner like she was headed to fix another chocolate mocha.
Thunderous blasts echoed from around the corner mixed with Sun Hi’s voice exclaiming profanities. Quick footsteps panged the side before metal tore. It was so startling that I forgot to start counting. “Uh, seven, six…” I just omitted the first three numbers because I was late starting. By the time I got to one, I still wasn’t sure if it was time.
I inched forward and peeked around the corner. I didn’t see Sun Hi. A swarm of seven scrappers hovered to the far right and moving closer.
A shrill “Go!” from Sun Hi got me running. I pulled my arms up to cover my head and hammered my legs into the ground. When I neared the far wall, I couldn’t help but glance back.
Sun Hi jumped off the trailer I was just hiding behind, did a flip onto one of the scrappers, shot it two times, then took out three more. Her body blurred, and a weird blue light hung in the air behind her.
I made it to the other side and fell to my knees. A scrapper buzzed around the corner, swaying back and forth in the air as it studied me. I pulled my gun up and fired at it. Sharp red lights dashed through the air around the scrapper. The more I shot at the scrapper, the more I realized it was moving too quickly for me to hit. Every time I had it, it shuffled back the opposite way and the gun blast would miss the scrapper’s hub by inches.
“Crix! Crix!” I yelled in vain.
After a few seconds, the scrapper changed weaponry, and two sets of guns spun on each side of its head. It took aim. In a few seconds, I’d be confetti.
A blue light flashed to my right, and eight holes magically appeared in the scrapper’s shell. One of its hoverpads flew off, and the scrapper spun out of control. It flew fifteen yards away and then tumbled toward me.
Shocked, my joints locked. I wobbled as the scrapper neared: ten feet, eight, six. Something hit me, and I fumbled forward as the place where I’d been a second ago exploded into a gigantic fireball.
The red flames licked the side of the wall where I had stood. Shock tightened around my throat and clawed my skin. It took all my energy just to focus.
“Get up,” a voice called.
I glanced up, barely able to move. Sun Hi’s face was stone.
“We need to go,” she said.
She grabbed my hand and pulled me up.
We dashed through the park with scrappers zig-zagging through the air. One second, Sun Hi would be next to me. The next, she was gone and a blue glow hovered where she once was. I just kept running and following any orders she told me. “Go left. Wait three seconds. Climb over the car, don’t go around it.” Some of the orders made sense, while others were confusing. I was too terrified to argue. I just did what she said and watched the metal carcasses of the scrappers rain down from the sky.
We reached the end of the trailer park and dashed down an alley. At the end was a metal storage container about one third the width of a normal-sized one, but there weren’t any exits.
Frenzied, I glanced over at Sun Hi. “Is this right? Did we go the right way?”
Without a word, she lifted the bar that locked the door in place, and widened the door to a pitch black interior. I snuck a peek inside before a hard kick slammed into my side. My body tumbled head first into the darkness. The door screeched shut behind me and locked.
“Sun Hi!” I yelled, banging on the door.
I frantically yanked off my backpack, looking for my flashlight. Before I could pull it out, the storage container began to sway back and forth. I lost my footing and fell backward before sliding across the floor. With the constant rocking, my stomach pressed into my heart and both of them seemed to dissolve into nothingness. I had the horrid suspicion that something lifted the container—the one I was inside of—off the ground.
I was trapped. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. I needed a way out. I had to get out.
Less than a minute later, the container stabilized, and the side opened. Dim light crept inside the container before a blast of white light struck me in my face. My eyes burned in the brightness. My body refused to budge even the slightest bit. Fear kept me petrified.
Someone moved close to me and a hand extended toward me. Nervous, I grabbed it. I drifted back on shaky legs, and my knees slammed into the hard metal floor. Gray-Eyed Fox stood there with a grin on his face.
I stood up, half scared and half angry, and walked out of the container past him. At that moment, I recognized I was in some kind of hover-trailer or airplane. I couldn’t tell which. I still didn’t understand any of this. The sight of Gray-Eyed Fox was just making everything worse.
A hollow noise resonated above me, and I turned around to see Sun Hi descending down a tiny ladder before dropping to the floor.
“Okay, AJ, let’s push it,” she said.
A young bald guy glanced back at her from the controls. After nodding, he spun back around in his seat, and pushed a lever forward. The roar of the engines vibrated throughout the cabin, and I fell back against the storage container.
Gray-Eyed Fox grabbed my upper arm and braced me as the ship accelerated. The buildings in front of the AJ guy, who in my mind instantly became Mr. Baldy, blurred into a shapeless blob of concrete.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
Gray-Eyed Fox smiled. “Home.”



CHAPTER 13
I wasn’t sure how we lost the scrappers, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure how the Escerica Rebels took down two security drones either. Come to think of it, I had no idea how a plane could sneak into Atlanta undetected.
After traveling for several minutes, we landed in an area I was sure was south of the city. Farms stretched as far as the eye could see. Gigantic machine-like robots sucked up leafy vegetables into their bins.
Gray-Eyed Fox unbuckled his seatbelt and smiled. After the initial warp-session, when we shot through the air like a missile, Gray-Eyed Fox had guided me to two rows of four seats. Taking the seat near the window, I glanced outside to see where we were going. He took a few steps back across the aisle. As he sat, he widened his arms and his grin. After plopping down on the seat, he leaned back and crossed his legs on the armrest of the seat in front of him.
“So you made it back?” someone said.
Vibrations rattled my frame as I turned to see who was talking. Sun Hi glanced up, her black eyeliner drawing out the intensity in her eyes.
Gray-Eyed Fox’s grin vanished as he faced Sun Hi. “Yeah, I made it. I could have sworn you said the rendezvous was over near Abernathy.”
“It was, but we changed it to Ashford Center.” She rolled her eyes away and glanced down at her PCD. “I sent you a message.”
“I didn’t get it.” His voice was indignant.
“Did you check?”
Gray-Eyed Fox pulled out his PCD and tapped the side button. A yellow message box popped onto the screen. After thinning his eyes, he leaned back even further. “So you did.”
After Sun Hi’s mouth tightened in disgust, her eyes blinked slowly. “If we didn’t need you to have a PCD, Josalyn wouldn’t have given you one.”
She leaned over and slapped his legs off the seat rest.
After a moment, he displayed two rows of teeth. They were a perfect off-white, not the almost blue white of celebrities, but healthy and clean. With his mischievous eyes, he would have fit perfectly in any advertisement.
My nerves, already a buzz from the terror of what had happened, cooled under his expression. He was more attractive than I had thought. Up close, I could see his broad shoulders, strong jaw, and deep-set eyes. His hair was a bit shaggier than I remembered, but it was cut short enough to brush his earlobes in the back and dip barely past his eyebrows in the front.
As Sun Hi walked back to her seat, he glanced over and put his hand up to block his profile from Sun Hi. “They’re always trying to keep track of me,” he mouthed. “But, I don’t let ‘em.”
With a nod, I dropped my gaze. His stare lingered and burned my temples before fading a moment later. When I glanced up, he stared at the ceiling. His hands locked behind his head with his elbows wide. A grin popped onto his lips. A heartbeat later, his eyes spun toward me. Quickly, my head twisted around. Fighting my urges, I forced my gaze to steady. He found my eyes and grinned again.
Crix, he caught me looking, and I was looking. Why was I looking at him?
After giving him my best polite smile, I turned away. Despite everything, I wasn’t in the mood for talking or anything else. My heart didn’t stop rattling in my chest until the ship landed, taxied, and disappeared into a barn-like building. Once the ship was inside, the floor opened up, and the ship descended several stories. When the ship stopped moving, Baldy tapped a few knobs, and the lights around the console faded into darkness.
“Are we there yet?” I asked. I didn’t want to sound like a seven-year-old, but I think I might have.
“Almost,” Gray-eyed Fox said.
A side door opened. Baldy hopped up, strolled down the aisle, and playfully tapped the ship’s roof before he descended to a grated floor. After unbuckling my seat belt, Sun Hi grabbed a few bags and wobbled after him.
Standing, I moved in the aisle. Grey-Eyed Fox continued leaning back as though he had nowhere to go and nothing to do. Nervousness snaked into my legs as I passed him. “Thanks well uh, thanks for earlier…” I managed.
“No prob…” he said.
Twisting, I headed back toward the exit. Awkwardness circling me, my legs crossed—one heading out the door, but the other pointed to Grey-Eyed Fox. My knees buckled and I fell almost onto him. Grabbing the top of the storage bin, I saved myself from embarrassment.
My heart throbbed as he cracked open his eyes. There was something about his grin that rattled my knees.
“You might not want to fall for me, yet,” he said before mouthing, “They’ll say I’m dangerous.”
Flushing, I spun around and marched down the steps. It took everything not to grab my hair and cover my eyes with it. As I made my way down the steps, his words repeated in my mind. What did he even mean by that? Fall for him?
Once outside, I was able to see the ship. It looked like a private jet with scrapper hoverdiscs on the wings. There were two massive engines that snaked over the whole plane and opened at the tail as if the whole ship was a massive engine. I didn’t want to think what they had to go through just to fuel that thing. It must have cost a fortune.
Baldy led us to something that resembled an old-fashioned push railroad cart, the type that two people alternated a lever to move. This one didn’t have a teetering bar, but besides that, it looked about the same.
Gray-Eyed Fox leaned over, his hand extended as though he was formally inviting me on. I got on and sat down with everyone else. Afterward, Baldy hit a few buttons, and the cart lifted off the ground. Lights spread out before us like on an airplane runway. I prepared myself for the shock of moving forward, but ended up getting caught off guard when the cart fell through the floor.
I screamed. Sun Hi put a hand on my shoulder; evidently this was normal for them. I glanced back at her, and her whole body spun. Sun Hi looked tired, just like she did yesterday when I asked her about her hair. But this time, it was worse. Her eyes were barely cracked open, her skin was pale, and I would have sworn her body was vibrating. Not like an emotional shudder—it was vibrating like a machine going in and out of focus. Trying not to stare, I spun away and did my best to keep my fragile mind on this side of sanity.
The cart shot through a tube large enough for only the cart and seated passengers. If I stood up, my head would be removed from my shoulders. After a few twists and turns, I came to the conclusion the original path was a diversion. It seemed the Escerica rebels were full of false information to keep their enemies guessing. The more I thought about it, the more impressed I became at their ability to thrive in such a heavily policed state like Georgia.
The cart floated to a stop. We got off and walked into what looked like more corrugated storage containers. I clearly saw three of them stacked, but rocks and dirt masked the borders. On each side of the containers was rock that seemed to go on forever. Once inside the containers, I discovered I had guessed correctly. The container shells from the outside continued in all directions underneath the ground.
After the main entryway, the place opened up much like a beehive, with rooms along the sides. Ladders or ramps branched off from grated walkways to allow access to each of the nine levels. Even though the storage containers had been cut, trimmed, and reshaped, the original idea must have been to wrap them around in a brick-patterned tube. There were several bridges that strung across the main opening, allowing the rebels to bypass walking all the way around. The Escerica symbol of the modified peace sign was present on a few of the walls.
As I turned in circles trying to absorb the spectacle, I noticed for the first time the inhabitants. There were lots of teenagers, at least twenty or so. There were a few older people in their thirties, forties, or fifties. But my heart lifted when I saw the children. Dozens of them ran along the makeshift walkways or played games in corners.
It was like a dream come true: people were safe, well-fed, and happy. Mari and Miko flashed in my mind. I wished they could be here right now, to see this place. 
“C’mon, let me show you where you’ll be staying,” Gray-Eyed Fox said.
I followed him around the middle space in the center of the beehive area, which had six containers, stacked three units high. He guided me up a little ramp to the second floor. After a few paces along one of the ramps, we took a ladder to the fifth floor of the beehive’s outer ring. It was a good thing I was used to getting around unconventionally. This place was a maze of ladders, rungs, ramps, and walkways.
“Here you go. Fresh laundry and everything,” Gray-Eyed Fox said.
I glanced into the room, which was a quarter of a container. It smelled like disinfectant mixed with hints of rust. There was a bunk bed set on the right side. A desk with several cubby holes was above it, and a little shower area was across from the bunk bed on the left.
“A bunk bed?” I asked.
Gray-Eyed Fox shrugged. “Sometimes we have to share.”
“Don’t tell me I’m sharing with you.” I crossed my arms and felt my cheeks rise. I didn’t want to smile, but I was having a hard time restraining myself. Mischief played in his eyes, and it made me want to give in.
“No. While you seem like a nice girl, I just don’t know you all that well. You could be a—” he leaned in close, “psycho. I mean, you did say you were like Elsa.”
My grin widened. For whatever reason, it amused me that he’d remembered that.
Turning, he pointed across the opening. “That’s me down there off the third floor. Three-eighteen, if you need me.”
“If I need you?”
“Yes, for almost anything.” He just didn’t run out of witty little comebacks.
I spun back to the room. I had to admit that it was clean and nice. The last time I remembered having something that resembled a room, I was nine. Giddiness tingled atop my skin.
“Take some time to rest. Somebody will come show you around later.”
“You’re not… I mean…”
“I need to check a few things, but you never know.”
“Sure. It’s been a crazy morning, right?” I asked, trying to not sound like the jerk I was on the rooftop.
“Yeah.”
I took a step into the room and put a hand on the sliding metal door. Gray-Eyed Fox was already walking away on the metal hallway. “Rylan!”
He turned around, his expression confused.
“That is your name, right? Rylan?”
“Last I checked.”
“Okay, just wanted to make sure.”
Finally, I knew exactly what his name was. It suited him. It was masculine but easy to say with a slight uniqueness from the common Ryan or Bryan. I liked it. I barely whispered his name as my finger touched my lips.
“No worries, Paeton,” he said.
“You know my—?”
“Of course. Dhyla told us all about you. Sorry you feel like I stalked you last night, but had to make sure you were safe.” After his expression loosened, he spun around a ladder and slid down to the next level.
I walked inside my new room. My arms stretched over my head as I examined every detail. Sharing may have been normal, but I didn’t see anybody else’s stuff. I shrugged and hoped that I could have the room all to myself.
There were no windows, just painted corrugated metal. I thought maybe I could put up a picture or something, but I couldn’t get over the feeling I wouldn’t be staying long. I just wanted to save the kids and get Dhyla into the Summit. After that, I could go back to my boring, but safe, life.
I took a hot shower and then changed into my third shirt and first pair of jeans. I only had four shirts in total and two pairs of jeans. I used to have more clothes, but it was hard to find safe places for them at the Stadium. I resigned myself to just enough clothes to live on. I did stash a few items in lockers at the train stations, but it cost too many credits to have an unlimited supply. Even though I stole for a living, it wasn’t like I was made out of money.
My third shirt was clean, but the first pants were a bit dirty from the first night out. I washed the jeans’ surface in the sink and doused them with some perfume I’d purchased from a guy off Piedmont. What really bothered me was the hack I’d done to my hair when I thought I’d get caught in the Stadium. One side was at least two inches higher than the other with small gaps that sort of looked like layers. Anger flared in my shoulders when I eyed the unequal strands. I was proud I had grown it out and had found a great shampoo to keep the ends from splitting. A year’s worth of hard work was down the drain. I really looked Lower-C.
For a moment, I wondered why I cared so much, but I did. I wanted to be more like the Upper-Cs. Not snobby or mean, but just a bit more… It was hard to explain, I just liked the thought of being dolled up and having a few nice things.
I tossed the idea into the back of my mind, just in time to hear three knocks on the steel door.
“Yo, somebody in there?” a deep voice asked.
I walked over to the door, but paused. Closing my eyes, I steadied my heart. The warm feeling from earlier circled and flowed outward, filling my body and caressing my skin.
After an exhale, I slid the heavy door back. All of the electric energy coursing through my veins puffed away in a cloud of muddy, frustrated, willowy despair.
Baldy stood there, one hand on his waist, looking bored. After a moment, his eyes widened just a little and he smacked his mouth slowly as though chewing a wad of grass.
“There you go. You ready for the tour?” he asked.
Drawing back, I managed to raise a doubting eyebrow. “Um, I guess?”
“Oh yeah.” He grabbed something out of his pocket. A half-folded, half-balled up white piece of paper appeared. His thick fingers dropped it into my hands.
“What is this?”
A snicker left his mouth. “Oh, just a little something to welcome you to the group.”
As he walked away, I turned the paper in my hands. Peeling the crumpled edges back, a flyer appeared with my old photo in the middle. Giant text surrounded the image at the top and the bottom. Both sets of text said the same thing, “Wanted: Paeton Washington for crimes against the government. 2,000 Credit Reward.”



CHAPTER 14
My nerves fired, and my eyes burned. Here was my confirmation that I’d been stupid: a childhood photo of me with a reward for my arrest. The government had a bounty on my head for things I didn’t even mean to do. I wanted to wrap my arms around myself and roll into a little ball.
“Yo girl,” Baldy said. “You comin’?”
“Uh, yeah, sure.”
I exhaled, forcing my body to calm down. I had to maintain control. Mari and Miko were counting on me, and I needed Escerica’s help to free them.
Carefully, I folded the sheet of paper. After pulling off my backpack, I tucked it into one of the side pockets. It was far from a memento, but it grounded me in my current, extremely awful, reality. After resetting the backpack, I followed Baldy down to the first floor.
My mind strung together dozens of ways I could clear my name before hundreds of ways the Escerica Rebels could get me killed, followed. I focused on Baldy. With a slack hand and a bored expression he explained a few odds and ends. However, it was difficult to focus. My life was scary enough as it was. Being a wanted criminal according to the most powerful group of people in the nation, the government, wasn’t giving me the warm and fuzzies.
We circled the center area and went into a hallway on the other side. A room the size of two containers lay in front of me with elementary school-style fold-up tables in the middle. A few people looked up from playing a card game.
“Hey guys, this is… What’s your name, again?”
“Paeton,” I said. “That’s pretty much what everybody calls me.”
“Cool. So everyone meet Paeton.”
I smiled and waved. They waved back.
I didn’t like people all that much. The younger a person was, the less I trusted them at all. In my world, older people looked after me, like Mr. Palmer, Dhyla, and even Sun Hi. Only Ms. Roller-Eyes ever hurt me. Almost every teenager I met, including Sarah Graham, seemed to only inflict pain in my life, either physical or emotional.
As a Lower-C, trust was something I couldn’t afford. I was lucky to have Dhyla, but even with her, I refused to put myself fully into her care. She’d asked me to move in with her or to work at the Café several times, but I could just never let myself trust her completely to do so.
I stared at the back of Baldy’s head and saw a faint refection of the lights above. Frustration nipped at my ears. I wished that Rylan had shown me around instead of this guy.
Twisting around, we walked back into the main room.
On the far side, Rylan slid down one of the ladders. He had changed shirts and appeared to have washed his face and hair. My eyes locked onto him, even though Baldy pointed down a few more rooms and hallways.
Boots slamming into the floor, Rylan disappeared into the small crowd on the bottom floor.
“So down there is an escape route to the surface for like fires and stuff,” Baldy said, pointing to a set of stairs.
“Fire?” I murmured.
“Yeah.”
“Bald—I mean, um AJ… There are escape tunnels? For wha...” My voice faded away as AJ scowled.
“I’m uh, I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean…” My cheeks heated as I considered my mistake. I didn’t want these people to hate me, especially on my first day, in my first hour. It was just that nicknames were much easier to remember. I mean, he didn’t really look like an AJ. He reminded me more of a Brad or Michael. People should name someone at twelve or thirteen; then someone could see if they looked like an AJ, Monty, Rick, or Jason.
“Let’s go,” AJ said in a low voice, breaking me out of my mental rant.
After a few more rooms, I spotted Grey-eyed Fox—um, Rylan, on the first floor standing next to a tall thin girl with ample hips and a descent amount of bosom. Rolling her eyes playfully, she shook out a head full of black and red hair.
A sigh escaped my lips and my gaze focused on the industrial lights hanging from the ceiling. Why would he be single? Of course he wouldn’t. He was too cute and had already saved my butt two times. The Elsa quip had already come to haunt me. I should have said Cinderella, no wait, Jasmine. She kicked butt, was rich, and still got the cute guy.
Chin tightening, I glanced toward Rylan. He found my eyes and smirked, just a hint. The girl twisted her long neck around and sneered. With a fluff of her hair, she spun back toward Rylan and put a long hand with glittery fingernails on his chest.
Another sigh escaped me, but whoever she was didn’t have to worry about me. Even though my instant girl competition had been aroused, I wasn’t after Rylan or any boy. All that mattered was getting Mari and Miko back.
When I turned back around, AJ stood a few feet over with his arm waving wildly in the air. As heat blasted my cheeks, I leaned closer to him. “What are you doing?”
“Um, I’m telling Rylan to come over.”
“Uh, why?”
“Uh, because you’re not paying attention to me, and I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about showing you anymore. Maybe you’ll listen if the tall tanned guy comes over.”
“But… But…” Ducking, I spun away from AJ, Rylan, and the girl.
I studied the huge Escerica symbol on the wall until two skipping steps stopped a few feet away. When I turned back around, Rylan stood there with his eyebrows perfectly aligned in a slope toward his temple.
“What’s up, AJ?” he asked.
“I’m tired of babysitting. It’s your turn.”
“My turn? Dude, I’ve got to go work on the maps in a bit.”
“Take a break, evidently you’ve got time.” AJ pointed to the girl.
He grinned. “She’s just passing through.”
“I’m sure,” AJ said, flatly.
After Rylan’s eyes cut toward me, my lips pressed tight. I was sure every piece of my face, including my forehead and nose was beet red.
“I’m good. I think the tour was about over,” I said.
“I didn’t show her the stuff below. She’ll need it, knowing Dhyla…”
“Yeah, yeah, I got you. No problem. I’ll show Elsa around.”
Cringing, I pressed a happy thought to the surface.
“Elsa?” AJ asked.
“Inside joke,” Rylan said and stepped past AJ. With a firm hand, Rylan spun me around toward the stairs.
Controlling my shoulders, Rylan guided me to a set of stairs. They led two stories down and ended in a long hallway.
“AJ missed the best part. ‘Cause we keep most of the fun stuff below,” Rylan said.
Once we entered the hallway, a chill in the air forced my hands over my shoulders. “Little cold down here.”
“Oh yeah, we’re about fifteen stories below ground. Most don’t come down here, so there’s not much reason to keep it warm. We have to save credits somewhere, right?” He took off his jacket and swept it over my shoulders.
Rylan wasn’t that muscular. He was rather thin, like everyone that’s a Lower-C, but I was amazed when his jacket almost covered me and my backpack. Warmth splashed against my cheeks and spread through my body. I think part of the heat was from his jacket, but the other part was coming from somewhere inside. A place that I still didn’t want to reach the surface.
“I’m, uh, I’m okay,” I said. “I’m a big girl. You don’t have to give me your—”
“You just fight, fight, fight don’t you?”
I was stunned at his question. “Fight? I’m not fighting anything.”
“Okay. Whatever.” His hands rose to the sides of his head.
I thought about saying more, forcing him to explain everything to me. This time, however, I understood. He was frustrated because I wasn’t the normal-type girl who would just be smitten by his charms, probably like the girl above.
“I’m uh, not used to people like that, okay? Doing stuff for me, I mean,” I said.
He stared with one eyebrow raised. “Don’t worry, I understand.”
Exhaling, I tried to keep my embarrassment bottled inside my chest.
Stepping toward me, he found my gaze. A strong aura spread from him, the same weight that he exuded on the street when the bomb exploded. He seemed bigger somehow, more powerful. I stumbled backward trying to understand what the feeling was.
“Every day you’re out in the streets on your own,” he said. “Half the city won’t even look at you, the other half you avoid. Every second of the day you wonder how you’ll survive the next second, and the next, and the next. You can’t get close to anyone because you are always wondering if a stranger is telling you the truth, or if the stranger will hurt you so they can survive.”
My gaze fell on my hands. I didn’t even recognize that I was toying with my fingertips. I would have usually grabbed my backpack straps to control any outward expressions. His words burned, and I didn’t like hearing him echo what bounced around within me.
His finger lifted my head. My eyes stared into his.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s gonna all work out. Nobody down here wants to hurt you.”
I wanted to believe him. Deep within, I longed for someone like him, someone who would be brave enough to challenge my inner demons but be kind enough to care for the scars afterward.
His hand moved away. My eyes angled back to the floor, but something within me broke, cracked, and ripped. I didn’t want to be involved with a boy—to like him. Yet, as he moved away, the heat from his touch stayed on my chin while his gray eyes glowed inside my mind. I was losing this battle, and I didn’t know how I felt about it.
Looking back once, he turned back to the stairs. His sharp shoulder blades guided me back up to the main floor. After a few turns, he slid open a door. AJ yawned, and Sun Hi worked her way up from her seat to get to me. She bobbled forward as if she would fall over at any second. Less than an hour ago, she was moving so fast I literally couldn’t see her.
“Hold on, Speedy,” AJ said and pressed Sun Hi back into her seat.
Taking a few steps, I wrapped my arms around Sun Hi. I still needed a moment to think, to reevaluate what was happening within my head, but I didn’t get a chance.
“How are you doing? You like the room? Sorry it’s not much, but…” Sun Hi drifted to sleep while sitting upright in the chair. A moment later, she popped back to life, but her tone was concerned. “Hey, Paeton… Hey, what’s wrong? You okay?”
“Um.” I glanced up and everyone was staring. Survival mode overtook me, and plastered the biggest grin I could on my face. “Um yeah, I’m just, like, blown away. It’s so much to take in.”
“Great—great. I mean, I’m… I’m sooooo…” She yawned. “Glad that you’re okay.”
“Sooooo,” AJ started. “The Gray-Eyed Fox hasn’t been mistreating you, has he?”
My knees straightened and I took a step back. My gaze locked onto AJ’s round face. Warmth pressed against my cheeks, and my stomach fell through the floor. Did he just say what I thought he did? He knew my mental nickname for Rylan. My mind scrambled to when I might have said it aloud. Did I mention it like I had mentioned AJ’s nickname? I’m generally so careful.
Sun Hi glanced up from her seat, her gaze boring into Rylan. “Well, I don’t trust a fox, gray or not.”
“The fox has his days.” AJ laughed. 
Oh my God! They all knew the nickname. How did they—my talk with Dhyla. I kept saying “Gray-Eyed Fox” because I didn’t know Rylan’s name then. My skin burned like it was being eaten by their voices. I just wanted to crawl into a hole and die.
“Don’t worry, Gray-Eyed Fox’s pretty tame,” said a voice I had never heard before. I spied around trying to find its owner, when a black girl, slightly older than Sun Hi, ducked her head down, placing a hand on my shoulder. “He’s a good boy. We’ve got him all his shots.”
I stared into the black girl’s cat-like eyes. She had dark, curly hair pulling into a massive ball in the back. Her skin was two tones darker than Sun Hi’s, and her smile was mischievous. The nickname Cat Girl jumped into my head, but I pushed it away. I would be working with these people. I needed to remember their names. Rylan, AJ, and… and…
“Um?” I asked.
The girl glanced at me, opening and closing her eyes before they widened. “Josalyn. I’m Josalyn. I know… I know what you’re thinking. How could someone as merveilleux, as magnifique, as étonnant as moi… be stuck underground?” The last of her words had a hint of a French accent lacing the edges. She touched my shoulders. “Oh, but mon cher, we all end up sometimes in the oddest of places, no?”
She laughed, danced over to Rylan, and wrapped her arms around him. After the hug, she leaned back and punched him in the arm. “The plaisir is ours, Paeton…” The traces of French faded away, and she began speaking in a light southern twang. “…even if you have been hanging out with old Gray-Eyed Fox here.”
“I don’t know if I’d say fox, maybe sly dog.” AJ took a long swig from a huge mug.
I glanced over at him, confused. They were all sharing an inside joke at my expense. I knew, however, that they were trying to use my nickname against me. I imagined that they equated the “Fox” side of things with how handsome he was. No wonder Rylan was so smug in the ship.
AJ put the mug on the table and licked his lips. “Already got your coat around her I see. Marking your territory?”
Rylan didn’t say anything to them or to me. His mischievous grin appeared on his lips, but nothing more.
I exhaled and pulled Rylan’s coat from my shoulders. I folded it over my arm and walked it to Rylan.
“I’m good, I think, right now,” I said.
His expression darkened, but only slightly. After a moment, his eyebrows rose.
“Oooooh, maybe not,” AJ said.
Josalyn placed her head on Rylan’s shoulder for a second before wrapping him up in her arms again. “Ahh l’amour, such a fickle beast.”
Rylan inhaled deeply then rolled his torso forward and put his head onto Josalyn’s shoulder. A few whines, sniffles, and sobs came from him. A weight pulled on my heart. As soon as I took a step forward toward him, he giggled.
“Bon travail, monsieur fox,” Josalyn said.
I caught just enough of Sun Hi’s eye-roll to know that she was partially annoyed, but mostly sleepy. The other three laughed. Every part of me was dumbfounded. Why were they laughing? Didn’t they know how bad the world was? Why were they acting like this—like teenagers? AJ had to be at least twenty. I would have wagered Josalyn closer to twenty-five. Yet they were giggling like high schoolers.
I thought of the conversations with Rylan, and his ability to stay lighthearted. This confirmed where he got it from, or at least who encouraged it. I wasn’t mad at him. Everyone had their own way of coping with abject poverty. Some of us were like me and just forced our way through the sludge every day. Others, like Rylan, found ways to be happy and surrounded themselves with people who made them forget.
I sat down next to Sun Hi. Josalyn led Rylan by the shoulders around the table. She pressed his body into a seat before plopping into a chair between Rylan and AJ. Her eyes widened and a flicker of gold sparkled in her irises. Both eyebrows flew up until the one on the right decided to press down, leaving its sister still high on Josalyn’s head. “So you get in a fight with the police or get in a rumble with Bryson?”
Sun Hi placed her head on both palms, trying to keep her head up. “You already know… the answer to that.”
“You’re right. I know everything, but everyone else at the table doesn’t know.”
My gaze slid back and forth between them. My tongue itched with questions, the first of which: “Who was Bryson?”
AJ thumbed his nose. “I thought you had broken up with him.”
“No, I haven’t,” Sun Hi said.
“Then where is he?”
“Busy.” She stopped short. Her torso lifted, and her eyes turned toward Rylan for a split second. “He has to work. Some of us have responsibilities… others of us just do what they want.”
A low rumble entered the air, and the table vibrated. My gaze slid to Rylan. His eyes and mouth were tight. “Meaning?”
Sun Hi shrugged. “Who said… I was talking about you?” Her words were slurred from fatigue, but even I could feel the venom in her tone. “Do you have any skeletons in your closet you want to talk about?”
After glancing at her, Rylan’s gaze lingered on me before angling to the table. “Nope, not one tibia or fibula.”
Sun Hi’s eyes rolled away from Rylan and landed on Josalyn. “Now that nothing’s settled. How’s your stalker?”
My mind reeled with all the information. It was trying to put together all the weirdness and add some logic to it. Before I could get a little of my brain to cooperate, Josalyn spoke up. “He’s fine. He’s right where I left him.”
“You’re so cold,” Sun Hi said, her eyes still closed.
“There’s no way in hell I’d let you do that shit to me,” AJ said.
Josalyn grinned. “Oh, you’d never know.”
I nudged Sun Hi with my leg. Her face turned toward me, and she opened her eyes half way. I shook my head and raised my shoulders.
“Oh,” she smiled. “Josalyn put her boyfriend in jail. So, he stalks her on all her blogs.”
“Jail? Blogs?” I asked.
“That’s some evil shit…” AJ murmured.
“It was evil what he did,” Josalyn said.
“It was two years ago. You should get him out already.”
Rylan glanced over to Josalyn. “Can you get him out?” he asked softly.
There was something inside of his stare that I couldn’t explain. The anger from a moment ago with Sun Hi was gone and was replaced with a deep longing.
Josalyn shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Once you have witnesses it’s harder.”
At that point, I wanted to get up from the table. I didn’t need inside information. I just wanted to get back to my life.
“You’re so full of it.” AJ leaned back in his chair, his massive arms resting atop his round stomach.
Josalyn lifted her shoulders and her lips curled. “Ahh, I like him inside there anyway. It keeps him focused on what’s important.”
“Don’t say it…”
“Moi, it’s always about moi.”
Rylan’s gaze spun around before locking with mine. My cheeks heated under the weight. I rubbed them with soft thumbs trying to remove the evidence. 
On the second raising of my gaze, Rylan didn’t look at me. Instead he gazed at Josalyn and I could almost hear him ask the same question as he did a moment ago. Could she get someone out of prison? I wasn’t sure what all of this meant. I wasn’t sure what I was feeling. Rylan was hiding something from the others, and for some reason, it scared me.



CHAPTER 15
I didn’t sleep much that night. The bed was more comfortable than my cot back at the Stadium, but I couldn’t get my mind to rest. Worries about Mari and Miko’s safety whizzed through my mind. A few other thoughts fought for attention. One was about Dhyla, who I hadn’t seen since I’d left the trailer park hideout. The other was about Rylan, whom I barely knew. He was the one thing I didn’t need in my life. Boys were bad news. Cute boys were horrible news. Adorable boys who might like me even though I felt like a diseased rag doll lying in the midst of a puddle of two-day old rainwater which had a ring of oil around the edges—those type of boys were potentially the worst of all.
I don’t know when I finally went to sleep, but I remember seeing 1:18 on the clock and nothing after that.
At five o’clock, my eyes shot open. High-pitched squeals from two babies wiggled through the metal walls and echoed around the room. I was accustomed to babies crying in the morning. Their whines floated into the vast area above the Stadium and faded away. In this metal box, every sound was amplified and sharpened into tiny pin pricks which attacked my eardrums.
I rolled over a few times, hoping the mothers, wherever they were, would get the kids settled. After fifteen minutes, I pulled myself up and prayed to God that somewhere in this place was a chocolate crème mocha with my name on it.
After washing up, I put on my clothes. Just as I was about to open the door, the cries went silent. My only guess was that the two babies were battling against each other to see who was the loudest. Once one of them quieted, it wasn’t long before the other was hushed.
I fell back in the bed for another twenty minutes before taps on the outside bridges and walkways began to rattle my ears. I never thought I’d want to be back in the Stadium until then.
In a zombie-like state, I made my way down to the cafeteria area. There was a line snaking into the main lobby.
I guess the more things change, the more they stay the same.
I got in line, and within a few minutes Sun Hi made her way over, skipping the eight people in line behind me.
“Hey, Paet. Did you sleep okay last night?” she asked.
“Yeah, it was good. Bed’s comfy. I just have to get used to waking up.”
For a moment, she looked confused and then her expression brightened. “Oh yeah, the babies get up at the crack of dawn.”
I gave her a thumbs up for her correct answer.
We picked out a few breakfast items. The food at the Stadium was bad. Here, there was nothing but beige sludge, which Sun Hi said was nutrient-rich oatmeal. The other items on the menu were yogurt, breads of almost every type, coffee, tea, and a processed orange juice that looked like a thinner version of the oatmeal sludge. I settled on two bran muffins and some coffee with lots of powdered creamer. It was no chocolate mocha, but it would do.
Cat Girl, um, I mean Josalyn, joined us after I was already onto my second muffin. She appeared as sleepy as I felt. After a few groggy greetings, we ate in silence. Josalyn’s head hovered over her oatmeal as though at any moment her head could fall in. For the first five minutes, her large cat eyes barely opened.
I nudged Sun Hi after a few seconds of watching Josalyn’s head waver in a trance.
“Josalyn doesn’t do mornings,” Sun Hi said.
Josalyn really was like a cat. If she started licking her hands and meowing, I don’t think I would have been surprised. Ms. Roller-Eyes back at the Stadium would have been in love.
“By the way, where’s Dhyla?” I asked. “I mean, isn’t she a part of all of this?”
“Yeah, she’s more than just a part, but I don’t know if I can go into all of the politics and do it justice,” Sun Hi said.
My curiosity whirled in my head. “Oh okay.”
“What did she tell you about Escerica?”
“Not much. She didn’t want me talking about it. Every time I brought it up, she kind of killed the conversation.”
Sun Hi nodded a few times. “What do you think about it?”
“It’s cool, I guess. Everyone seems nice.”
“But what do you really think?”
My shoulders lifted. “This world isn’t me. I’m a back of the crowd kind of girl. Right now I’m scared to death. Especially after what AJ showed me.”
“AJ? What did he show you?”
After patting my empty shoulders for the backpack I had left in my room. I shrugged and leaned in closer. “A bounty for my arrest. Two thousand credits.”
Sun Hi didn’t seem surprised. However instead of berating me, she wrapped her hands around mine. After a few seconds her gaze relaxed. “Have you ever? I mean, have you ever used a gun before the whole stadium thing?”
“No, no, never.” I tugged back. “I hate those things.”
“Paeton, I’m sorry you’re in this. I am. I wish there was some kind of way that you were able to stay out of it, but as far as the government is concerned you’re one of us. Josalyn, might be able to pull a few strings for you, but for now, I think you need to learn how to use the gun you stole.”
What? Use the gun? Was she crazy? I didn’t even want to see that thing again.
Sun Hi’s eyes thinned. “Paeton, listen to me. You need to learn how to shoot.”
“I um, well…”
“Yes cher…” Josalyn twisted her head toward us. “Next time, you might not be so lucky.”
I considered my options and the last day’s events. It didn’t take me long to give a quick nod.
Leaning close, Sun Hi placed an encouraging hand on my shoulders. “We can start training after breakfast.”
Josalyn’s head straightened, and her eyes popped open to a normal size. “No,” she said.
Sun Hi angled her neck. “No? What do you mean ‘no’?”
“Don’t trust her,” Josalyn said. “That glowing teleporting girl will have you broken and bleeding.”
“What? How can you say that?”
“I just did. Did I not say that?”
“If not me, then who? Don’t say AJ, he’s busy with plan repairs.”
“Then Rylan.”
“I knew it. Conspiracy theory confirmed. This whole place is in love with him,” Sun Hi barked.
Josalyn’s voice dropped. “Now, you gonna take that back. I ain’t no fan of nobody but me, because I’m perfect and the rest of you are well… vying for the number two spot.”
“I’m going to teach Paeton. She needs somebody she can trust.”
As Josalyn leaned closer to me, her face knotted. “Paeton, I know you’ve seen Sun Hi whiz around like she’s a freakin’ mutant on steroids. She gonna do that shit to you. Trust me, you don’t want all of that. Rylan won’t kill you, and besides Gray-Eyed Fox needs something to keep him out of trouble.”
 
***
 
Even though Dhyla was a part of Escerica, and I was enemy number one, at least in my mind, I just didn’t see myself as some kind of hooded rebel that would help liberate America. I was just a sixteen-year-old girl who’d never had more than two friends, never owned a pair of heels, and never kissed a boy. Right then, joining Escerica was not part of my plan, and I generally stuck to my plans.
My only concern was to find a way to get to Mari and Miko, and to help Dhyla if I could. After that, I held a thread of hope that somehow my name could be erased from the police database, and I’d be free to walk the streets in peace again. It wasn’t a great life, but I didn’t know anything else. The thought of fighting for my life was scary enough without complicating it by battling for other people’s lives.
I followed Josalyn down the stairs to the long, cold hallway in the basement, which I dubbed the Corridor of Death. After stopping at the second door, she grabbed the handle. The door screeched open. As we entered, Rylan spun around in his seat.
A huge hologram of Atlanta hovered behind him, flicking in a deep blue. A circular desk larger than a small pickup truck surrounded the hologram. Several places had been marked with a red glow and lots of names and numbers shifted along the far side.
“Hey Gray-Eyes,” Josalyn said.
Rylan smirked and eyed me.
“Yeah, you. Paeton needs some training.”
“What kind of training?” he asked.
As I stood there like a six year old being assigned to a classroom, my stomach bubbled.
“Shooting. She’s got the gun from before, remember?”
“Yeah, so?”
“So you’re up. Teach her how to use it.”
“Me?”
“Yes you, ya dumb fox.”
“Nope, I got things to—”
Before he could get more than a handful of words out, Josalyn marched across the room saying “Nananana” over and over again, blotting out any statements he could make. Once she reached him, she leaned over. “We won’t be making any runs for a while. Dhyla’s not here, and Paeton needs to know how to shoot. We don’t know what kind of situation we’ll be in next time.”
Leaning back, Rylan crossed his legs at the ankle. “What’s in it for me?”
“That you don’t get the shit beaten out of you and just maybe I might see to that favor you asked.”
Thinning his eyes, Rylan perked up. “I just want to see how he’s doing…” Rylan murmured, “And it’s not even for me.”
“Whatever. So?”
“Yeah cool. Old Elsa over there isn’t a problem.”
“Then I leave her to you, monsieur fox.” With a twist, she marched out of the room.
Standing, Rylan raised his hands. I couldn’t tell if the gesture was to welcome me or if he felt a sudden defeat. Either way, anxiety crept into my thighs and snaked its way down into my toes.
After leaning forward, he pointed out of the room. Like yesterday, I followed him watching his lean frame move through the shadows. Oce we walked a few steps through the hallways we stopped at a door named Test Fire. The door barked open, and he flicked on the lights. I watched them come to life one at a time until a wide room was visible. Like the other rooms, it was created from trailers, which made it easy to calculate its size at sixteen trailers wide and one and a half trailers long.
It was a normal-sized firing range. Just like in the movies, there were little booths at the front. The booths, however, only extended for half the room. On the other side was an open area.
“What’s that over there?” I asked, pointing to the open area.
“That’s the Free Range,” Rylan said.
We walked over, and I noticed the foot-thick glass in front.
“Shooting can’t always be done in a perfect vacuum. Sometimes you have to move and shoot.”
I pressed my hands against the glass and saw metal slats inside mounted on what appeared to be robotic arms. “And what are those for?”
“The room moves.”
I stared at him for a second. I couldn’t believe what he was saying.
“It does. It’s no good to you if the room can’t fight back and just gets shot at.” He grinned. “Enemies shoot back at you most of the time.”
Twisting my gaze back into the other room, I wondered how much training it would take to master it.
“That is Sun Hi’s baby. I think this is why Jos brought you to me,” he said.
I stared at the long welded pipes and twisted metal spiraling out like a withering tree and thanked God for Rylan.
With a quick pat, he said, “C’mon, Let’s get started, Elsa.”
I crossed my arms. “Are you going to call me that forever?”
“I dunno. I thought you liked being a cold, hearted woman.”
“I’m not cold hearted. I’m just… cautious.”
“And I told you, I already know, and told you can give up the act, Pae-ton.”
As I rolled my eyes, he went over to a booth and toyed with a panel that looked like a shattered computer screen. After a few moments, a white piece of paper fluttered around. It was about the size of a human torso with an outlined target, but this one already had holes in it. In fact, it was so ripped I could barely tell what it once looked like. The holes and rips had been fixed with pieces of other targets, and the target outline had been redrawn in bold black marker to make sure it could be seen.
“Love you guys’ extravagant accommodations,” I said.
“Gotta save where you can.”
He smiled and pulled out the gun from this morning. Grabbing the barrel, he passed it to me, grip first.
“It’s a little heavy,” he warned.
I took it and felt the weight of the metal.
“This is a T-80, an electro-shock weapon. It’s much different than the Glock you took from the police officer. The police use the Glock 2060s which still use bullets. Because bullets cost money—lots of money—we use the T-80s primarily because we can recharge the cartridges.”
“When we left the trailer, Sun Hi used a long gun to stop the scrappers. What was that?”
“That’s an AK-E. It’s pretty much a newer version of the AK-47 antique, just made to use electric rounds instead of bullets. It’s more powerful than the T-80, but you have to reload it often.”
“When she was fighting, there was this blue, hazy, line thing around her. Do you know what that was?”
Rylan’s body stiffened. I don’t think he liked me asking questions about Sun Hi, and from their squabbles I was beginning to wonder why. After a moment, he shrugged. “She uses magna-track boots when she fights. They give you the ability to magnetically adhere to any surface, and, odd as it sounds, allow you to warp spacetime.”
“What?” That was impossible. I had never heard of such a thing. I glared for a few seconds, waiting for his expression to change and for him to burst out in laughter.
“It’s real all right. Before the Five-Day R, there were experiments done with everything imaginable from animal DNA to electric fields. Some technologies worked, like the tech that allows androids to be stabilized by human tissue.”
“Ugh.” I wish he hadn’t reminded me of that. I was doing my best to keep from panicking. The thought of Mari and Miko being processed and turned into androids gnawed on my spine every moment I was away from them.
“Most products never made it past a short production because they were unstable, like the magna-tracks,” he said. “The magna-tracks that Sun Hi use do work. They just leave you dizzy and nauseated. The boots can only be used for a small amount of time, a few minutes at most, but it takes hours to recover.” He focused on me as though what he told me was his own personal gospel.
“But time is the ultimate weapon, right?”
“Yeah, if you win in like two minutes. But if you don’t win, you’d better make sure that there’s not even a squirrel with a gun near you. For my money, I’d rather just learn to be good, and not use tricky-tech to get by.”
I thought about seeing Sun Hi the day after the first drone went down, and later after we left the trailer park. Both times, she was tired and sickly. I had to agree with Rylan that maybe it was better to leave things like that alone.
“Okay, so you ready to shoot?” he asked.
I took a deep breath. “Yeah, okay. Let’s do it.”
I raised the gun, wrapped my fingers around the grip, and put one finger on the trigger. I glanced at Rylan for confirmation before flicking the safety at the back and firing. Five bright lights jumped from the gun to the target. Of course none of them hit the center where a human heart would be. Two of them missed their mark totally, and of the final three, one hit the open paper near the head, one hit a shoulder, and the final one was about two inches from the left cheek.
“You don’t play around, do you?” he asked, leaning against the wall.
I put my arms down and turned toward him. “What? Why do you say that?”
“You’re aiming at the head. Most of us aim at the chest.” He pointed to his own chest with a mocking expression spread over his face.
“Oops, sorry.” I didn’t know why, but a few drops of embarrassment pooled into my cheeks.
“No, it’s cool. Just something you don’t see every day.”
“I’ll try for the chest this time.”
I aimed the gun and stared down the sight. After a moment, I shot off three quick blasts that ripped holes in the paper target, one near the arm, two in the torso but none near the heart.
“Crix.” I stared at the target in disbelief. I wasn’t some super-soldier, but at least I could hit the target somewhere near the middle.
“Not too bad.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. You wouldn’t have killed the guy, but at least he’d be hurt real bad.”
I sighed. “What am I doing wrong?”
“Only a few things. First…”
He moved closer to me and glanced over my shoulder. I still had the gun raised, and I wondered if he was going to try to shoot over me, like I had seen so many times in movies or books. It was silly, but part of me wanted that. I shouldn’t want that, but when I was around him, electricity jumped around my stomach.
He grabbed the top of the gun and forced it back toward me.
“Well first,” he said. “You have to relax a bit. You don’t shoot with the gun fully extended. Instead, your arms need to be out, but there should be a little give in your elbows.”
As he moved the gun closer to me, my arms pressed against his will. I don’t know why I fought him, but I was. He coughed, and I released a nervous giggle to cover up my mistake.
“Strong, aren’t you?” he said.
Heat pressed against my face and neck. “I’m from the Meadows. We keep it real,” I said, trying to be funny.
“Just stop being Elsa for a minute and allow yourself to be Paeton. Okay?”
After a moment, I yielded. “Okay.”
“The next thing you need to do is breathe—just in and out, in and out.”
Chest rising and falling with his words, he caught me with his hypnotic spell. His voice steadied and lowered an octave. As every other sound in the room silenced, his words, his tone, his energy pressed against my neck, my back, arms, and chest. The air thickened with the smell of him, all while his words “in and out” repeated in my mind, luring me deeper into him.
Drifting, my shoulder brushed against his chest. His muscles were hard, but the skin above it was soft. I wanted to move closer, to feel his heat, to know if his heart was beating as fast as mine. My eyes closed. I didn’t care about the target anymore. I had fallen into his trap.
Three cool fingers steadied my shoulders and corrected my posture.
Opening my eyes, I took a deep breath. Refocusing on the target, I wasn’t sure where he was anymore. My skin prickled all over waiting for his touch.
“The final thing you need to do is aim a bit below where you want to shoot. Just a hair.” His words brushed against my ear. Each movement of his mouth sent pulses around my neck and down my spine as my loose hairs brushed against my earlobe.
His fingertips grazed my wrist with the softest of touches, and almost instantly, my arms lowered with his movement.
I had a difficult time focusing on the target. He had barely touched me, but maybe that was the problem. For someone like me who was never touched, even a slight graze could mean everything. My gaze lingered on his hand, and I wondered if he would—
“Pull the trigger, Paeton,” he whispered.
I focused on the sight once more and felt the trigger give way under my finger. I didn’t know if I had pulled the trigger or if he had forced me to. It felt so effortless.
My eyes were focused somewhere, but I wasn’t sure where. I didn’t see the target anymore. Though the air from the room around me was cool, my mind concentrated on the heat of his fingertips. His energy burned inside my chest and warmed me from the inside out.
Something soft and distant tickled my eardrums—my name. He was calling my name. I turned and focused on Rylan. His face slowly turned from blurry to sharp.
“Good job, Paeton. You hit it dead center,” he said.
I craned my head a few inches and saw a tiny hole ripped through the heart of the target. Something so little and insignificant, yet it meant the difference between life and death.
My arms fell to my sides. For a moment, it was as if the wind had been knocked out of me.
I placed the gun on the table.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
I fought the increasing heat inside of me. Part of me wanted to stay, to feel his fingers on more of my skin, up my arms and around my back. I pushed the sensations away as I fled the scene.
“Nothing—nothing, I uh, just need a quick break. Can you give me five minutes?” I asked.
“Yeah, sure.”
“Thanks.”
In a panic, I rushed out of the room and slid the door shut. I walked the halls with my mind spinning. This was not what I wanted. I wanted my life back. I wanted Mari and Miko to be safe. I wanted a chocolate mocha. I didn’t want to be enemy number one or two or whatever I was. And, I really didn’t want some goofy, gray-eyed teenage boy. I didn’t want him.
What was happening to me? Why couldn’t I control this? I needed to be in control. I was always in control. I kept myself safe. I needed to be safe.
His touch had felt so good. Why did it feel that way? Why did I want more? It was almost like I could still feel his fingertips on my wrists and the way they tickled my skin.
I took so many deep breaths I thought I would pass out. Then I raked my nails through my hair, trying to clear my mind. This feeling, this longing, it hurt. A pain like I had never felt before was compelling me to run back to him as though I couldn’t breathe without him.
It took a while, but I forced the sensations away. After my mind cleared, I stormed back into the room, reminding myself I was doing this for Mari and Miko. I reminded myself that I was a loner. I remembered that everyone in the world wanted something, and they would do anything to get what they want. I reminded myself I was Lower-C and that Upper-Cs were the enemy. The world will not change. People are evil.
He said something, but I tuned out his siren song. His voice was dangerous, his touch evil, and his gray-eyes deadly.
I picked up the gun, and remembered what he told me. I fired ten blasts over the next few seconds. None of the shots hit the heart, but they were on the body.
He switched out targets, and I fired again, and again, and again.
Rylan took notes with the computer. By the end of the day, I hadn’t hit the heart a second time. I had ripped up arms, kidneys, stomachs, necks, and had a few great headshots. But I never hit the heart again. The more time went by, the more frustration burned my bones.
If I couldn’t shoot through that heart again, then it meant without his touch I didn’t have the ability. That was how he controlled me. He could change me and make me want things I didn’t want. He could make me hope for things that would never happen. I controlled my heart. No one else had the right.



CHAPTER 16
That night I tossed and turned on my bed. Mari and Miko dashed through my mind, and I refused to think about Rylan. He was a distraction to my goals, and I needed a way to politely remove him from my life.
The next morning at breakfast, I sped down and waited against the concrete wall. My leg bounced until I saw Sun Hi. When she got in the cafeteria line, I dashed over and stood behind her.
“Morning!” I said, a bit too brightly.
Sun Hi turned around and forced a smile. “Mor-nin’.”
“You know, ever since I saw you in action at the trailer park, I’ve been amazed at your skills. I know, cat girl—uh, Josalyn thinks different, but I think you should be showing me how to shoot. I mean we are longtime friends right?”
Sun Hi lifted an eyebrow. “What did he do?” 
“No, no. Nothing, nothing, I swear. He’s a great guy, perfect…” I smiled before mumbling. “A little too perfect.”
She focused into my eyes trying to pick apart the lies that were forming behind them. I forced my mouth open before she read the last of my secret thoughts. “It’s just I’ve seen you in action. I really wanted to know that technique you used to take down the scrappers. I mean, when I shot at it, all my shots just whizzed by.”
After stretching her arms, her gaze slid up and down my body as though I had the plague. “Oh yeah, well, there’s a trick to it. Anybody can teach you—”
“Please, please, Sun Hi. I mean, I’d really feel more comfortable if it was you, and I’d um, also like to talk to you about, um, Dhyla and the plan to get the kids out of Juvie.”
Her expression knotted, but her one eyebrow stayed high. “Well, okay…”
I hoped it was too early in the morning for her to figure out the real reason. Over the first fifteen minutes of breakfast, she didn’t mention anything so I began to relax. Maybe this plan would work. I could get trained and not hurt anyone’s feelings.
Looping a leg over the kiddie seat, Rylan sat down just as I was finishing my breakfast. I’ll admit I was stuffing the food down, which was unusual for me. I wanted to try and leave the cafeteria before he entered. I could have managed it, but Sun Hi wasn’t in a rush and refused to allow me to speed up her meal.
“Hungry, I see.” Rylan eyed my plate.
“Yeah, well, just getting ready for training, that’s all,” I said.
“Oh, okay.” He shrugged. “I didn’t think you were that enthusiastic, but sure we can head down right after breakfast—”
“Um, Rylan, I uh…” I took a deep breath. “Sun Hi is going to train me today.”
 “Sun Hi is?” His eyebrows twisted, and I saw the feud between the two ignite into fiery bombs.
“Don’t even look over here, young fox,” Sun Hi said and put a spoonful of oatmeal into her mouth.
“Fine. Tricky-tech.” Leaning backward, he grabbed the edge of his plate.
I paused to figure out what he meant. I remembered him mentioning tricky-tech when he told me about how Sun Hi could move so fast.
“No, no…” I stared at Sun Hi and remembered that was my lie I had told her a moment ago. “Well I just… We have a girl’s bond and all that. Plus I’ve seen her in action and—”
His shoulders bounced in one quick pulse. “I got other shit to do anyway.”
I didn’t think he would be this upset. I wasn’t sure what would happen. Twisting around, he hovered over his food and his shoulders blocked me and Sun Hi out.
Sun Hi finished her food and yawned. “Well, we’d better get going.”
“Okay,” I said.
Standing, we walked away from the table. Before I could get seven feet away, Rylan’s voice echoed through the room. “Was it because you couldn’t hit the center again? The heart?”
I turned back toward him. His body hovered over his food, but after a few seconds, his eyes turned toward me. His gaze cut into my soul and tore at my ribcage. With every fraction of a second, my lungs tightened, causing me to gently suffocate. I considered his question, and the truth was, he was wrong. It was because he did shoot through my heart, but I wasn’t going to say that.
His gaze fell away. My lies had been exposed and he had seen each one of them. Air twisted down my dry throat and forced my lungs open.
“No, no really. I just want to have a better idea about the scrappers, and I know how Sun Hi took them down. That’s it. You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said.
Before I spilled my guts all over the floor, I cut myself off. My lips were a few sentences away from telling him the truth. I couldn’t let him know I couldn’t control the feelings inside me. The ones he put inside of me. I couldn’t lose track of what was important.
Twisting around, I walked out with Sun Hi. I didn’t dare look back. It’s not that I would cry or anything, but I didn’t want to look into those gray eyes again. I didn’t want to see my own shame.
Sun Hi took me down to the shooting range, but after fifteen minutes of watching me obtain a few good hits on the paper targets, she yawned. 
“Well this is stupid,” she said. 
“Um, what? This is working, I’m learning.”
“No, you’re not. Nobody stands and gets a solid shot at someone, unless you’re like a sniper, and even then you’d be hundreds of yards away.”
“So, what am I supposed to do?” I asked, my mind blank.
She nodded backward. Once I recognized she meant the free range, my knees turned into lemon-lime gelatin. I’d been curious about how the free range worked, but Rylan taught me that side was advanced.
Lazily, Sun Hi opened the glass door. The glass wall of the viewing area was riddled with tiny holes that looked like spider webs on the glass. The shock weapons might not be as powerful, but they could do some damage.
“Okay, Paeton,” Sun Hi said as she walked to the center of the room. “The difference between this side and the other part of the range is simple. Over here, you have to move.”
I noticed a paper target hanging from the roof. It was on a rod that extended upward into a network of metal circles that appeared like the cogs inside a gigantic clock.
The floor was built in a similar fashion, but metal arms extended upward, holding horizontal rods. The rods appeared to have been padded at one point, but were now taped, glued, and held on with anything imaginable. All the metal works were a patchwork of rust and shiny metal.
Sun Hi pointed to the target. “The target moves along these rings and will shuffle forward or back. Meanwhile, the floor tries to trip you up. Every once in a while, something comes along you can actually stand on, but I wouldn’t get comfortable atop anything.”
She pulled a gun from a hip holster and waved me back toward the viewing area.
“I think it’s best to show you first. Then you can try.”
“Okay,” I said.
It was crazy to think she was about to start shooting in that jungle gym of a room. I was both terrified and anxious to see her skills.
After walking to the other side of the glass wall, I shut the door. With her eyes half closed and her jaw slack, Sun Hi pulled down a panel similar to the one Rylan had used the day before. An audible countdown starting with the number fifteen echoing through the room. The lights in the range area brightened into red orbs. Sun Hi relaxed and loosened up. When the countdown reached one, a green light flashed for one second then stopped, returning the room to its normal color.
At first nothing happened, but slowly the metal arms and cogs began to move. Within a second, the objects in the room spun around so fast that it was difficult to focus on anything. The target shuffled and slid front and back while Sun Hi jumped and dodged oncoming objects. A bell sounded, and I could only guess that was when she was supposed to begin.
When she started shooting, the bars, cogs, and rails blurred. Lights flashed everywhere. The arms and rods elevated and dipped. The paper target zigzagged, spun, and oscillated.
After thirty seconds, a buzzing sound echoed through the area. The lights turned red. The arms and cogs slowed. When the target stopped moving, it was right in front of the glass window. Seven shots hit the body of the target, three were in the head, and two went through the heart. She had twelve good shots from fifteen tears in the paper.
Sun Hi wiped sweat off her forehead. “Damn, I knew I’d missed those last few shots.” After leaning her head back to stretch her neck, she came out of the room and practically tossed the gun into my stomach. “See? Easy.”
I released a nervous giggle. “After watching all of that, I think I need some coffee.”
“Tell you what. If you can score at least seven hits before the day is over, I’ll make you a chocolate crème mocha.”
“Really? How do you guys manage that down here?”
“Everyone has their little stashes.” Her eyebrows twitched, but her lips stayed flat.
I held up the gun and glanced into the room with all those moving metal parts. My body deflated. I really didn’t want to be in there. It was either this robotic monstrosity of a room where I could think clearly, or move to a calm range where I was out of control.
“Don’t worry. We’ll start it out on level one,” she said.
Moving my lead laced legs inside, I braced myself. This was not what I imagined when I asked Sun Hi for help. No part of me wanted to even attempt what I had just seen her do. I was starting to miss Rylan’s teachings. He took it slow, steady, and at a pace I could follow. I doubted he would have thrown me in here before I could shoot perfectly.
Sun Hi replaced the target and walked back into the viewing area. She started the machine, and the pieces on the top rotated. The high-pitched whir expanded through the room. I skipped over the rods which swept the floor, and did my best to keep my feet under me. The bell sounded. As soon as I stopped to shoot, putting both hands on the gun and squaring my feet, a rod hammered my legs. I rammed onto the ground, my elbow cracking with the impact. I scrambled up, but something hit me in the back. A swinging arm nearly smacked me in the face before the machine turned off.
My heart throbbed in my temples, and sweat beaded at the edges of my hairline. I glanced at the clock. It had been less than three seconds. Sun Hi opened the door.
“You all right?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I lied. “I’m fine.”
“Good, let’s go again.”
I had a feeling it was going to be a long day.
We were in the room for about six hours. I spent most of the day falling down. Sure, I got a few shots off every once in a while, but there weren’t many. During the whole time, I may have hit the target about eleven times. I would definitely be dead if the simulation had been real.
Before dinner, Sun Hi walked me back to my room. She didn’t say much, but a few snickers came from her throat a few times.
I was embarrassed. My pride was in shreds, and despite myself, I still couldn’t help but think how easier it would have been with Rylan. He took his time. He wanted me to learn the right way. Sun Hi was bored and wanted to get back to her life.
“Don’t worry, you’ll get it,” she said.
“If you say so.”
After grabbing my arm, her thumb massaged my bicep. “You don’t have the time not to be a quick study. I don’t know how else to show you. Rylan may have thought he was helping you, but you both were wasting time. When the enemies come, they’re coming to kill. We’ll be going for the kids soon. Once Dhyla is back you need to be ready to go.”
I exhaled a slow concentrated breath. The weight of her words crushed my chest.
“Try to get some rest,” Sun Hi said.
I nodded and watched her turn to leave. Once she was down the ladder, I slid the door back, walked in my room, and fell into the bed.
My head was spinning. My knees were sore. My legs throbbed. My whole being ached. My mind cracked under the mental weight that Sun Hi had just dropped on me. 
I wasn’t used to so much exercise. In fact, I was pretty sure I hated exercise. After all, I was a thief, not an athlete. I had hit the range floor so many times I lost count. If I didn’t fall, those padded rods beat me into submission. They were punishing me for being a jerk.
I had to keep reminding myself why I was doing all of this. I had to be able to save Mari and Miko. I couldn’t trust anyone to go in and get them without me. They were my responsibility, not Sun Hi’s or Rylan’s or Dhyla’s or Cat Girl’s—ugh, Josalyn, Josalyn, Josalyn. Crix!
I was so stressed out even my mental rambles couldn’t maintain focus.
I got up and took a shower. As the water streamed over me, I glanced at my skin for the first time. With all the bruises, I looked like a white dog with red and blue spots. The marks were everywhere: my hands, arms, legs, stomach, sides, and feet.
A crack sliced through my mind, filling it with a worrisome thought that slid down my neck into my shoulders. After I finished washing up and wrapping a towel around my body, I yanked my mirror out of my pack and stared at my face. A scream rolled around in my throat and exploded out my mouth. An uncoordinated person had played tic-tac-toe on my cheeks and forehead.
I wanted to cry. It wasn’t like I had perfect skin anyway. I was pale, with occasional acne and a few marks that I was still trying chemical solutions to get rid of. All of a sudden, my face was a few steps away from being raw meat. I reasoned with myself. It’d be okay. The bruises would heal. It didn’t matter if reality stated my body would repair itself. The pain of the current situation stung all over. I looked more Lower-C than ever.
As I put the mirror away, my hands shook. I willed myself to focus. We had to make a move in a week, and I had to get my mind right. I couldn’t let these petty things distract me. I had to stay strong—be strong.
After changing clothes, I put my other three shirts and second pair of jeans in the shower to remind myself to wash them that night before I went to bed. All this exercise made me sweat, and my clothes stank. There wasn’t enough deodorant and perfume in my backpack to fix that. At least that was one good thing about hanging out with Sun Hi, Rylan didn’t have to be around my rancid odor.
I went to the cafeteria and grabbed a plate of food: roast beef, potatoes, and green beans. It was the processed canned stuff, but it was far better prepared than what we had at the Stadium. I did my best to puff out my chest, but my body curled over like a henchman in a black and white Dracula movie.
I already had lies I was planning to tell Rylan. I’d say that the day was harder than expected, but Sun Hi did a great job. I’d go on about how I’m getting better and learning faster than ever. I’d thank him for everything and praise him for being such a great teacher yesterday.
I moved closer to the table, presenting the biggest smile my tender face could manage. Sun Hi was sitting with Josalyn, AJ, and Rylan. Before I could get ten feet to the table, AJ burst out in giggles.
“I told you to hold it in,” someone whispered.
I took a step back. Heat warmed my neck, even though I didn’t know what they were talking about. As their eyes wiggled in their heads, the weight of their random stares pressed down on me and my tic-tac-toe cheeks.
“I can’t help it,” AJ said.
“She can’t even stand up straight,” someone else said.
All four of them were huddled together, and it didn’t take long for me to know without a doubt who they were talking about—me.
“How many times?”
“Close to a hundred. Bam, smack, oof.”
I couldn’t tell which one of them was saying what, but it didn’t matter. They were all in on it. My embarrassment quickly escalated to annoyance and anger. My jaw clenched, and my forehead furrowed. After rolling my eyes, I twisted away from them. I sped toward the other side of the room to eat by myself.
My mind rattled. I couldn’t believe Sun Hi had told them how bad I was. I wasn’t some super warrior, but they didn’t have to laugh about it.
The snickering continued even though I couldn’t see them anymore. After a second or so, an “awwwww” came from them and a hand fell on my shoulder.
“Hey, don’t let them get to you.”
I turned to see Rylan. His eyes were hopeful, but his trademark grin was on his lips. I couldn’t believe he was in on it, too. Why couldn’t he understand I wasn’t some great Athena, goddess of war? My bones crumbled and weighed down my muscles until I was a walking pulp of a person.
“It’s not funny,” I said. “I’m doing my best.”
“Everyone knows that, Paeton. You can’t get mad. We all have our fun. It’s how everyone makes it down here.”
I stared into his face. I wanted to see real sympathy. He had saved my life twice. Wasn’t he supposed to be the good guy? Shouldn’t he be defending me? “And what about you? Weren’t you laughing at me, too?”
His face darkened. “I wasn’t laughing at you.”
I glared at him, because the twitch at the edges of his eyes said that he wasn’t telling the truth.
“I was laughing with you.”
“But I wasn’t laughing.”
“I think deep down inside of you there’s a little voice that knows being tripped one hundred and twenty-two times is kind of amusing.”
I spun away from him.
He grabbed my shoulders and skipped back into my line of sight.
“I’m sorry. We’re all sorry. Please forgive us. Now c’mon, come eat dinner.”
I wanted to dissipate into the air until there was nothing left of me. I didn’t like being the butt of someone’s joke. I didn’t like the way the lessons were going. I didn’t like living underground with people I barely knew. This was not my life, and my emotions were in a knot.
After taking the deepest breath I could, I blasted it through my nose. I’m sure my nostrils looked like two gigantic caves, but I didn’t care. He twisted his eyebrows into that animated prince-thing that he did, giving me those gorgeous eyes with that signature grin.
“Fine,” I said.
We went back to the table and sat down. Sun Hi made eye-contact and gave me her saddest, most pathetic face.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “They kinda wiggled it out of me. Everyone wanted to know how you did, so—”
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m a big girl.”
“For what it’s worth, Paeton, we’re really proud of you. It takes a lot of moxie to keep going,” Josalyn said.
“Thanks.”
“Well anyway, now that your romance is over, you can finally get back to work,” AJ said.
“Romance?” I asked. Rylan shook his head over and over, and I wondered why he was doing that. It seemed like he was trying to warn me about something. My mind couldn’t comprehend what he meant so I kept talking. AJ didn’t know how I felt about Rylan. How could he know? I didn’t even know. After a second I asked, “What romance?”
“Between you and the floor—I heard you just couldn’t stop yourself from kissing it,” AJ said.
Frustration exploded through my body. My eyes widened. Fire ignited inside me, and I heated to a million degrees. All I needed was to touch them so they would melt into mushy, little pulps.
I shot up, but Rylan’s hand forced me back into my chair. This must be what high school felt like, too much silliness and angst and emotion. I appreciated the fact I never went.
“Hey, hey, hey, lay off her,” Rylan said. “She’s had a rough day.”
“Awwwwwww,” the others said in unison.
“Ain’t you just the most precious lil’ thing.” AJ put his head in his hands with his elbows propped on the table. He batted his eyes and gave this goofy expression like he was head over heels in love.
Josalyn smiled and joined him in the merriment. “Rylan is just so sen-si-tive.”
“Rylan, sensitive?” I asked.
I don’t know what came over me. Maybe part of me wanted to shift the attention off of me, but I had to say something. I was tired of just sitting there while they picked at my emotions. I thought about something that I could say, anything that would remove the focus from me.
The conversation Rylan and I had on the rooftop popped into my head. I remembered feeling hurt and sitting down when Rylan did the oddest thing. I mentally agreed that it would be okay to save myself.
I glanced out at the others and scrunched up my face the best I could manage. “Sensitive? The first conversation Rylan and I had, he put his arms around me while I was trying to come up with a plan. When I ask him what he’s doing? He says…” I changed my voice to the softest, prettiest, girly sounds I could and continued, “Consoling you.”
That shut them all up. They looked at me to continue the story as their lips trembled, waiting for a punchline.
“I was like ‘Why?’” I hoped that would take them over the top, but I could tell they wanted more. It wasn’t enough to get them laughing.
I snuck a look at Rylan. I couldn’t hold my stare there long because in every moment that passed, I worried more about what I should do next. His face was normal, but drops of pink spread in the middle of his cheeks.
I took a long blink. “‘Because you’re hurting,’” I said again, as frilly as possible, trying to remember what Rylan had actually said on the rooftop. Then, in my normal tone, I replied to myself. “No, I think you’re hurting. Do you need some special attention?”
I didn’t say anything after that. I didn’t have another joke or better punchline in me. I wasn’t used to this sort of thing. I took a sip of my drink and hoped for the best. Slowly, their mouths opened and their eyes turned to Rylan.
“Ooooooooh,” they said, and burst out into laughter.
Rylan didn’t deny it. Instead he grinned and put his head down in mock agony. He didn’t turn red or even get fazed. It was like embarrassment couldn’t touch him. He was at complete peace with who he was. My mind rattled, but my heart soared. I fought everyday with my insecurities and tried to bury them under logic and focus. He didn’t have to fight against his, he had accepted them and had grown strength from them. Every beautiful piece of him glowed in that moment.
My heart sank when I thought about using him to remove the unwanted attention, but he simply grinned. I was so confused, yet comfortable. These people had a life in them I had never seen before. No one at the Stadium had such exuberance and joy seeping out of their pores like the Escerica members. For the first time, I considered becoming an official member. If they could protect Mari and Miko like the other kids in the bunker, then the arrangement could work.
AJ stood. “Well, kiddies, it’s been fun.”
“You headin’ up to the ship?” Rylan asked.
“Yep, you comin’?”
“In a bit.”
AJ rolled his eyes before stretching his arms to the side. “No problem, make sure you bring that new gizmo you were telling me about. I want to check it out.”
“Okay. I’ll run down before I head up.” Rylan’s head stayed low, his back slightly arched.
AJ popped his lips, making a little beat. “Cool.” After taking a few steps, he turned back toward me. “Hey, Paeton, don’t let the old fox console you for too long. We’ve got real work to do.”
My lips tightened into my mouth before I nodded.
Josalyn scowled. “I hate you, AJ. Why did you remind me of work?”
AJ’s torso bounced forward, and his arms dangled. “You’ve got it easy.”
“Easy?”
“All you do is spy on people.”
“I don’t spy.” Josalyn stood. She placed a hand on her hip and glared at him. “I’m an informed voyeur with a knack for the technical.”
Sun Hi followed their lead, yawning as she made her way to her feet.
“Voyeur? A hacked-up peeping tom girl more like it.” AJ laughed again followed by giggles from both Sun Hi and Josalyn.
Josalyn tightened a hand around my arm for a brief moment before releasing me. After winking, she left with the other two.
“Good job,” Rylan whispered. “Don’t let them beat you.”
Shrugging, I avoided eye contact. When I did gather enough nerve, we locked eyes for a brief second before I glanced away.
It was my chance to apologize to him, but I didn’t. I was too overwhelmed with people who laughed as much as they fought. Not to mention these little shy, flirty glances he was passing were starting to paralyze me.
That evening I was back training with Rylan. However, he didn’t let me go back to the gun range. Sun Hi had pointed out that I didn’t have the time to learn slowly. Rylan agreed, to my dismay. When I tumbled, he was quiet, but I had a bad feeling my issues with the free range were far from over.



CHAPTER 17
The times I fell in the simulation room continued to escalate. I was okay with my one-hundred and twenty-two falls from day one. But on day two, I reached two hundred and fifty combined. I hoped it would go unnoticed. I mean, they teased me, but I never thought AJ would show up to witness the two hundred and fiftieth milestone. By day four, the group had grown. Not only were Rylan and AJ witnessing my pain, but Sun Hi as well.
The skin on my back and neck ignited when I saw her behind the cracked glass shield. AJ, I could take. I didn’t like him anyway, but I loved Sun Hi.
Three of the little rods spun away into the corner, the lights flashed, and the horn sounded. I took a deep breath and pulled myself up off the floor. My body felt like it had been attacked by a thousand androids.
I could barely move, let alone walk. Stumbling forward, I dragged my left leg behind me. I was in great shape. I walked everywhere, but I hadn’t mastered the coordination that the free range took. My lungs didn’t enjoy the quick pulses of energy. My eyes never understood when a rod or cog would shift in my peripheral vision.
As I neared the glass to walk through the door, my stomach squeezed the last of my pride out of me. They didn’t mean any harm. They wanted me to succeed, but it was embarrassing to tumble over, and over, and over again.
Rylan held the door open while I found a way to get through it.
Sun Hi ran up and hugged me. “Good job, Paet.”
“Um,” I moaned. “Why are you here?” I glared, I mean really glared with hatred burning in my eyes at Rylan. “Why do you keep telling them?”
“I don’t. I’m not saying anything,” Rylan said.
“Then how do they know I’m still falling on my… butt?”
Sun Hi pulled away only to put her hands on my cheeks as if I was ten. “Because you’re our little Paet.”
“Sun Hi, it’s not funny.”
She glared at me. She indeed thought it was funny and wanted me to break. They all wanted me to break. I’m sure they were tired of stuffy, loner Paeton, and my “I don’t need anybody” attitude.
I was tired though. I was too broken up to fight over a few giggles. My bruises had bruises, which had bruises, which had even more bruises.
I gave her my best puppy dog stare, the one with the gigantic eyes and trembling bottom lip. It was the same one that Mari gave me when she wanted something.
I twisted my attention to AJ. His eyebrows were high—unmoved. Then I put both lips together for a more pathetic look and craned my head toward Rylan.
“Don’t give me that face,” he said.
Bingo. There was one softie in the group. I took a step toward him. “Why do you let them pick on me, Rylan? What did I ever do to you?”
“Aghhhhhh.” He jumped out of the way in desperation.
The door to the hallway groaned open. Josalyn backed in. My body sagged and I released an exasperated sigh.
“Really… Really guys? You got Josalyn in on it, too?” I spun around toward Rylan, AJ, and Sun Hi.
I could take a joke. Okay, five days ago I couldn’t. However, every day I was getting better at it. My friendly factor had gone from fifteen percent to a whopping thirty-two percent, but this was getting ridiculous.
“Rylan, you told Josalyn?” I asked.
Before he could say anything, Josalyn appeared at my side. There was a huge cake in her hands.
It took all of my strength to keep my fury inside of my throat. It was swirling around my vocal cords ready to erupt. Every single person in this place was coming to watch me make a fool out of myself. My bumbling wasn’t an Olympic event. I wished they would leave me alone and let my embarrassment end when I walked out of the door to the range.
“Rylan, why?” I mumbled.
“Paeton, mon cher, don’t worry. Old Gray-Eyed Fox is a good boy, and he wants the best for you,” Josalyn said with a grin. The cake bounced in her arms. “Happy Thousandth-Day, Paeton.”
I shuttered back. “It’s not my birthday.”
“It’s your One-Thousandth Fall Day,” Sun Hi said.
“What?”
I stilled and took a step backward before glancing down at the cake. It had a red and blue trim on white icing. In the middle in cursive script was “Happy One-Thousandth Fall Day, Paeton.”
Every emotion from anger to embarrassment to an odd sensation of happiness fought inside of me. They meant well. Maybe this was a sign of support or some other odd thing, but it wasn’t quite working inside my mind. Heat slapped my neck and chills rolled down my spine. My legs fumbled as my knees shook. The friendship was appreciated, but my loner sensibilities overwhelmed me.
I backed away from the cake and almost fell over. My body ached so bad that I wasn’t able to get more than five feet away. Rylan grabbed my shoulders and forced me into a seat. I plopped down and a tiny table was brought over from the other side of the room. After Josalyn placed the cake on the table, she lit a candle and put it in the center.
I thought it couldn’t get any worse, until all of them started singing. I buried my head under my battered arms. It was a horrid rendition of the “Happy Birthday Song” where each of them quickly stated “One-Thousandth Fall Day” every time “Birthday” was supposed to be sung.
I fought to keep myself from cracking a smile. A giggle spilled out, and I covered my mouth with my hands. Despite myself, the situation was funny. It was. From the moment it started. I wanted to fight it though. I couldn’t let them win me over. I was Paeton the lone warrior, fighting daily on the streets of Atlanta.
Sun Hi ushered me with her arms. “C’mon, Paet. Blow out the candle.”
I shook my head in refusal.
“We’re not leaving until you do,” Josalyn said.
I tried my sad, most pathetic face on Rylan again. Instead of cowering, he grabbed my cheeks and spun me back around toward the cake. After a few fake whimpers, I conceded. They had won this round. I relaxed, smiled, and blew out the candle.
All of them cheered and took pictures with their PCDs. Without thinking, I released a stream of giggles. I had been broken.
The party lasted for another fifteen minutes before all of them resigned to head back to their duties. Rylan shut the training systems off and turned down the lights.
“So, you headed back to your room?” I asked.
“Nahh, I need to go help AJ with the plane. We still don’t have the navigation working like I would like.”
“So you have to work? Even after seven hours training me?”
“Yeah. It’s no big deal. Everybody works.”
“But—” I didn’t know what to say. I was a burden, his burden. If he didn’t have to worry about me, he could work half the time or maybe be done with what he needed to do. “I’m sorry. Is my training getting in the way?”
Rylan’s eyes tightened. He walked over and put a hand on my shoulder. “Paeton, no. Don’t worry. I like helping you. It’s fun.”
“To watch me fall or to teach me?” I kept my question light, but I still wanted to know.
He grinned. “A little of both.”
I smacked him on his back with my hand. An agonizing jolt shot through my shoulder. “Ow.” I took a step to the side, rolling out the pain by moving my arm slightly to the right.
“You okay?”
I shook my head. Still smiling, he put my arm around his neck and helped me out of the room.
Once we left the Corridor of Death, he moved to the ramps around the side so that I wouldn’t have to climb the ladders. I forced myself up the metal walkways and made it to my room. After he slid the door open, he paused.
I held myself up on the door frame. “You can come in if you want.”
“Nahh, I’ve got to get back to AJ.”
My body deflated, and I had only a little energy in me left. “Oh, okay.”
“Maybe once you’re feeling better we can do something.”
I perked up. “Oh, that sounds cool.”
“See you tomorrow then,” he said.
“Okay.” I floundered into the room, and he slid the door shut behind me. After a few steps, I collapsed onto the bed.
I thought about Rylan for a minute, his smile, his wit, the curve of his lips and the hardness of his back. I barely touched it, but it was like a brick wall wrapped in leather. 
My cheeks warmed, and I rolled over to stare at the bunk bed above me.
“No,” I told myself. “No, no, no. Don’t do this, Paeton. Don’t be the stupid girl in the movie, be the smart one.” I closed my eyes and tightened all my muscles as though I could push his image away. My arms moved against an invisible box filled with everything Rylan. I needed to dump the box into the mental abyss.
I had to get myself together so I could focus on Mari and Miko. My days on the range had yielded abysmal results. I wished I could say I was becoming an expert shot or something, but I was only twenty-three percent accurate when moving and a solid eighty percent when I was steady. It would have to be enough. I couldn’t wait any longer. Mari and Miko were running out of time.



CHAPTER 18
I couldn’t sleep. One of the two babies above me was irritated. Little sneezes echoed through the metal boxes, and I knew immediately what was wrong. The baby, however, didn’t understand, and took his anguish out by wailing at the top of his lungs.
I’m not a light sleeper. I can be when I need to, but I can also sleep right next to a book club that wants to spend the entire night discussing the latest romantic e-series. There were too many things in my head. With the newest problem, i.e. baby screaming at top of its lungs, my mental cookie crumbled.
While my mind was tugged in every direction possible, my heart was with Mari and Miko, every moment feeling like agony. My curiosity about Escerica was aflame. My hope rested with Dhyla and Sun Hi, and unfortunately my affections were out of my control.
I sat up, slipped into my boots, and grabbed my hoodie. Once outside my room, I was greeted with the same amber lights of the day, however, only a minuscule amount of them were illuminated. The whole central area was dark. I was surprised anyone could leave their rooms and walk around in this blackness.
Grabbing my PCD, I flicked on my flashlight app, just in case. After descending to the main floor, I strolled around listening to the few conversations coming from the rooms. A few people were outside in the main area, talking in one of the many corners. A few even played card games on some of the ramps. Despite everything, the bunker felt friendly. It made me feel like I was back in the Stadium.
I walked toward the cafeteria. I didn’t know if it was possible to get a snack, but I needed something to do. Deep down I was kidding myself. As much as I fought it, I hoped to see Rylan. I didn’t know what I would say or why he’d be up in the middle of the night, but I just wished he was.
He made me feel warm and comfortable. The only other people that ever did that for me were Dhyla and my mom. Sure I loved Mari and Miko more than the world, but loving them was different. They made me happy and excited for life. They got me up in the morning because I had responsibilities. Dhyla made me feel like she could help me with my problems. She let me know I wasn’t alone and that I could just be a kid sometimes.
Rylan was different. He was a mix of their soft, plus a hardness that I didn’t understand but wanted to explore. It didn’t hurt that he was cute, witty, and fun… and well-liked… and broad-shouldered… and just tall enough that his head was over mine, but not so tall I felt like I was talking to a skyscraper. There was a heart inside of him too, a real heart—a caring heart.
My problem was I didn’t need to like Rylan, or anyone for that matter. I wasn’t in love. Keeping my emotions in check kept me safe, and my mind focused. I witnessed girls get into all types of trouble because they couldn’t help but do what some guy, they supposedly loved, told them to. I had longings and hopes and even a few naughty desires within me just like the next girl. I wasn’t immune to being alive, but I had learned to push my romantic side away and tuck it into the same box with anything else that I deemed could result in a potential problem. If I never saw Rylan again after saving the kids, I’d live out my life fine and not fall into some deep, wallowing depression. I wasn’t that type of girl, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t a girl.
I rounded the entry to the cafeteria. Three people were sitting at the far table, busy with late night conversation. I took a few steps. They paused and raised confused eyebrows.
Smiling, I waved my fingers and then glanced over the glass counter where the food was served like I knew what I was doing. They all frowned before turning back to their conversation. I circled a few times, trying to convince them of my mental understanding of all things kitchen, and then politely walked away.
Okay, I was going back to bed. This was a mistake. I would just have to endure the sick baby for a few more hours.
I strolled around the three-story central hub that sat in the middle of the room all while making my way toward the ladder which would take me back to my room. The main entryway opened, and Rylan walked inside.
“Paeton?” His expression was the same as when I saw him on the street, confused yet excited.
I forced my nervous shivers to calm down and smiled. “Hey! What-chu… What are you doing up at this hour?” I acted nonchalant, like I strolled around rebel compounds every night.
“I was helping AJ with the nav system in the jet.”
“Oh?” I asked.
“Yeah, that’s… what I do.” His speech slowed. I could tell there were hundreds of questions in his mind.
“You work on planes?”
“Maps mainly; blueprints, too.”
“Wow. That’s pretty awesome,” I said. I really didn’t know what in the world he was talking about. “So what’s the big deal with maps?”
He took a few steps toward me, scratching the back of his head. His face and clothes had dark streaks on them. I guessed that he had to work around some dirty areas near the plane.
“Well, we use a mixture of GPS chips to navigate. Like everything, we have to make sure one of the satellites up there doesn’t follow our signal. Josalyn is pretty good with keeping us undetected, but we like to have a few extras just in case.”
“That’s awesome!” I said, my mind totally blank.
He took a step to the side as his face tightened. He was studying me, and I did my best to cover up the real reason I was up late—him. 
“You have no clue what I just said, do you?” he asked.
“Yes. It was about maps something-or-other-or… No,” I admitted. “I, uh, got the map part though.” I released a fake laugh.
He smiled and shrugged. “Um, would you mind if I showed you?”
I stared at him. His desire to share his love of maps with me was written all over his face.
“Sure, that’s cool,” I said. In the back of my mind, I was hoping beyond hope that I wouldn’t fall asleep in the presentation.
“Great.” He bowed and extended an arm toward the stairs that led to the Corridor of Death.
With a gulp, I forced the largest fake smile I could.
A few moments later, we descended the steps. Despite the time, Rylan was surprisingly energetic. He asked me a few random questions, and I him. Once we reached the hallway with the gun ranges, we exited the stairwell. We rounded the corner and he showed me the same place that Josalyn had dragged me to. After walking into the darkness of the room, he disappeared into the shadows. A moment later, a few lights above me whined and slowly illuminated.
After Rylan moved to a huge arc-like table, I continued toward him. The ceiling lights were just enough to see comfortably without overpowering the soft, blue glow radiating from the table where Rylan stood.
“What’s this?” I asked.
“This is where I do most of my work. It’s a basic holo-projector, but I did all the coding for the programs that run the mapping application. Of course Josalyn gets me the maps, but I try to make sense of them.”
“Okay, cool.” I nodded like this was important information because I didn’t want to seem rude or anything. So far it was like blah, blah, blah, I do yackity-smackity.
A second glance from him let me know he’d understood my dilemma. “Okay, why don’t I show you.”
He started clicking on the table, which I could now see was a wraparound console. A few seconds later, a building appeared in the middle of the hollow area. At first it was tiny, no larger than my fist, but soon it grew until it took up the whole hollow area and stood at least six feet tall.
“Recognize it?” Rylan asked.
I almost laughed. “Of course. It’s the Stadium.”
I took a step forward, leaning over the console and searching every nook and cranny of the building before me. The walls, roof, and windows appeared solid, just like they did in person except there was a haze of blue along the edges.
The building turned slowly, and I had the urge to reach out and touch it despite myself. It was my home. As unkempt as it was, even in the hologram, it was a kind of wonderful I couldn’t explain.
I didn’t realize how homesick I was. Just seeing the Stadium again made me smile.
“If we know a building or city forward and backward, we can get in and do what we need to do,” he said.
“Okay, I think I understand now.”
“Nah, I think you’ve just gotten a taste.”
I frowned, and he walked over with a tiny orb. He placed it inside my hand and guided me back a few feet. “Stay here,” he said and went back to the console.
The Stadium disappeared, and Café Lanta popped into existence. However, instead of Café Lanta being in the hollow area of the console, it appeared around me as though I was standing on top of it. I was there. Each chair, table, and umbrella was where it was supposed to be. In the distance the skyline stood in all its glory.
It was exactly the same as I remembered, except the blue glow of the hologram gave it an ethereal quality. The edges of the buildings sparkled. As the holographic sun set behind the buildings, for the first time I was able to witness the full skyline at night. I had never seen it before. I always left Dhyla’s before the sun was fully set. Each little window radiated blue, orange, or yellow light. Levels of buildings illuminated spotlights and tiny, floating hovercars appeared as though they were fireflies.
My heart warmed until the heat touched every part of my body. I fumbled with my fingers, trying to get a hold of the joy. It was so perfect and lovely.
I glanced over at Rylan.
“It’s not over,” he said.
“What?” I could barely contain myself as it was.
He did something, and the hologram started moving. Café Lanta slid behind me. I turned around and watched it slowly fade away behind trees and air vehicles. I faced forward. My body flew through the holographic air. Trees were underneath my feet. Hovercars and helicopters were so close it was as if I could touch them. I passed over the three-tiered Interstate and entered downtown Atlanta. As the buildings drifted by me, I felt the urge to lean forward like I was some superhero and fly through them. Closing my eyes, I let myself be free, gliding through the skyline I loved.
When I opened my eyes, Rylan wasn’t at the console. I searched around and found him next to me. He had his arms out forward like I did with a grin on his face.
The program guided us to the heart of the city, right above Piedmont Park. From there, we shot upward until we passed through each of the tiers and even through the heart of the Summit. At which point the simulation stopped, leaving us floating seventy stories in the air looking down on Atlanta.
I gazed around me. It was both beautiful and frightening. It was as if we were really there. It took everything for me to keep my mind steady, knowing it was nothing more than a simulation. A few seconds later, we descended to the garden area inside the Summit. The holograms faded into blue and then dissipated with only the room remaining.
My knees wobbled a bit. It was such a mental rush that my brain had to readjust.
“You okay?” Rylan asked. “It’s a bit weird the first time.” He grabbed my shoulders and held me up.
As I stood there, his hands slid down my shoulders to my arms. I gazed into his face. My arms rose, and my right hand cupped his cheek. He was hot and the light bristles of his unshaved facial hair tickled my fingertips. His hands slid from my arms to my waist. I allowed myself to relax and enjoy the musky scent that lingered around him.
Underneath my skin, my pulse quickened. His gravity drew me in. A lightness circled my head, and I began to drift as though his scent was a drug. Everything was easy. Being there was easy. My eyes locked with his and began closing on their own. My toes pressed against the floor, and my ankles lifted me toward his lips.
All of a sudden, reality hit me like a baseball bat. I snapped my arms to my side and backed away.
What was I doing? This wasn’t what I wanted. I had to save the kids. Boys were dangerous.
He dropped his arms. “What’s wrong?”
“I…I—nothing.” Emotions that I didn’t understand flowed through every part of me. A whirlwind of desire and hope and happiness boiled to the top of my heart. I couldn’t stop it. No, this wasn’t me. I had to get back to me.
I spun away from him.
“Paeton, you okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine. I’m just a bit tired. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?” I glanced over my shoulder and gave him my best smile, hoping he wouldn’t notice how flushed I was. A pinkish-purple rose blossomed inside of me. With every petal opening, my chest caved in on itself.
I walked away, trying to keep my composure. I zipped up the stairs and back into my room. Once inside, I grabbed my pillow and covered my head with it. What was happening to me?



CHAPTER 19
The next morning, I shot out of bed and raced down to the cafeteria. Sun Hi was nowhere to be found. I stood in line, gathered as many pieces of half-stale muffins as I could without looking like a complete jerk, and placed them into a bath towel. After securing some brown orange juice, I slid into a corner to wait for Sun Hi to show.
I barely slept a wink last night. I couldn’t get Rylan off my mind, no matter what I did. He possessed me with something. He had to be a secret underground wizard who had put some crazy spell on me. The map room must have had subliminal messages inside of it. That had to be the reason I was so light-headed last night. He was a mad hypnotist and a stalker. And he was mean, just mean, looking at me the way he does with those mesmerizing, gray eyes. Who did he think he was?
I dashed up the ladders. I had hope that Sun Hi was in her room. Before I could reach the door, she opened it as a wide yawn played on her face. Without saying anything, I pushed her back into the room and shut the door.
She caught herself from hitting the ground and turned with eyes like daggers. “Girl, are you crazy?”
I gave her my politest, happiest face. “Hey, Sun Hi. Good morning?”
“The world had better be ending, and you just saved my life,” she said.
“Well… Hey I like your room.” I glanced around. The room was exactly like mine except in reverse. She had a few pictures on the side wall and a painting of a window on the far wall. At the bottom was a signature of the name “Bryson.” Around the fake window were yellow curtains.
I thought about asking her more about Bryson, but before I could, she snapped her fingers like a thousand times in front of my face. 
“Okay, Paeton, this had better be good. I’m missing breakfast.”
“Breakfast? You mean the gruel they feed us. You call that breakfast? It’s nothing like what you and Dhyla made at Café Lanta. Look, I brought you some.” I opened the little napkin to my stash.
She eyed the food and raised an eyebrow. “Quit stalling.”
“Me, stall? What are you talking about?” My legs started to shake. I pressed my palms to my thighs, trying to hide my anxiety.
“All right, I’m gone.”
She turned and started to walk out. My stomach squeezed into a tiny square.
“I think I…I think I like Rylan,” I said. As soon as the words fell out, I immediately wished I could suck them back in again. My neck was hot and my mouth was dry. Every part of me shuffled until I thought I would just explode into particles of nervous energy.
Sun Hi glared at me. Her forehead was tight, mouth slightly twisted. “Is that it? A blind man could see your scrawny butt is infatuated with him.”
“But…” My gaze fell away from her and onto the fluffy carpet she had on the floor. I brushed the edges of my boots over it. Knots tightened and unraveled in my brain while tingles rolled over my shoulders.
“But I don’t want to like him. I don’t. All I want to do is help Mari and Miko and go back to my old life. What is wrong with me?” I asked.
A second later, Sun Hi stared off into space to gather her thoughts.
“You don’t like him, do you?” I leaned forward, trying to find her eyes.
“I don’t like a lot of people.” Sun Hi turned to me. The skin around her eyes tightened as she looked me over. “Here’s where I give you the ‘leave the boy alone’ speech. The only problem is you’ve already memorized it. You’re not stupid, and I know you’ve tried to keep your distance. So I’m just going to say this: He’s not a bad guy. He’s made his mistakes, and he has his own set of demons.”
“What has he done?”
“That’s not for me to say.” She grabbed my hands and tightened her fingers around them. “Be careful, but be fair to yourself and to him. If you feel like it’s not working, get out, and I’ll come and shoot ‘em.”
I giggled a little, but the look on her face let me know that she wasn’t just giving me lip service.
My gaze slid down to our hands. “Does this mean I don’t love Mari and Miko as much?”
“It doesn’t mean you don’t love Mari and Miko, Paet. You’re sixteen. You’re not twenty-one or thirty. You’ve got hormones that the rest of us wish we still had. Just don’t get caught up and stay in control.”
I was a bit calmer, but I was embarrassed. I just wasn’t used to people my age. I had Dhyla who was probably in her forties, Sun Hi who was definitely early twenties, Ms. Cooper who had to be fifty-plus, Mr. Palmer who was sixty, and Mari and Miko, barely eight years old. She was right. I always avoided people my own age because they were always the ones in trouble. Gangs are made up of teenagers, not forty-year-olds.
 
***
 
Walking down to the Corridor of Death for training made every cell in my body tense. My muscles shuttered as if they would fly off the bone. I didn’t want to talk about the night before, but pieces of me were curious about it. I didn’t want him to think I was weird or anything, but part of me wanted to go back to the way things were. According to Sun Hi, I was obvious as the world was round anyway.
Rylan sat against the door when I walked up. My steps echoed off the walls. The sound seemed as distant and cold. He fiddled with his pockets.
“What chu you want?” His voice was rough, and he kept his stare on the wall.
I walked close to him. “I just came to, um, apologize.”
“Whatever. No need.”
The air in the room thickened, but it wasn’t with anger. There was something else. The feeling drew me to him, faster than anything before. I looked into his gray eyes and saw a carnal confusion mixed with a passion that I didn’t understand. I forced a laugh to calm myself.
“Look, I mean I’m… I’m not crazy or anything. I’m perfectly sane. I promise. I’ve just got a lot going on in my head right now.”
He stood, but it wasn’t like he rose. The room bowed to him. “I told you. You don’t need to apologize or whatever. Dhyla told me to train you, so I will.”
“Dhyla?” My mind locked.
His body leaned against the wall, and he turned his head further into the darkness. His intensity lessened for a moment, being thrown against the far walls. For the first time since I arrived, I could breathe.
“You need to be trained. I’ll train you. That’s it,” he said.
The back of my eyes burned. My throat clamped down on itself, cutting off my air, again. “So that’s it.”
“That’s what I said.”
He spun around. His hair flowed over his forehead and eyes, hiding them, but he watched me. His anger cauterized my muscles and bones and my blood was on fire. He walked toward the door. My fingers itched, curling at my side. Without my control, my arms reached for him. I grabbed his shirt and spun him around.
His eyes focused on mine and locked. My body crumbled as I stood there taking the full weight of his passion into my being.
“I’ve been with Escerica for a while. There are never people my age.” His voice was low. “Everyone under nineteen dies first. I’m an anomaly.” He took a step toward me, so close that a simple lean forward, and his lips could brush mine. “I don’t blame you. One day though, you have to stop being afraid… and, I don’t know… live.”
Terror rose inside me creeping along my shoulders and nipping at my neck. “I’m sorry,” I said.
Rylan thinned his eyes. A moment passed, and my body trembled in the silence. He spun back toward the door, dismissing me. I dashed in an arc around his body to stop him.
“Don’t go…” I whispered.
I rested my hand on his chest. His heart pummeled his rib cage as though it was a punching bag. Every drop of his fury pulsated beneath my fingertips.
I took a deep breath. “One day, I won’t be afraid. I promise.”



CHAPTER 20
All morning a single towel wrapped around my naked body as I scrubbed my clothes. Times like these were when I hated being Lower-C more than ever. The clothes stank something awful. I couldn’t imagine I actually smelled that bad. I couldn’t even get my secondary hour of sleep after the dueling baby cries because the scent wrapped around my neck and strangled me.
After forty minutes of scrubbing everything in my room, including my backpack, bed linen, and shoes, I sat on the mattress and tried not to let my emotions get the best of me. The last few days had been pretty bad. I had broken down four times thinking about the kids. The biggest problem was I didn’t know what was going on. I had all sorts of images in my mind of the police torturing the kids, trying to force them to tell the police where I was, but the kids didn’t know. They didn’t know I was hanging out with the Escerica rebels. They didn’t even know what Escerica was. All they knew was I loved them, and I hadn’t been there for a week.
My eyes burned with tears. No matter how much I fought it, I couldn’t help pulling my legs into my body and sobbing. They were innocents in this messed-up world, full of backward politics and economic power.
Four metallic bangs startled me. I glanced toward the door, but couldn’t find the strength to leave the bed.
“Paeton.” It was Sun Hi.
“Yeah?” I asked, trying to pull myself together.
“I uh, I think you need to see this…”
Worry flowed through her voice. My heart paused, and without warning, blasted one heavy beat through my entire being. Without another thought, I yanked my damp clothes off the shower stall and dressed myself.
I slid the door back. Sun Hi glanced at me, her face paler than I had ever seen. She wrapped both arms around my dangling arms and held me for a moment. She had never given me a full hug around my whole body—ever. All I could think about was there had to still be hope. The kids couldn’t be… I mean, how would she even know if they were…
I followed her down to the room in the middle of the main corridor. I passed it every day since I had been with the Escerica members, but this was my first day entering.
From the top of the room to the bottom were monitors, some displayed television stations, others computer screens, and still more showed images from security cameras. Almost all of them had something that looked important on them. In the middle of the room was a glass desk. The desk was a few feet wide and maybe eighteen inches long. It was barely larger than the chair it was attached to. On top of it was what looked like four keyboards fused together, surrounding a hand-sized clear area in the middle of the desk.
Josalyn sat up in the desk, moving her fingers quicker than seemed humanly possible. Every once in a while, she slid her right hand over the clear center area. My guess was that was the place to move the computer’s pointer to another section of her digital information quilt.
She spied me, but didn’t stop working. Her left leg hovered over the floor, and for the first time, I recognized that the desk was sitting on some kind of huge spinning disc that allowed her to turn to see different parts of the room. It was amazing to think she could keep up with all the information at the same time.
Sun Hi motioned for me to come closer. As soon as I took a step forward, all the screens morphed into one gigantic one, each monitor a part of a gigantic puzzle. I checked Josalyn’s face to make sure this wasn’t some kind of digital trick, but it appeared as though she had changed the screens for me.
In the middle of the piece-part screen was Captain Davis. I hadn’t seen her since the day in the Stadium when she showed the video of me talking with Rylan.
She stood at a podium with eight microphones sticking out of it. Her hair was neatly pulled back into a bun. With the camera close, I paid attention to her eyes. They were cut at a down angle away from her nose, which made them appear sad. Her eyes, in addition to her large forehead, made her appear almost like a child on the screen.
Behind her, anger flowed from Governor Read. His face was beet red, and beads of sweat formed at his temples. His thick hands dabbed them away with a handkerchief.
“Turn it up,” Sun Hi said.
“Give me a sec,” Josalyn answered.
Slowly, Capt. Davis’ words became audible. “It has been seven days since we found any leads from the second drone attack.”
A voice from off-screen, probably a reporter, asked, “What of the homeless girl in the video? Paeton Washington, have you been able to find her?”
“No,” Capt. Davis said. Her head angled toward the off-screen reporter. “No one seems to know who she is or what her role is in all of this.”
“And the guy in the video?” another voice asked.
“We don’t have a name, but we have information we believe links him to the rebel organization known as Escerica.”
“So are the two working together?” someone else asked.
“We don’t have any information that links the two in the video, but that doesn’t mean anything. As far as the police and the government are concerned, both individuals are considered hostile and dangerous.”
“Dangerous?” I couldn’t believe someone would say something like that about me.
“We received a report a few hours ago that Kathleen Franks…”
The name sounded familiar. I racked my brain trying to discover who that was. Then it hit me: Ms. Roller-Eyes.
“Kathleen Franks died this morning from injuries inflicted by Paeton Washington during an attempted arrest at the Stadium. Washington showed at that time she had no regard for human life. According to reports, she rammed into Ms. Franks before tossing Ms. Franks down a flight of stairs. The injuries suffered that morning led to Ms. Franks’ death.”
My hands slid over my mouth, and my knees buckled. I’d barely touched her. There were no stairs behind her. She had simply fallen down. I knew for a fact a human cop tumbled over her, but that was it. I clearly remembered her standing. I couldn’t even bring myself to fully comprehend what was happening. Did I kill her somehow? Was this some kind of government trick? I had never killed anyone.
“During her time at the Stadium, Washington was seen caring for two young children, both of whom are now in Juvenile,” Capt. Davis continued.
“Are they Washington’s co-conspirators?” a reporter asked.
I gawked at the screen. The kids were six and seven years old.
“We have been holding them for the last week. On the eighteenth of February, they will be tried. If they are found guilty and can’t aid in the investigation, they will be sent to prison or processed.” Capt. Davis glanced over the audience, looking for the next reporter.
Processed—she meant chopped up and converted into stable minds for androids. The concept was sick and twisted. I couldn’t understand any of it. They would never even consider jailing an Upper-C child or… processing them, killing them—murdering them.
Mari and Miko were my life, my loves, my everything. My mind spun. Dizziness overwhelmed me. The layers of my sanity fell away, tumbling onto the floor. I fell back into someone’s arms, and they lowered me down.
“Turn it off, Joss,” Sun Hi said.
Josalyn nodded. The screens returned to the flurry of information they were three minutes ago.
I stared forward into the room which darkened. Every shadow in the room spread. Soon the glowing monitors, the spinning desk, the tangle of wires, and the computers descended into a thick dark fog.
Why was this happening to me?
I reached out my hands as if I could touch Mari and Miko again. They were in the room. Their faces shone brightly in the darkness, but something called to me, letting me know they weren’t there.
“Come back,” the voice said. “Paeton, are you okay?”
My head rotated toward the voice. I couldn’t see who was talking to me. There was nothing but the dark fog.
“Paeton, Paeton. Go get her some…” the voice faded away.
 
***
 
The fog lifted some time later.
Bright blue orbs spanned out in front of me, slowly morphing into squares, green, then orange, and then red. Each color occupied part of the space within the blue squares. The colors stretched and arched. Within moments, I recognized the colors for what they were: images on the massive computer monitors within the center room. The damp scent of the bunker flared my nostrils and a cool draft prickled my skin.
I glanced away from the monitors and watched Sun Hi, Josalyn, and AJ. They were all talking amongst themselves about going someplace and where they could get equipment. Rylan paced around them, his head lowered, eyes twitching. There was a fifth person who sat with their back to me, so I didn’t know who he or she was.
A low groan left my lips, and my head felt light. I tried to sit up.
Rylan’s face appeared over mine. “Take it easy,” he said.
“What happened?” I asked.
“You fainted.”
“Oh God. I’m sorry. How long have I been out?”
“Ten minutes, maybe.”
Then it came back to me—the kids.
I pulled myself up and tried to stand. I stumbled forward and fell back onto whatever it was I was lying on.
“Calm down, Paeton, give yourself a second,” he said.
“Rylan, I can’t lie around here all day. I have to go save Mari and Miko.”
“Well, I hope you have a plan,” a familiar voice said.
I spied over Rylan’s shoulder into an older woman’s face framed with chestnut hair.
“Dhyla?” I asked.
Rylan moved out of the way. Dhyla reached down and hugged me. I don’t know if it was the situation with Mari and Miko, or if I just missed Dhyla, but I don’t think I had ever held her that long or so tightly before. I squeezed myself so far into her warmth that every emotion within me pooled to the surface. Tears streaked my warm cheeks and my fingers tugged around her frame as though I could disappear inside of her. I wanted to be strong and hold my pain back, but I was tired. Dhyla was what I needed, and I didn’t care what anyone thought.
After I released her, she sat next to me. Her lips were tight, and she brushed my hair with her fingers.
“We’ll get them out,” she said.
“Do you have a plan?” I asked.
Her eyes diverted. Glancing at the others, all of them avoided my stare. A lump of emptiness fell into the pit of my stomach. They didn’t have any ideas. All this time I wasted with them, and they couldn’t help me. The one thing I wanted—needed—these masterminds couldn’t figure out.
It didn’t matter. I already made up my mind, even before I saw the video, before Rylan saved me, and before the scrappers outside the Stadium. I was going to save Mari and Miko, or die trying.
There was no reason to upset anyone. Maybe they tried their best. They were just better at blowing up billions of credits of machinery than saving two kids. A plan was forming in the back of my mind, giving me hope. The details were fuzzy, but at least an idea was there.
I pulled away from Dhyla and gave her my best smile. “I know you’ll figure out something,” I said.
“We will,” she replied.
“I, uh, I think I’d better go lie down in my room. I think I’m still a bit dizzy.” I didn’t want to lie to her, to them, but I had to get away to think.
“Okay,” Dhyla said.
I stood up, and the room spun for a second before settling. Rylan gave me a weak smile. I wasn’t sure if he was still angry with me or not, but I couldn’t worry about that anymore. Honestly, I didn’t want to get him involved with what I was about to do. No, I didn’t have a plan. I could barely stand. I was a horrible shot, and I was enemy number one. But, I was all Mari and Miko had. Ever since their aunt disappeared a year ago, I was it.
I wasn’t going to let them be put into prison with psychos who operated with no rules and could kill anyone indiscriminately. The government allowed all Lower-Cs to be put into one gigantic jail of men, women, children, murderers, and rapists. Surviving was a matter of who wanted to kill you first and what organization you belonged to. If a person was considered high value, like an attractive woman or a feisty child, the stronger prison gangs would scoop them up and keep them safe. If you weren’t worth their time, you’d be left to survive among people who had already committed every type of horror, including cannibalism.
They wouldn’t survive a day. I couldn’t live with myself knowing I let anything happen to them. If the all-mighty Escerica didn’t have an answer or couldn’t come up with anything better than knocking a drone out of the sky, then forget them. I was fine on my own.
Somehow, I made it back to my room. My mind wasn’t as steady as I wanted it to be and played tricks on me the whole way. I had too many emotions. I needed a way to fight these internal demons, but my brain was a wasteland of nothingness.
After picking up my backpack, I laced my arms through the straps. The backpack’s heft on my lower back was comforting, while the straps hugged my torso. The safety of the nylon material helped clear my mind.
Getting the kids out of Juvenile would be difficult, especially if Capt. Davis knew I was coming, which she probably did. Why else tell the whole world where she’s keeping the kids? If I was some superhero this would be easy. I could fly in or use one of those cable-shooter things and glide into the place, move among the shadows, disarm the security, and…
That was it. It was so simple. Disarm the security.
Maybe I couldn’t be a superhero, but it occurred to me what I could do. I had an advantage. I had something that the police and the government wanted.
I zipped to the door to my room and yanked it open. When I got one foot out the door, Dhyla pulled herself up the ladder. Her body moved slowly and seemed to slump.
“Paeton… I was coming to check on—” she started.
“Don’t worry about it. I’m okay. Dhyla… Dhyla, I know how to get the kids out.”



CHAPTER 21
“You guys still want to destroy the third drone, right?”
Those were the words I hoped would get everyone’s attention. I stood in the middle of the cafeteria right in front of one of the tiny tables, pacing back and forth. Dhyla, Sun Hi, Josalyn, AJ, and Rylan stared at me with blank expressions.
“Of course we want to take the drone out,” Sun Hi said. “We were hoping to attack the Summit, but there is no way we can even get close with even one drone still up there.”
“So what would it take to get to the drone?” I asked.
“We’d have to know its precise location. Not a little bit, but like within two feet.”
“Have you been able to locate it?”
“What do you think I’ve been watching all those monitors for, cher?” Josalyn asked, voice full of sarcasm. “The drones aren’t invisible. They are just hard to find, but there are clues. TV signals that get broken up, faint frequencies being transmitted, even places where a mysterious shadow darkens the ground for a moment. It took five months to locate the first one, and before that it took two years just to figure out there was a flight pattern.”
“But now…” I started.
Josalyn’s stare cut into me. “But now they’ve gone dormant. After the second one went down, it’s like everything changed. We don’t know the flight patterns, and with only one up there, the signal it gives off is almost impossible to detect.”
“But you’re still confident it’s up there?” I asked.
Josalyn rolled her eyes. “Yeah, cher.”
Sun Hi turned to me. “What’s the point of all of this, Paeton?”
“I just need to know if it’s up there,” I said as politely as possible.
“Yes, yes, yes, it’s still up there.” Josalyn rolled her neck.
“What would happen if a security breach of, say, ‘enemy number one’ appeared on the grid? Would the drone be moved closer to that person?”
Josalyn paused and leaned back. Her hand balled and rubbed against her cheek.
“You want the drone to find you?” Rylan asked.
I stared at him and smiled. “Yes.”
“That’s crazy talk,” Sun Hi said.
“Paeton, I know you want to find the kids, but you can’t do that. The police would be all over you. That would never work.” Ripples of anguish showed on Dhyla’s face. She leaned over, her eyes vibrating.
Josalyn’s foot started to bounce. She was beginning to see my plan. “No,” she said. “No, what Paeton is saying could work. We’ve been trying to scout and track the drones because that’s what we’ve been used to doing. We’ve never had a lure before, something the drone would want to find, someone everyone wants.”
“By using Paeton as bait,” Dhyla said. “Are you sure about this?”
“Yes,” I said.
Sun Hi leaned forward, her chin on intertwined fingers. “Okay, so let’s say the drone comes out to find you. How are you not just going to be the next statistic?”
“I’m not going to get caught,” I said.
Dhyla’s eyes zigzagged in their sockets. “How do you know? Do you have a plan?”
I could tell she was petrified. My fingers slid over the edges of my shirt, trying to grasp for my backpack straps which weren’t there.
“What’s your plan?” Sun Hi asked.
“The same way Rylan saved me the first time, I’ll use again.”
I turned toward him, and his eyes thinned. I wasn’t sure he fully understood, but there was a hint of a grin at the corner of his lips.
I put my hands on my hips and my face widened with the hope stirring with me. “All I need for this plan to work is for someone to teach me how to drive a hovercycle.”
 
***
 
Rylan and I stood in the middle of the main room, waiting on AJ. Hundreds of people moved around us as though there was nothing of importance going on. As far as they were concerned, it was just another day of life.
Rylan glared at me out of the corner of his eye. His eyes rolled before his gaze returned.
“Why again do you need to ride a hovercycle?” he asked.
He was distant, but at least concerned. I didn’t want him to worry. I wasn’t the best shot in the world, but I could shoot some. I wasn’t the best of anything he was used to, but I had my own talents. I was great at improvising and getting out of the way. I also had an uncanny ability to read people, like when I marked people for my ATM robberies. I observed people and used their own habits against them. I could make this plan work.
“I don’t care why she needs to ride a hoverbike,” AJ said, walking up behind us and stuffing something into his mouth. He ran his hand across his head like he was brushing imaginary hair. “I’m just hoping she falls. I’ve got fifty credits on her to drop at least ten times before she gets the hang of it.”
My face glowered. I wanted him to drown in my annoyance. On the inside though, I was excited. I had never driven anything. I just walked or rode inside buses, taxis, or the train. “If you’ve bet against me, then you picked the wrong side. Shooting is one thing. Getting around is another.”
No one truly believed in my plan, save Josalyn, who liked the odds of the last drone changing its flight pattern to find me. Honestly, I didn’t know it would work either, but I believed it would give us a chance. If Capt. Davis needed to save face by finding the murderous teenager and rebel Paeton, then she might just turn an aircraft carrier around to get to me.
Rylan and AJ took me to the hangar. When I first arrived to the Escerica stronghold, the aircraft that took me from Atlanta descended into the floor of a gigantic barn so that it wouldn’t be spotted by police or the government. AJ called this area B1 or Basement One. The levels counted backward as they descended into the ground, all the way to Basement Ten which was the floor where I learned to shoot. Not all of the basements were the same depth. For instance, Basement One was actually four stories in height so it could hold vehicles of all sizes.
Once we arrived, I had my first real look around. The place was practically empty. There were a few small crafts covered with tarps, but the only impressive vehicle was the one I had arrived in.
“For all the attention ya’ll get, you guys don’t really have much down here,” I said.
AJ faked a laugh. “Oh Rylan, your girl gots jokes.”
I think I annoyed AJ with my comment, but I wasn’t trying to be rude. I was just trying to figure out how this organization worked. I didn’t ask any questions when I arrived besides where I would be staying and what I’d be eating. I didn’t even ask about learning to shoot. At this point, I needed to know everything. I was enemy number one after all, and this Escerica Organization may be my new home, possibly forever.
“She ain’t my girl,” Rylan grumbled as we went along. My heart crashed into my stomach at the words. He was right. We weren’t official, and I had pushed him away. I couldn’t be mad, but it still stung.
AJ lifted a hand in Rylan’s direction, but Rylan sped out of the way. AJ’s face tightened as he turned back toward me. “We don’t have much money, missy, if that’s what you think. We do have supporters, rich supporters, but they can only do so much. And we still have to eat. So where’s the money to buy all the fancy equipment? And, oh yeah, if we bought all that stuff, who would we buy it from? It’s not like we can just walk up to some mega millionaire and ask for a sonic jet without creating a paper trail.”
“So what do you do?” I asked, unmoved by his sarcasm.
Rylan spun around his fingers twirling in the air. “We make everything. The jet you see is basically a private jet we stole and added some supersonic jet engines. That’s why you don’t see much and why we have to move so slowly. Our supplies are limited.”
“We also steal,” AJ added.
He and Rylan exchanged a glance with tight faces.
I walked up toward the jet and reached out and touched the wing. “You sacrificed your only plane for me?”
Rylan leaned against the wheel. “Dhyla says you’re special. We do what Dhyla says.”
He huffed, but his eyes caught mine and held. A twisting frustration was building inside him. It spread through the air and wrapped me up. It was so intense, even from fifteen feet away, he stole my breath.
“Ugh, break it up,” AJ said. He waved his open hands at us. “I don’t know when all this started, but it’s annoying.”
I spun around to glare at AJ for interrupting.
After a sigh, he took a step toward me. “Don’t let anyone fool you. I like you and all, Paeton, but it was never my idea to come with the jet. But Dhyla runs our little outfit. She’s not as hard core as the other Escerica leads, but we aren’t the military types over here anyway.”
I relaxed my stare and placed the brightest expression I could on my face. “It’s all right, AJ. I still love you.”
AJ rolled his eyes, but I could tell he held back a pleased grin. I wanted everyone on my side, not against me. I was foolish when I arrived. With a plan, I felt confident and strong, like I always did before I robbed from someone’s bank account. It was a rush to prepare and then watch the pieces unfold.
The unfaltering loyalty of the Escerica members warmed me. While I was still learning to get along with people—people who were my peers, that is—it was nice to know they would have my back. Even if they didn’t trust me, they trusted those like Dhyla and Sun Hi who believed in me. Josalyn believed in me too, even without Dhyla.
“So how many bases are there in Atlanta?” I asked.
“Over thirty, each with their own separate commander,” Rylan said. “Our group is more like the refugee camp of Escerica. Others are bit more edgy.”
The three of us continued to the far wall where a tarp lay over a heap no taller than a few feet. I couldn’t believe there was a hovercycle under the tarp, maybe it could have been a bicycle.
AJ grabbed the pale-green material and yanked it off, throwing a layer of dust into the air. I reeled back as my lungs agonized in the polluted air. After six or seven coughs to clear my throat, my gaze settled on the tiny object hidden beneath.
I couldn’t believe that tiny thing was a hoverbike. The thing looked to be designed and created by the Escerica rebels, based on what AJ had told me. It had four hoverdisc pads on the bottom for flotation, a glass windshield, which wouldn’t help much at all, and two wings on the side for stabilization. Each wing was barely longer than half my height. The only thing about it that looked extraordinary was a secondary hoverdisc-type thing that was pitched high in the back.
“What the heck is that?” I asked after a few seconds for everyone to take in the sight.
“That’s a hoverbike.”
“When was it made, 2077?” I couldn’t help the sarcasm. The thing looked ancient. I would have almost expected it to run on steam.
“It was pieced together from an antique. Back when people knew how to make hovercycles.”
“So is it like a Yama-Honda? With one of those old drag racing type engines?” I didn’t know much about that type of stuff. I was trying to sound somewhat knowledgeable with the little information I’d heard from Mr. Palmer over the years.
“Sort of,” AJ started, and gave me a sideways glance. He probably wanted to know how I knew that.
I figured it was time to start showing I could be more than just a human lock pick, but I was hoping he wouldn’t ask any questions.
AJ walked behind the hovercycle and put a hand on the handlebars. “This frame is from an old Varda machine with Halco wings. The hoverdiscs are normal police issue. If you haven’t already noticed, we try to take the parts of anything we shoot down. But what makes this baby purr is the temporal engine.”
“Temporal engine?”
“Yeah, it uses a magnetic disc system which can warp time.”
“Like the magnaboots…”
“Yeah,” AJ said, somewhat excited.
I glanced at Rylan and shrugged. I could hear him in my mind warning me about tricky-tech. I didn’t make the hoverbike, though, so he couldn’t blame me.
“This can shoot you across the sky faster than anything, ’cept maybe a missile. Because the time warp is around the bike itself, it doesn’t really give you the same effect as wearing the boots, but for every three minutes this thing is on, you may need thirty minutes to get yourself back to normal. So you only use the warp when you have to. Otherwise, we’ll rely on holo-clones.”
“Those are the things that you used back at the Stadium, right?” I asked Rylan.
He glanced over and nodded.
“Well, let’s see you give the bike a try,” AJ said.
I walked over to the hovercycle, making sure I stepped on the side bar and not directly on the wings. It helped that someone had written in large, red letters, “Do Not Step On Wings.” I stretched my leg over the seat, sat down, and grabbed the handlebars.
AJ leaned over. “Let’s see how you do.” He pressed the start button and took a few steps back.
The hoverdiscs crackled underneath me before flaring with a few large sparks. The engines warmed and coughed out a few dust clouds before settling.
“How old did you say this thing was?” I asked.
“It’s an antique,” AJ said angrily.
“It’s a piece of crap,” I joked.
Rylan snickered. I caught his eye for a moment. A second later, he looked away.
“Why don’t you just try to take off? Without breaking it,” AJ said.
I glanced down at the panel and noticed a little lever on the LCD labeled “altitude.” I pushed it upward, and the motors whined. Slowly, I began to ascend.
“It’s off the ground. Now, let’s just hope she doesn’t break it,” Rylan said, his hand covering his mouth.
“I heard that,” I said twisting the hovercycle.
The machine rotated and strummed forward. One of the wings tapped the wall before an explosion of sparks sprayed out. I steered away from the wall, but I heard a long screeching noise and watched both Rylan and AJ cover their ears.
A thousand iron nails slid across my back as the hovercycle cut into the wall. My stomach flipped, but there was an exhilaration that I couldn’t deny. It started as a tingle in my back and spread through my limbs. Showing I was serious, my face continued to hold a scowl.
“Don’t tear it up. Get away from the damn wall!” AJ yelled.
I jerked hard on the handlebars. The hovercycle moved away from the wall and the sparks stopped. I calmed down a little.
The hovercycle floated over Rylan and AJ. As I refocused my attention on where I was going, my insides dislodged themselves and worked their way out of my torso. The plane was about twenty yards in front of me, and I floated on a collision course with it.
“Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” AJ said, waving at me from the ground. “Use the handlebars and try to turn.”
“I am!” I yelled. “It’s like they’re stuck or something.”
Rylan glanced at AJ. “Do you think it’s the autopilot?”
AJ slapped his forehead. “Yeah, yeah, that’s probably it.”
Both of them jogged after me as a blast of heat shot into my back and slid out into my forearms.
“Paeton, you need to go into the panel. There should be a label called Auto Controls.”
I glanced at the LCD and saw the button. I pressed it and a long list scrolled onto the screen. “I got it.”
“Okay, okay, now, uh, find the one that says Master Control.”
I used the scroll bar to move up and down, but didn’t see anything. “There’s no label with that,” I said.
The hoverbike wobbled. I forced the controls, but they wouldn’t budge. I neared the plane. It was less than ten yards away.
“Uh…uh, try, um, Steering Column,” AJ said.
I ducked down to the screen moving past what seemed like dozens of different labels. “Why are there so many of these? Who programmed this, the dictionary?”
Finally, I saw the label and pressed it. Another screen popped into view. It had three different settings, Full Auto, Intentional Steering, and Manual Steering. I pressed Manual.
The bike stopped moving forward, and I could turn the handlebars more easily. But now the bike was moving up and down, and side to side. The bike was moving backward from what I wanted it to do.
“You’ve got it on Manual. You needed to pick Intentional,” AJ said.
“Well, how was I supposed to know that? Don’t you think you should have told me that?” I yelled.
I went back into the LCD screen and began my search all over. But before I could reach the Steering Column Controls, AJ yelled a dozen profanities and covered his head with his hands.
I glanced at him just as Rylan began cackling. The hoverbike rammed into the plane’s fuselage. The jolt almost knocked me off, and the bike began to spin as I fumbled with the steering. I hit the back end of the plane, then the tail, and finally rapped against the back of one of the engines.
My spirit was playing drums on my heart, speeding it up, and increasing the pounding. 
My fingers fumbled to find the Steering Column button. I found it and switched over to Intentional. Immediately, the hoverbike stopped jerking. I pulled back on the handlebars and rotated my wrists backward. The bike stopped and hovered in the air.
I glanced at the plane. I hadn’t done much damage. There were a few dents in the surface, but nothing major.
I did feel bad about the damage to the plane, but joy coursed through my body like a flood. I was flying a hoverbike. For years, I was a passenger, but I had become a captain. “Look, I did it.”
AJ glanced up at me. He looked like I had just murdered his best friend.
Rylan clapped his hands. “Good job, Paeton.”



CHAPTER 22
That evening, I lay in my bed and went over my mental notes. I was sure everything would work out if I could get the police to commit to following me. I may not have been the smartest person or the best strategist, but I had worked the system for the last two years. Every time I stole from someone’s account, I had to make assumptions about who they were, if they were likely to come back, and approximately how much money they had to be worth. I did my best to never go to the same ATM within a six month period. Sometimes, I’d go to some that were right next to each other, while other times I’d ride the train for miles to get to an ATM. I even paid taxis to shuttle me to a few I found on the Internet. That way, the thefts wouldn’t just be around the train line.
There were days when I thought all the extra effort was overkill. No one was probably even looking for me. Half of the people I stole from may not even have paid enough attention to realize their money was missing. A few thousand credits was a lot of money to me, but not to someone who made thousands a week. My methodical ways made sense in my mind, and so far, I hadn’t been caught. The only times I ever got in trouble were when I was first sent to live with Ms. Cooper. That’s when I received all my misdemeanors.
It wasn’t Ms. Cooper’s fault. At the time, I wasn’t used to being poor. My mother had been Middle-C. When I went to the store with Ms. Cooper, I’d sometimes ask for candy or a toy. After a few times of not getting what I wanted, I started to pocket the items, hoping no one would notice. Most of the time they didn’t notice, but a few times they did. Ms. Cooper begged the store managers to go easy on me. Sometimes they did, but most of the time, they didn’t. So I was charged with shoplifting and petty theft.
By the time I was fourteen, I understood my new role in life. I was okay with it until the day came when I had to pay my own way. That’s when I went back to the only thing I knew how to do: steal. This time, however, I was smarter about it. I’d double check to make sure I didn’t leave any clues. My hoodie helped to cover my face from the cameras. I’d wear wigs sometimes, large shades other times, and even disguise my face and neck with fake tattoos or beauty marks. Every robbery, no matter how small, was an adventure. I’d plan how to do it and what was needed. I never stole anything if I wasn’t ready. That’s what stupid people did. Even if I was caught, I learned never to run. Running made me appear guilty, but facing those after me made me look innocent.
As for my current plans, I hoped they would work. I couldn’t shoot. I was goofy and could barely ride the hoverbike. I wasn’t funny or some awesome conversationalist, but I was ready for this. It was just stealing.
A few raps on the metal door startled me, and I sat up. Before I could say anything, Dhyla’s voice cut through the silence.
“Paeton, you in there?”
“Yeah. Give me a sec.” I got up and opened the door.
Her face was long, and her eyes seemed tired. I had never seen her look like this before.
“Dhyla, are you okay?” I asked. Immediately, I wrapped my arms around her body. She was cold, not sick-cold, just not herself.
“I didn’t know if you had any time for me. I um, just wanted to know if I could talk to you.”
“Sure. I’m not doing anything, just going over some ideas in my head.”
She came into the room. I motioned for her to sit on the bed.
“I’m sorry my accommodations aren’t more accommodating,” I said. “You know Rylan, he said this was the best in the place, but I told him I generally prefer rooms that sleep forty-thousand.” I laughed. Dhyla forced a smile.
Her body drooped and her eyes were twitchy. She was worried. I didn’t want her to be. I survived for over two years on the street. Her concern worked its way into my skin. A wave of sadness circled my heart for words not said.
We both sat down on the bed, and she stared at my face. After a while, she moved a few stray hairs behind my ears and smoothed down the frizz on my head.
I really wanted her to be behind me on this. She never trusted my methods, but it was my way of life. She meant the world to me. If she believed this plan was possible, even my own doubts would fade away.
“Are you ready for all of this?” she asked.
“Why? You don’t think it’ll work?”
“I’ve told you many times, you amaze me. You’re a scrawny girl with a backpack and a love for flavored coffee. I don’t know how you’ve managed to survive so long. Somehow, you manage to keep on living.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. I wanted to say thanks, but it seemed a bit awkward.
“I just hope you know what you are doing this time,” she said. “One or two random street cops are one thing. Taking on the police force and the government is something altogether different.”
She was underestimating me. I was doing my best to cover up my emotions, but my neck was hot and tingly. Anger was welling up from within. It was not a problem for me to risk my life to open some electronic gateway. I didn’t even know what that would accomplish. Getting into the Summit was important to her and to Escerica, but not for me. I didn’t understand why one was okay, but the other was not.
“Isn’t this what you wanted me to do? What’s the difference between this and unlocking the Summit?” I asked.
“This time you’re on your own with just a hoverbike and a parlor trick to keep the police away. In the Summit trip, you’d have armed guards around you the whole time, men and women who would be willing to die to keep you alive.”
The weight of her words poured into me. Men and women willing to die for me? Me? My whole life had been a bad fairy tale, with no pretty dress and no handsome prince riding up on a horse. Crix, I didn’t even have an evil stepmother unless you counted Ms. Roller-Eyes. I was grounded, realistic, and cautious. I wasn’t worth dying over, even for my imitation game.
“For the last few days, I’ve been making my way around the city, talking with many of the other established Escerica compounds. I felt the information was too important to trust to PCD or any other type of communication,” Dhyla said.
Her warm, rough hands squeezed mine. She had done this many times as we talked atop Café Lanta, but this time it was different. I stared at her. Her eyes were wide with desperation. It had taken years to plan the Summit attack. Two drones were destroyed. Escerica needed the last one, and for the gate to be opened. Both were at hand.
“They are all ready. They are ready to fight. Ready to follow—” She paused, and my stomach turned. To follow? To follow whom? “Once the last drone goes down, there will be nothing stopping us. This is what we have worked so long for. So many countless hours. So many people dead.”
Since our conversation in the trailer park a few blocks from Café Lanta, I wanted to know how removing the security from Georgia would affect the whole country. It seemed like a pointless task. Even if the Summit somehow came down, what did it really mean? I could only imagine what Governor Read must be going through with all the attacks, just trying to keep the federal government at bay, especially in an election year, when he didn’t need to appear weak.
I locked my questions in my mind because Dhyla’s eyes began tearing. My heart broke just watching her. Tiny drops of anguish pooled in my chest. What did it feel like to actually care about the people in this horrible world? People were like dogs fighting over scraps. Many times people are worse.
At that moment, it dawned on me just how much Dhyla cared about the Escerica members. I loved the people in the Stadium, but I wasn’t willing to die for them. The only people I cared about with that level of passion were Mari and Miko. Dhyla would have given her life for any of them, and the Escerica soldiers were willing to give their lives for me. Crix.
I touched her cheek with my hand, and wiped away a tear with my thumb. She smiled.
“I was always afraid to tell you before. I never wanted you to feel like I was trying to replace your mom, or that in some kind of way I was substituting you for my lost daughter, but I want you to know that I… I love you.”
Every cell in my body seemed to burst. After being ignored by the world, and having very few people I could trust, I wanted love so badly. There was never a day, an hour, a moment, when I wouldn’t have wanted Dhyla as my second mom. I used to curl myself in my cot and imagine she was there holding me. When the thunder broke through the sky and the rain beat on the walls in the drafty Stadium, all I desired was to be near her.
I wanted to be mad at her. Why was she telling me this now? Why not a year ago? I could have done more, come around her shop more often.
I let my head rest on her chest and wrapped my arms around her body. She rocked back and forth, and I listened to her heartbeat, like I used to when my mother was alive. I held Mari and Miko all the time, because I wanted them to know how being held felt. I recognized later that those moments weren’t for them. It was for me because I hadn’t had enough. I hadn’t been held enough or hugged enough or patted on the head enough. This is what I was missing. This is what I needed.
“I love you, too,” I said. “My slow-to-getting-around-to-it Mom.”
We held each other for a long time. I’m not sure how long. I pulled away, and Dhyla’s chin had a few lines in it from pressing her chin against my hairline. We both laughed and wiped a few tears away from our eyes.
A few raps banged against the door.
“You ready?” It was Rylan. He stayed at the door, his eyes focused, his mouth void of his normal infectious smile.
“Yeah, out in a few,” I said.
Dhyla put her hands over my cheeks. “Don’t you die out there.”
“I don’t plan on going anywhere. I don’t know if there are chocolate crème mochas in Heaven.”
She kissed me on my forehead. I stood and grabbed my backpack off the floor.
When I left the room, I didn’t look back. I needed to clear my mind and get ready for what I was about to do. I felt stronger somehow knowing Dhyla’s spirit was with me. It made me a little afraid, too. There was so much Dhyla and I could do, talk about now, because it was okay somehow. It was okay to have a new mother. Maybe she felt it was okay to have a new daughter. We were what we both needed, and once Mari and Miko were safe, everything would be perfect. We could live with the Escerica rebels and be happy like all the other people I saw running around the compound.
Rylan stood with his back against the railing when I came out. He wasn’t smiling, but he forced a bright expression on his face when I came out.
“You think you can handle this?” he asked.
I wasn’t afraid of police in the same way I was afraid of androids. I could at least function and think around a human cop. My brain went to mush when I even saw an android. I hoped by some miracle there wouldn’t be many androids today. If there were androids, it didn’t matter. I had to do something. This idea was the best I had. Rylan meant well, but all this doubt was starting to get on my nerves.
“Yes, I do, Rylan. Now, will you and your merry men believe in me?” I asked.
“I don’t think any of them believe in you.” He cut his eyes away. I clenched my jaw and a vortex of frustration slid across my back.  He returned his gaze. “But… I think everyone is hoping that you’ll prove us wrong.”
“I will.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “The others are waiting in the hangar. We’ll take one of the pickup trucks back to Atlanta. There’s no sense in having a radar blip in the sky.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Speaking of radar, you’ll need this.”
He handed me a small object that looked like a watch with no dial.
“What is this?” I asked.
“It’s the holo-decoy imager. It sends out a small radio frequency that wraps around the body so it can know what it needs to project. I put a few on the hoverbike, too. All you need to do to activate them is to just tap the side, right here.”
He pointed to a tiny cylinder, which protruded from the imager.
“I put three floating decoys on the hoverbike. When you start it up, they should slide out and mimic your movements while moving away from you. It’s basically what happened back at the Stadium.”
“Cool,” I said.
After stretching his arms, his face brightened. “And last, but not least.”
He lifted a three-inch piece of plastic that reminded me of a nail file.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Same thing. It’s a holo-decoy, except this one is for you. In case you can’t make it back to the hoverbike, you can throw it, or my favorite, drop it into someone’s bag. It can project right through clothes, and it knows how to position itself a little ways away from the carrier. It’ll look like you’re running in the opposite direction.”
I really didn’t know what to say. He had to have worked on all these little gizmos all night. There was something about the way he looked at them and at me as I held them as though the tiny gizmo was a diamond bracelet.
“Thanks,” I said.
He smiled, but he wanted more of a reaction from me. It was just hard to get excited about what amounted to a cool toy. If my life didn’t depend on these objects, I’d probably just give them to Miko.
We went up to the hangar where there was an old blue pickup truck. It looked like it was at least a hundred years old. There were a few rust patches, and the windshield was cracked. AJ had put the hoverbike in the back, secured it with a few bungee cords, and covered it with a tarp.
I gawked at AJ leaning back against the truck like it cost a million bucks.
“Seriously,” I said. “We’re going all the way back to Atlanta in that?”
“It still works,” he said.
“Yeah, for how long?” I grinned.
AJ rolled his eyes and threw up his hands. He didn’t like my joke at his expense, but I still could picture the hoverbike incident in my head.
“No one will notice us in this,” Sun Hi said. “Upper-Cs don’t care about a few Lower-Cs riding around in a beat up old truck.”
“Yeah, it’ll be fun, Paeton.” Rylan smiled and patted me on the back.
“If it doesn’t kill us,” I mumbled. I made sure to keep my voice low, so the others couldn’t hear me. I was being a bit cruel. I just had in my head that secret societies were supposed to be rich. The one I was unofficially in was just as broke as I was.
AJ got behind the driver’s seat, and Sun Hi slid into the three-person cab. She scooted toward the middle, waiting for me to join her. After contemplating the cramped space and the long drive, I grinned and shut the door with me on the outside.
“You don’t want to sit inside?” Sun Hi asked.
“Nah, I’m used to being outside. I’ll ride in the back. Rylan can ride up here with you,” I said.
Sun Hi leaned through the window. “How ‘bout it, Ry?”
One of his eyebrows flew up, and he shook his head. “No, I’m good. I’ll be fine in the back with Paeton.”
Sun Hi’s face widened while her eyes danced devilishly. I didn’t even want to know what she was thinking. We didn’t plan to sit together. It was just a nice night out—even though I couldn’t see the sky to make sure my mental ramble was true.
Rylan and I jumped in the back. I pulled my backpack off and used it as a makeshift pillow. We sat with our backs against the cab’s window. Rylan was a few feet away from me with only the hoverbike’s front pad providing an eighteen-inch gap between us.
The truck started up and putted its way to the loading ramp which took us up to the main level. We exited the dark timbers and warped planks of the barn and entered the fields outside, which were lit up with thousands of stars.
The night was perfect. Three tiny clouds marked out what looked like something out of a painting. The moon was three-quarters full. As we hummed down the highway, dozens of animals grazed, hopped, or dashed across the open fields.
Placing my hand over the side, I let it rise and fall with the wind. The cool breeze slid over my skin. After a moment, I tugged on my hoodie and put the hood over my head to keep warm.
“You cold?” Rylan asked.
“Just a bit. I knew I should have bought that two-hundred credit Allison Riley jacket.”
He smiled at my joke. “Wow, you must be rich. All this time and you didn’t let me know you were Upper-C?”
“Well ya know, I’m just mingling with the lower peoples for now because it’ll make my memoir more fascinating.”
“I’m actually doing the same thing, but it’s for dieting purposes.”
“Oh?” I asked.
“Yes. Heavy lifting, eating next to nothing. It gives me that sleek, uber rich look.”
“Well when you’re rich, you have to figure out what to do with your time. I mean, if I see another country club or get another pedicure in the near future, I’ll go crazy.”
His eyes danced. They were so beautiful. Every time he glanced at me, his gaze pierced my outer barrier, the walls I had put up to keep me safe. Why was I letting this happen? Why did I want this to happen? I should be concerned about the impending doom that could snuff out my life. I shouldn’t be worried about some gray-eyed boy with a square jaw, perfect nose, and broad shoulders.
The problem was, just like Rylan had said, I hadn’t lived. Here I was about to embark on the most dangerous thing I had ever done, and I hadn’t even gone on my first date. I had never held hands or been kissed. My romantic life was basically nonexistent until now. As much as I wanted to focus on the task at hand, my imagination kept showing me images of my grave site, where the words “Here Lies Paeton Washington, who gave her life so that Georgia could be free, but her dumb ass couldn’t even get kissed before she died” were etched into my headstone.
Without thinking, I shook my head trying to work out the details of my daydream.
A confused look tightened onto Rylan’s face. “You okay?”
I swallowed a wad of saliva and tried to remove a bit of my embarrassment. “Yeah, you know me—well, I guess you don’t know me. But if you did know me, you’d know I do odd things every once in a while.”
“Oh, like beating up police officers?” He grinned that princely grin of his.
“Yeah, I guess like that.” My chest heated. “Thank you, by the way. I know I said it but, I was a bit out of it that night, I mean.” My spirit drifted around me and played hide-n-go-seek on my skin. It glanced at Rylan and ran away, only to shyly return again.
“You were pretty good with that buzzer thing.”
“Yeah, but maybe if I could get an EMP…”
“Uh, you think you can handle that kind of power?” His teeth appeared again.
I wondered if he was having as much trouble as I was at keeping my smiles within me.
I faked an upset expression. “I can take down dozens of cops with one hand tied behind my back,” I said.
“Not from where I was standing.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway, because I’m a certified gunslinger now.”
“You weren’t too embarrassed, were you?”
“You mean about the falls and the cake? Uh yeah, I mean, who wouldn’t be.”
His face stilled, but a snicker twinkled in his eyes. “I’m going to impart some words of wisdom to you.”
“Oh-kay?” I leaned back as far as I could and crossed my arms.
He sat up straight and coughed. “This is something my mother used to tell me. ‘Embarrassment is simply a situation where you fear yourself’.”
“What?” I laughed.
“Yep, that’s it. You fear yourself. So I learned not to be embarrassed.”
“You’re not embarrassed because you have nothing to be embarrassed about—not one single, solitary thing. I doubt you had one real problem growing up.”
“Well, did you know that when I was seven I had a lisp?”
I wanted to burst out laughing. “A lisp at seven years old is not embarrassing, it’s adorable.” I raised an eyebrow for him to continue.
“Well I, my dear, was very ashamed of it. No one in my family had speech impediments. In fact, my family was perfect. My dad was a chiseled Adonis who at two years old had chest hair. Not to mention being brilliant in every wretched way. So when my mother told me these words, it gave me a little feeling of confidence.”
My spirit slumped inside of me. He was right. I shouldn’t have judged him like that. Crix, I just shouldn’t have been mean to him.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry your two-year-old, well-defined father made you feel bad.” I couldn’t stop myself from giggling, but I did feel bad, though, sort-of.
He grabbed my shoulder and jostled it back and forth. “You think it’s funny—my lissssp?” After a few snickers, he let me go.
I covered my mouth to hide my smile. My heart skipped. “It’s not funny. You’ve been through a lot,” I teased.
“You have too,” he said. “You shouldn’t be embarrassed about anything—and, and… you shouldn’t be afraid of me.”
I gasped. We exchanged glances, and suddenly, I didn’t feel like laughing anymore. My mind stilled and my heart quickened. The steadily growing thump spread down to my hands and feet. My fingers and toes tingled. My gaze wouldn’t depart from his.
“I’m not—” I forced my mouth open, but no words came.
Everything inside of me told me to look away. This is not what I wanted, but I couldn’t resist his pull. He was gravity, pulling me in.
The stars sparked through the sky. Fireflies floated and flickered in the distance. The world around us slowed down. His head angled and without even trying, something within me took over. The movement was automatic, magnetic. My head tilted to the side, my lips parted, my eyes closed.
“I won’t hurt you,” he said as he rolled his body in closer.
“I…I…”
My mouth fell open as I waited for his lips, for his taste, but a loud knock startled me. I rotated around. AJ’s eyes glared at me from the rearview mirror. Sun Hi spun toward us. Her expression was as if she watched some romantic movie on TV. She even acted as though she removed a tear from her eye.
I spun around, wrapping my arms across my body. A scream lodged in my throat. Embarrassment ballooned inside of my skin and needed to be released. It took every ounce of my composure to reel myself in. I wanted to cry. Not a real, I feel sorry for myself cry, but a whiny, baby, I-can’t-believe-this cry.
This was my moment, my starry, moonlit moment, right before my life could end, and he was the one. His heart radiated love, and his eyes glowed passion. For one moment, we had connected on a deeper plane, almost spiritual and perfect. I groaned. I might never know how his lips tasted or how I would react to his tongue tickling mine.
I couldn’t believe AJ. I couldn’t believe he was watching. He probably told Sun Hi, and she turned around right as it was about to happen. The worst thing about it was wondering what did Rylan think? My eyes itched to look at him, but I couldn’t bear it. I wanted to fall into my backpack and crumble into a thousand pieces. As the truck teetered along, I recognized that I just had to live long enough to try for my first kiss again.



CHAPTER 23
Ten miles from the I-775 outer loop, the interstate spread out like a pitchfork. The far left lanes stated “Upper Class Atlanta – Scans Required.” The middle lanes said, “Middle-Class Atlanta – Scans Required.” The right lanes said nothing.
AJ continued to the far right. The other sets of lanes slowly wrapped above us into the tiered interstate. Before we hit the inner loop, I-285, the truck slowed and turned off the exit. We navigated a few turns and stopped at the back of a bustling parking lot.
A huge, pink horse that was almost as tall as all three tiers of the interstate sat in the middle of the parking lot, surrounded by hundreds of hovercars, landcars, and old clunkers. Spotlights cut into the sky with beams of yellow, pink, and white. A tent that could hold five circuses was behind the giant horse and music was blaring in every direction. Women dressed in every type of bathing suit, evening gown, short dress, and costume were giggling and teasing a flurry of men of all ages.
I hopped out of the truck just as Sun Hi opened the door. She looked at me then spun her head toward AJ. She was not amused.
“You frequent here often?” Sun Hi asked.
AJ sighed and yanked a large satchel onto his back. “Look, we need a place to lie low. No one is going to look for us out here, and we can catch the train.”
“Whatever.”
“Why don’t we just head on and not worry about it,” Rylan said and grabbed another bag as big as AJ’s.
I didn’t dare ask what was in those things. They were big and bulky, and honestly, I didn’t want to know.
AJ and I lifted the hoverbike off the truck. I wanted to kick him in the gut for watching me and Rylan. But I’d had plenty of time to calm down, and right now wasn’t the time for fights when Mari and Miko’s lives were on the line.
I guided the bike through the lot, bypassing a few patrons. I pressed my head into my shirt collar and spied under the big top. Inside, dozens of women swung back and forth on trapezes, danced on makeshift stages, or balanced themselves on poles. Any style of showgirl you wanted, the place had it.
It was a shame there were men still like that in the world. All the classes could agree that an attractive woman shaking her breasts, butt, or maybe even more, was worth a few credits. I had never been to places like that, but I’d heard plenty of people over the years make comments stating that was where I’d end up. Teenage girls didn’t get many options to make a living.
The prospect of becoming one of those women frightened me. That world sucked the life out of a person and left them as a shell of themselves. My good luck charm gave me a way out and kept me safe.
Before we left the parking lot, at least two old men gave me the willies with their stares. One offered me a free ounce of R-Eye-P if I would let him look under my shirt. Both times Rylan came to my rescue. Part of me was glad I didn’t have to deal with the perverts, but the other part wanted to use their faces for target practice.
We entered the station. Tall, concrete walls stretched at least four stories above us. A few monitors displayed the arrival of the next train. Plenty of holographic posters shone brightly with advertisements including Refrex Soda, the importance of saying no to drugs, and Allison Riley’s intelligent concealer line of cosmetics. We rounded a corner and used the elevator to go up two floors where we would catch the train.
Rylan tapped me on the shoulder. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” My mind whizzed through every possibility.
“For what it’s worth, I think your idea will work.”
“I hope so,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. “I’d sure hate if it didn’t. Cause we’ll all be in trouble—big trouble.”
I didn’t want to fail Mari and Miko, but for the first time, I didn’t want to lose Rylan’s faith in me either. He trusted me with his safety and life, all for two kids he didn’t even know. The weight of it all beat down on my spirit.
I glanced around the empty, gray terminal. My body deflated. Rylan wrapped his arm around me and squeezed.
“Is it okay if I comfort you?” he asked. “’Cause I know you’re hurting.”
I grinned. A soft smile covered the lower portion of his face.
“Yeah, it’s okay.” I rested my head against his shoulder and glanced at a monitor above us, which stated the next train was due in forty-five seconds.
“What did you do before you were… I mean, part of the… well, you know,” I asked.
“You won’t believe it.”
“Try me.”
“Well, my parents were rich. I mean, living in the Summit rich. They were what you’d call Lower-C Sympathizers. I never felt they did enough, even though my mom died in the Five Day-R. So when I started college…”
“You’re in college?”
“Was. Just one month, a freshman.”
I raised my head and turned toward him. “How old are you?”
“I just turned eighteen.”
“But you—”
“I’m one of those weird October birthdays that start school either early or late.”
“So when’s your birthday?”
“The twenty-fourth.”
“Wow, you are kind of a baby. I was thinking you were like some old man for a minute,” I joked and laid my head back on his shoulder.
“Uh, thanks? I think. So what was I saying?”
“Lower-C Sympathizers,” I said flatly.
“Even when I was in high school, I knew a few people in Escerica. Nobody like Sun Hi or AJ, but a few friends had joined. They wondered how I could be thinking about the future when the world was split apart. To them, it was just a matter of time before the Middle-Cs became the Lower-Cs. There would only be the mega rich and the unbelievably poor. I didn’t think that way. My sister took my mom’s approach and believed activism and politics were the keys to changing the world. She tried to convince me to stay on that path. When I went to college, things were just different. I couldn’t just study and hope one day things would get better. So I dropped out, and my sister had two undiagnosed heart attacks. She had spent the last five years giving up her life to raise me, and I had gone and followed in my father’s footsteps.”
“I’m sorry. Do you still talk to her?”
“I haven’t seen her in a few months. She’s the only family I have, really. I’ve been meaning to go by her house, but—”
“But you’ve been busy blowing up drones.”
“Yeah.”
“What about your dad?”
“Let’s not—” His words stopped, and rigidness took over his body. It was such a startling change that I lifted my head up and stared at him. I don’t know what had happened, but something about his dad angered him.
“I’m sorry. Did I say something wrong?” I asked.
His face loosened and he took a deep breath. “Let’s just say, I prefer to talk about my sister.”
“She sounds great. Please, tell me more about her.” I relaxed and wondered what pain he had with his father. I leaned back against him, but I wasn’t quite as comfortable as before. 
He told me about how sorry he felt for abandoning his sister, but I didn’t hear much of what he said. My mind was playing tug-of-war between my emotions and my need to focus.
A second later, the train barreled into the station. Flickering lights expanded and folded over us until everyone and everything was painted in yellow.
We settled in the train. It picked up speed and headed north into Atlanta. I sat a few seats down from Sun Hi and AJ. Rylan sat across from us, one hand holding the hoverbike steady. Sun Hi explained that we shouldn’t say much of anything, and avoid each other if possible. This way we’d seem like random strangers, instead of a group.
The train was empty except for a few people who did their best not to make eye contact. It was the Lower-C way never to notice anything, except what they were supposed to see. Lower-Cs didn’t want to be able to talk to the police unless they were desperate. When I saw things like, say, four teenagers getting on a train with a hoverbike, not only did I not look at them, I’d also wait for the next train.
The hoverbike wasn’t that big. It folded up into a size a little smaller than the average motorcycle, but it was something that grabbed attention, like a red dress or a decorative tattoo. Learning the art of being invisible was a way of life to a Lower-C. Someone may think they want to be seen, until the wrong person saw them. With my worn purple hoodie, faded jeans, and scuffed boots, no one ever paid much attention to me.
I glanced out the window. Atlanta blurred by in flickering lights and wide stone sections. My mind drifted to all the new outfits I’d purchased from Perimeter Market. I snuck them into the Stadium and found one of the many hiding places to try them on. I’d strut around wearing the most expensive clothes I could buy, knowing I had taken way too much out of someone’s account to do it. I loved the feel of silk on my skin, and the way wool scratched my neck. I found one hundred percent cotton to be soft and light, and fleece made me want to fall asleep inside of its comforting touch.
I never kept any of them more than one night. I’d always make sure no one saw me, not even Mari or Miko. The next day, I’d donate them or just throw them away. The garbage was just as good as a donation bin. It’d take less than a day to see people wearing my old-new clothes. Sometimes even men took some of the items. You don’t know funny until you see an old, half-drunk man with a scraggly beard wearing a red form-fitting satin dress in a size two petite.
At Peachtree Center, AJ and Sun Hi got off the train. Sun Hi said they would wait a few minutes and catch the train after it. At the next station, I mingled with a few people who were on the train and left the car. After a few steps into the terminal, I doubled back and sat in a separate car.
Josalyn was sure she could scramble the security camera video without much of a problem. She had hacked into the train systems hundreds of times. She explained that the key to a good hack is to get in, do the dirty work, and get out. Stupid or young hackers wanted to leave their mark, but smart ones wanted the doors to stay open so they could come and go as they pleased.
She promised she would be watching at all times through the various security systems and alert us via PCD if there were potential problems. “Mom’s having a heart attack” was the signal to abort. “Have you seen Buster?” was to let us know cops were near. “I’m bored. Watching something on TV” was all clear.
At the Perimeter Center exit, I got off the train and took the escalator to the main level. From there, I continued to the street. The one-starred flag was still waving high in the sky. As most of the celestial stars were faded by the city lights, a blob of black and blue appeared around the flag. The flag appeared as a continuation across the sky, with one white star barely illuminated, like a ghost.
All my life the flag meant very little to me, but in that moment I searched deeper, to see the hope the American flag once symbolized. I wondered, when did it become popular for Americans to only care about themselves? When did the powerful begin to loathe the weak? When did humanity begin to die?
I ended my mental tirade and turned my sights toward Perimeter Market. It was almost eight o’clock. There was a mild crowd, lots of Middle-Cs and a good amount of Lower-Cs. A few police roamed around, but nothing unusual. I passed under the monitors in the main hall. On the screen, a reporter spoke with an expert in terrorism. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the closed captioning stated that “Generally, organizations like these are driven by fear. They don’t care about the people, only about themselves.”
Videos of me and Rylan, along with the drone being destroyed, inter-cut into the main video feed. After a close up of me, they showed the video with the unnamed teenager, standing atop the destroyed drone waving the fifty-two-starred flag. If I hadn’t known better, I’d say the editor was trying to convey that I was the mystery person. When I took a second look, the person did have a feminine quality about them, but the person definitely wasn’t me.
I took a deep breath and put my hand over my heart. It rattled against my palm. My eyes shut as I relaxed my shoulders. “This is just a tiny robbery. Nothing to worry about. Security, not credits is what we’re after.”
I stepped from the shadows and blended into the crowd. A middle aged woman sauntered by, her eyes locked on her PCD. I forced a wad of saliva down my throat, took a long look at my PCD, and bumped her slightly. She raised her eyes for a moment, but quickly returned to her texting. I glanced back at her purse where I had dropped my PCD a second ago.
My legs carried me back and forth through the streams of patrons. I placed five remote-controlled speakers into a few other people’s clothes. I only hoped Josalyn would be able to hack into the Perimeter Market’s Wi-Fi like she said she would. I glanced into security cameras, partially because I was supposed to be seen. The other reason was I wanted Josalyn to know where I was. She had better not be taking a cat nap. I needed her eyes open and ready to go.
I removed my headband so my D-Tag could be scanned and pulled up a throwaway PCD that Rylan gave me. I spun down the very alley where I met Dhyla two years before. A laugh scratched my throat. A ghost of my fourteen-year-old-self eyed me as she puked all over the ground. I grinned back.
A deep breath expanded my lungs. This was the moment I had thought about all day. My knees wobbled but my shoulders bent back. This sacrifice would bring Mari and Miko closer. My abandonment worries would be behind me.
My back rammed into a wall. I held the throwaway PCD close to my mouth and shut my eyes. My voice lifted and yelled into the receiver. “My name is Paeton Washington! I’m a rebel. Change is coming. Fear nor pacification will stop change. It is inalienable.” I remembered Rylan’s words when I had first met him. They seemed appropriate.
My skin pulsed. The roar of patrons ended and silence spread over the whole market. For three seconds the world stopped and listened. Murmurs and shuffling thickened the air.
I didn’t know if I needed to say any more. I didn’t want to stay in the alley too long or someone may see me. I flipped my hoodie over my head and walked back to the main square.
Before I could make it a half a dozen steps, a cop barreled into me. I tripped but caught myself. My eyes widened and heat spread over my chest. The cop glanced back, nodded, and sped off.  I stepped deeper into the center of the market.
A woman stood with her eyes wide. She circled around as dozens of people crowded around her. I took a second glance at the woman’s purse, knowing my PCD was inside.
“What? I didn’t. I didn’t say anything,” she yelled.
The cop rammed into the lady and threw her to the ground. Her purse and shopping bags scattered over the hard concrete. An android cop dashed over and fastened handcuffs on her wrists. The woman’s face widened. Her head trembled.
“I didn’t. You don’t understand. This is a mistake.” She rambled on and on. Her body vibrating as tears fell from her eyes. I wanted to help her, to say it was my mistake, but in the end I didn’t because this was the plan.
A loud sound rumbled in someone else’s clothes. It was my voice again saying the same statement. “My name is Paeton Washington. I’m a rebel—”
One of the pocket speakers from the far end of the market cut that sound off and the message continued, “Change is coming.”
“Fear nor pacification will stop change,” said another.
“It is inalienable,” sounded in the distance.
The police, both android and human, stopped and stood. They scanned around following my voice as it rose from different people. The crowd stepped back, turning, searching for the guilty parties. Several people backed up and quickstepped away.
My voice blasted from the speakers in the market itself. The advertisement monitors blinked away and changed into video of me and Rylan, the downed drone, and the flag-waving person. The videos sped up until they were a blur of movement. Finally, my nine-year-old picture sat in the middle of the screen with the words “Change is Coming” beneath it.
I stumbled forward. A ton of weight pressed against my bones. The buildings enlarged as I shortened. I wanted to shrink back into my backpack. I went from having no attention to having too much. It was overwhelming.
Dizziness over took me. I reached out for something to hold me up. I needed to sit down, but I couldn’t make it. My mind swam. My body drifted as though I were going to faint.
My name rose from the silence. “Paeton, Paeton, Paeton…” It slowly increased in volume. It was my own voice calling to me, reaching into my mind and pulling me back to reality. I glanced at the advertisements and then instinctively turned toward a security camera. I nodded to the camera and hoped Josalyn knew I was okay.
I exhaled and pulled out the gun I had stolen from the police officer. I yanked my hood back and raised the gun high above my head. After steadying myself, three shots cracked into the air. The recoil echoed over the stone walls. The crowd turned toward the sound. Everyone near me stepped back as they recognized my posture, my clothes, and my face.
Eyes and expressions widened. The crowd burst into every direction. The police abandoned the woman on the ground and dashed toward me. The speakers and video feed of the market blasted every odd sound imaginable, from the theme of Lone Ranger to gunshots.
I scrambled into the ruckus. I tossed my hoodie into the trash and stretched a red hat on my head. Bright arcs shot through the crowd, slamming into the police and knocking them out cold. A glowing blue line zipped by. Sun Hi’s face shifted back and forth barely visible. She nodded toward me before disappearing into a blue haze.
I dashed off toward Café Lanta. A big, black, and gray thing shot in front of me. An android cop’s torso sparked and tumbled over the ground. I spun my head to the right. Rylan grinned before collapsing some kind of supergun. He stuck his tongue out at me before placing the fakest scared expression on his face I’d ever seen. A moment later, he disappeared back into the crowd.
The crowd wailed around me as my voice, movie themes, and explosions blasted from the market speakers. Dozens of people bumped into me and scores of hovercars and magnacars sped off into the distance.
I reached the grass field. Café Lanta didn’t have any of its lights on, but its silhouette was clearly lit by the buildings behind it. When I was fifty yards away from the building, a crackle extended into the air. I turned my eyes skyward. Something that resembled AJ’s jet flashed into view. It streaked upward at an arc in search of something, the only thing, the drone.
Two ear-splitting sounds, like two gigantic snakes slithering in the air, thundered around the market. A second later, the sky burned bright blue. The light fizzled outward in a ring shape. Five distinct flashes bent through the clouds before everything went dark and silent.
The crowd quieted. Josalyn’s cacophony of sounds ended. Only the theme music played.
My tongue pressed against the top of my mouth. My hands dried. My skin itched.
A howl screeched. A fireball slid out of the dark clouds and fell into the distance. It landed behind some buildings and burst into a bright, white light.
Twenty tons of mental weight lifted off of me. My body lightened and a freeing air filled my lungs which expanded in pulses. As my eyes glossed, my mouth cracked into a weak smile.
It was over. The drone was down.
I pulled myself together. I couldn’t let my elation slow me down. There was still more work to do.
I reached Café Lanta and hit the metal steps as fast as my legs could take me. Once I made it to the middle landing, I grabbed the ladder and tugged myself up to the rooftop. The hoverbike sat against the far side. The front metal glowed with light from the distant fire. I grabbed the handlebars and hopped on. Three small pods surrounded the hoverbike. As soon as I revved the engine, the pods blinked to life and began to hover. I assumed those were the holo-decoy drones Rylan rigged up. They began mimicking the rise and fall of the hoverbike. There wasn’t a hologram present because I hadn’t touched the button on my wrist-watch-thing.
I had to admit, Escerica’s toys were pretty cool. Maybe I wouldn’t give my holo-decoy-thing over to Miko.
Giddiness tickled my neck and slid down my back. The first part was over. I just had to leave the area. The decoys would fan out and the police would dash after them. Hopefully, I’d get away by turning the lights off and taking the bike into one of the alleys or side streets. If I did pick up a tail, I still had the pocket holo-decoy Rylan gave me.
Excitement danced over my skin. In thirty minutes, the second part of my plan would be over, and I would get to see Dhyla and the kids.
I revved the engine again and lifted from the rooftop.
My throw away PCD rang. I didn’t even bother to pick it up, because it was all clear. We won. I saw the drone fall.
Something whizzed across the sky. My gaze locked onto the object. A piece of metal cut through the air and rammed into the rooftop.
The PCD rang again.
A dark hand turned my stomach. What was going on?
After viewing the second drone crash, I expected one big hunk of metal to fall out of the sky. Confusion spread over me. I rode the hoverbike over to the metal wedged into the roof. The closer I got, the more my blood chilled. My throat tightened around my voice box. Small murmurs escaped into my mouth.
The item was a piece of wing. Written on the side in spray paint was the weird circle-E symbol for Escerica.
My head craned toward the market. Glowing orbs showered down, brightening the sky like shooting stars. My heart yelled to my mind that something awful had happened. The lights were pieces of the plane that was once attached to this wing.
I clicked on my PCD, but my focus blurred the world around me. Josalyn’s voice was frantic. She said something, but I couldn’t hear it, couldn’t understand it.
The ground rumbled. A wave of hot air pressed down from the sky.
My mind emptied, and my stomach twisted. Sweat pooled near my hairline as fear took hold.
 The entire Perimeter Market lit up like it was daytime. Café Lanta rattled beneath me as a stench like a forest burning slid into my nose.
Slowly, a gigantic machine descended from the sky wrapped in light clouds and condensation. It stopped fifty yards overhead. The whole thing was beyond my scope of vision. It had five fan-like rotors. Under the bottom, there were nooks with at least ten alpha scrappers pinned. Tiny lights etched out its dimensions. Along one side, a blue sign read, “Georgia Bureau of Homeland Security.”
A bright spotlight encircled me. I shielded my eyes as thousands of thoughts buzzed through my brain. It didn’t take me long to understand this was the mysterious fourth drone. The reason why no one knew about it was because it wasn’t a drone at all. It was a mobile base that could fly over the city and drop scrappers or police or whatever it wanted. No wonder the police always showed up so fast.
As tiny vibrations played on my fingertips, my muscles locked. The last bits of my courage fluttered away with the wind. My mind drifted into blankness.
A noise—a voice lifted from the chaos. “Paeton Washington, this is Captain Teresa Davis. You are under arrest. Please stay where you are. Any movement will be considered hostile.”
The wine of robotics and bending metal turned my head back to the ladder to the roof. Two android cops crawled onto the rooftop. They scanned me with their three camera eyes and paced toward me.
My breath tore at my throat while my heart roared in my ears. Panic cut into my skin. I needed a way out, but how could I get away now? Activating the hologram wouldn’t help.
Josalyn cried over the PCD. “We’ll come for you. I promise. I’ll do everything I can. We’ll save you some kind of way.”
All I could think about in that one moment was: Who was going to save Mari and Miko? Who would be there for them? It wasn’t enough that Dhyla was on her way to Juvenile. I had to see them myself, hold them, touch them. I couldn’t go to jail, especially for something I didn’t even fully believe in. I had to live, and I had to stay free.
Besides, I really hated androids.



CHAPTER 24
With the two android cops less than six feet away, I revved the engine and drove in the only direction I knew to go—forward. The blinding light guided me. Worst thing that would happen would be that I’d run into the ship, like I did to AJ’s plane in the hangar.
“Paeton Washington, please defer your course,” Capt. Davis said over the ship’s speakers.
It dawned on me because I wasn’t shredded into tiny pieces, they wanted me alive. That way they could torture me into confessing secrets I didn’t know. Before I talked with Rylan a week ago, they didn’t know anyone inside Escerica. I was the first real name. The first real face they had seen. They weren’t going to kill me.
The hoverbike zipped over the spotlight. The spotlight stretched beneath me. My vision returned with huge red and yellow spots in the middle. A huge glass window at least fourteen feet wide and six feet tall wrapped around the front of the police-ship. As I blinked my eyes clear, Capt. Davis narrowed her eyes at me. Two white men stood next to her. One was Governor Read. The guy next to him I didn’t know. He was old with large arms and a firm but thick torso. 
As the hoverbike soared over the window, I waved and smiled.
Governor Read faced Capt. Davis. He shoved her in the shoulders and yelled before waving his hands around like a lunatic. The burly man’s eyes narrowed, and he smiled back at me. Chills radiated over my skin. His smile released cockroaches into my veins.
I throttled the hoverbike. The world around me warped into a blur. The end of the ship came into view. I passed beyond it and dropped down beneath the ship. Freedom reached out toward me.
I giggled. I didn’t know how I was going to pull this off, but at least they weren’t going to kill me.
A whine of robotics sliced into my eardrums followed by the flurry of steel pipes spinning. Yellow streaks blazed through the air around me—bullets.
I was wrong. They were going to kill me.
Every piece of me trembled. I gripped the handlebars and dipped my head low. A scream welled up in my chest, but my voice refused to release it. The scream throbbed inside my neck as a tear slid down my cheek.
I had to make it. I had to live. Mari and Miko needed me.
“Hang on, Paeton.” I glanced down. The PCD was still on and Josalyn’s voice rang into my ears. “AJ’s almost ready.”
I rotated through the wisps of smoke. The brick walls in front of me exploded into lines of dust.  Kiosks of toys and gadgets tore into pieces as cries from teddy bears announced their deaths.
I yelled at the PCD, “Tell AJ to hurry up!”
A light fizzing whistled through the air. Less than a second later, bright light surrounded me along with heat slamming into my back. The slight whine of metal bending curled into my eardrums.
“Now, Rylan!” Josalyn yelled.
Another flash appeared. The guns stopped firing. I glanced behind me at the flying monstrosity. Two of its rotors used to fly the police-ship churned to a stop. The last three rotors kept it adrift.
The guns reoriented themselves and blasted into the distance. Flickers spread through the darkness. In my mind, AJ and Rylan scurried from their locations to get behind anything they thought could withstand the gunfire.
A streak of blue whizzed around the edge of the market square. By the time I focused on Sun Hi, she landed underneath the belly of the police-ship. Her two guns erupted toward a control panel near the front rotor. The streak brightened again and disappeared.
The last strum of the third of five rotors ended. The police-ship tipped forward. The gigantic nose rolled downward increasing in momentum with every second.
I revved the engine and sped into the half-open end of Perimeter Market. By the time I reached the monitors in the main hallway, the police-ship’s nose cracked into the side of the marketplace. Plaster, glass, and smoke blasted toward me. Bricks crumbled and rolled over the sidewalk and main hallway. Streams of dust rolled into the air. Steam burst from several compartments and fire licked the hull. The police-ship rested. 
The hoverbike wavered back and forth. I twisted the handlebars and maintained balance.
My hands pulled back on the throttle. The hoverbike circled and came to rest on the porcelain floor. Dust reached out toward me and pieces of roof bounced down the metal and scattered over the floor.
I couldn’t believe I survived. In less than a minute, I had flown over the machine. AJ, Rylan, and Sun Hi had disabled it somehow, and I was able to avoid it crushing me. Awesome, I needed to celebrate. Maybe, I would make a good rebel. I destroyed stuff really well.
My lungs gasped for breath. I lifted my chest to relieve some of the pressure. I couldn’t believe how tired I was from such a tiny moment in time. I exhaled and revved up the engines. I was done. It was time to leave.
A buzzing noise filled my ears. I craned my head toward the wreckage. The huge dust cloud dissipated. The dented, main hub of the police-ship appeared. The buzzing continued followed by scores of tiny popping noises. Motors spun up.
I squinted my eyes trying to see into the shadows beneath the police-ship. Scores of red lights appeared. My blood roared through my arteries. 
Dozens of scrappers dropped off the bottom of the ship. They zigzagged back and forth. In less than a second, they whizzed toward me.
“Crix!”
I had forgotten about them. All of my exuberance faded into nothing as fear rocked my spine. I pulled my hands back as hard as I could. The hoverbike curled backward before shooting forward. I blasted through the mall, avoiding patrons and ducking under advertisements. I dashed around corners and tried to lose them in the aisles, but no matter what I did, the scrappers drew closer.
Allison Riley kiosk sat near the far end of the hallway, closed for the night. Out of desperation, I flew close to the edge of the kiosk so hopefully the scrappers would slam into it like in the movies. I’m not sure what happened to them, but the right edge of the hoverbike’s wing grazed the side. The hoverbike spun. The world flew by in streaks of burnt orange, beige, and bright blue. Dizziness circled my head, and I lost all orientation.
I crashed through a wall and slid into several racks of clothes. Screams reflected around me as patrons ducked for cover. My body tumbled off the hoverbike which continued to roll into the Back-to-School section, knocking over mannequins and punching a hole through a picture of the boy group, Heartthrob.
Several scrappers blurred over me. My head rattled. It took a second for me to fully understand what happened. The constant drumming of my heart continued in my ears. My head wobbled as I focused through the constant noise.
The scrappers hovered. I was almost fully covered in clothes, so the scrappers had to be tracking me some other way. As fast as I could, I grabbed my headband and pressed it against my D-tag. I shuffled deeper into the clothes as I pulled my backpack around to find my scanner.
The scrappers that flew after the hoverbike reentered the area around me. My gaze locked on forty women and young girls. All of them petrified by the scrappers and my abrupt entrance.
“Paeton Washington, this is your last warning,” Capt. Davis said through the speakers on the scrappers.
Her voice abruptly stopped. A high-pitched tone echoed from the scrappers. Silence spread over the store. I pulled out my scanner and found Mr. Cheater’s D-Tag. I immediately broadcasted it as I pressed my headband into my neck.
The speakers noised again. This time it was a man’s voice. I had heard that voice a few times. It was the governor, Bobby Read.
“There are no more warnings, Capt. Davis. I want this little bitch dead. Her and—” He began cursing about Rylan, Sun Hi, and AJ. I wondered if he knew the microphone was on. 
A second silence came through the speakers. It was followed by a long whistle which faded away.
I didn’t waste any more time. I pulled my top off and grabbed the nearest shirt and put it on. I looped my hair to the side into a quick ponytail. The most pathetic scream I could manage echoed out my throat.
I surfaced eyes sad, arms up. The scrapper cameras jostled but nothing happened. I ducked down and as quickly as possible scampered after the forty ladies who searched for an exit.
When I got outside, a Middle-C girl about eight years old stared at me. My stomach tightened, but her eyes slid from my face to my shirt and back again. After a second, she pointed toward my chest and smiled.
I glanced down and read the words, “Well-behaved women seldom make history.”
I put my finger over my lips, and she copied my movements. After she waved goodbye, I sped off toward the train station. Without the hoverbike, I had no way to get to the Juvenile building in time. This distraction, as in the shooting down of the drone, should have been enough to draw most of Atlanta’s police forces. My hope was that I could get into the building and get the kids with few problems.
The train station rose as I neared. As I reached the sidewalk, a train picked up speed and sped south toward Atlanta. I glanced at the monitor outside the station. The next train arrived in fourteen minutes and twenty-two seconds.
My eyelids closed, and my fingers balled into fists. I couldn’t wait that long. Who knew how long this little distraction would work?
Crix!
A melodic voice stirred my ears. I gazed toward a gated entry across the street. A news reporter blared from the radio of an expensive convertible which was painted candy apple red. It was a magnacar with six magnapads and gull-inspired half-wings for stabilization. Even someone who didn’t care for cars would have been awestruck at the machine.
A black man sat in the driver’s seat, fiddling with his PCD. I shrugged and dashed across the street. I yanked out my gun and held it low. He took a selfie and admired himself in the image for a moment before, I imagined, uploading it to some website. I guess driving was an important task everyone needed to know about.
As I neared, the reporter’s voice sharpened. “…all happened less than three minutes ago near the Perimeter Market in Dunwoody. Atlanta Police and Georgia Bureau of Homeland Security are headed to aid with the destruction.”
The man stopped. He took a double take at the radio and turned it up as though he couldn’t hear it. When he turned back around, his eyebrows lifted and his mouth dropped. I took a step forward and lined the gun with his head.
“Get out,” I said.
His hands raised, and he opened the door. “You can’t—”
I didn’t even let him finish before I grabbed my scanner with my left hand. I forced the scanner against his chest to steal his D-Tag. Once it had a reading, I slid into the driver’s seat. “Thanks… DaVonte,” I said after reading his information.
“Y-Y-You’re that girl. The one everyone’s talking about,” he said.
“Yep.” I checked around to make sure the road was clear.
He turned around. He took a few steps before a flash went off.
I jumped from the abrupt and oddly timed light. My foot slammed into the gas pedal. Trembles slid through me. It wasn’t until I hit the on-ramp heading to the Upper-Tier of the Interstate that it dawned on me what he had done. That jerk took a selfie with me in the background. Crix, a person can’t even do a proper car-jacking these days without the victims wanting to celebrate every moment of it.
The magnacar roared around the Interstate. Excitement tickled my knees and elbows. I had never driven a real car before. I had played various video games and splurged six months ago taking Mari and Miko to a go-kart place, but not much more. The magnacar drove rather well. I didn’t understand most of the panels, so the radio continued to blast some news interview type thing about me. He took a few calls from people around Atlanta before bringing an expert onto the show who knew more about me than I knew about myself.
“So, Ms. Washington is an orphan?” the reporter asked.
“Yes,” the expert answered. “Most of them are. They come from diverse backgrounds, but the one thing that is always constant is that they are orphans.”
“And you believe this affects their personality?”
“Of course. Without parents, a child is lost. They don’t know what to do and seek out love from others. First, they’ll try a teacher or some other adult, but they generally end up joining gangs, or in this case, rebel organizations.”
“And this latest attack. What do you think caused Ms. Washington to rally her people at the Perimeter Market?”
Rally her people? Was this guy serious? Did he really think I was anything more than a pawn for Escerica? Who ever heard of a sixteen-year-old rebel leader? The American media could bleed an idea dry, but this was overkill.
“The market was a perfect target. It is constantly filled with innocent people. And these type of personalities prey on the innocent.”
“So what do we need to do?” the reporter asked.
“First, pray. Pray to God this killer will be brought to justice. Second, protect yourselves by locking your doors and being wary of strangers. Third, you need to buy my book, Dirty Rotten Rebels. I’ll teach you everything you need to know about these people so you can have a sneak peek into the way they think.”
Laughter roared from my mouth. The car angled. A blue SUV flew by with its horn blaring. I quickly grabbed the wheel to DaVonte’s magnacar to right it on the road.
Once my heart settled, a few more laughs escaped me. This idiot was just out to sell his book. Didn’t anybody just want to help anymore? Was it always about selling something?
“I’ve read your book, and I found it intriguing. And you said you have something else,” the reporter said.
“Yes, I have a brand new digital documentary set you can download from any major Internet retailer for only 250 credits. It details ways to shield your children from recruitment, protect decade old ideologies…”
My fingers fumbled near one of the panels. I wanted to turn this guy off, but I didn’t want to take a chance and stop the magnacar, or throw myself out of it. I did the best I could just to keep going. Magnacars could travel speeds in excess of a hundred-miles an hour. I was doing at least a hundred and twenty.
The reporter made a few sounds like he was agreeing before asking his next question. “Where do you think Washington will set her next attack?”
“I think it’s pretty obvious. The next logical attack points in Atlanta are the Center for Disease Control, another public forum like the University of Georgia, the Carter Center, downtown Buckhead, Roswell, or Alpharetta.”
I glanced down at the temp PCD. I slid my thumb over the LCD screen to get to the Map App. After I clicked it, the PCD’s computer personality, Deci, came to life.
“Hi. I’m Deci. Would you like to use the Map Application?” Her voice sounded like a muffled human. I had heard the new talking AIs were ten times better than when they first came out in the early twenty-first century, but they still didn’t sound human.
“Yes, Deci,” I said.
“Great. What would you like for me to help you with?”
“Where is the Juvenile Detention Center located in Atlanta?”
“The Metro Regional Youth Detention Center is located off of Flat Shoals Road in Panthersville, GA near the intersections of I-285 and I-20.”
“Thank you. Please plot the quickest route to the Youth Detention Center.”
I leaned back in the seat as a cop car sprang to life and sped up the other side of the Interstate. Everything was in place. All I had to do was clear my mind and prepare myself to free Mari and Miko.
“No problem. Course Mapped. Anything else?” Deci asked.
The two men on the radio continued to ramble about who I was and what I should or shouldn’t be doing. 
I sighed and glared at the console. “Can you show me how to turn off this radio?”



CHAPTER 25
Deci displayed a ten second gif image on my PCD’s screen. After a quick glance, I was able to turn off the radio and even change the channels. However, I decided to listen for a while and use the crazy allegations to spur my frustration. The expert was a guy named Henry McEnroe, and he rambled on about me like I’d bullied him in middle school. The funny part about the whole thing was that if I weren’t some great rebel leader, Henry sure had a lot of ideas of how I could become a better one. 
“Her best move would be to attack Crusoe’s Hunting and Lodge outside of Stone Mountain. They have over a thousand bullet-powered automatic rifles in stock every day,” he said.
It was ironic the way he spoke about the city, state, or even the country’s weaknesses. I wasn’t the leader of Escerica, but if I was, I’d be taking notes. 
As I sped through the downtown connector heading for Grady curve and I-20, a fleet of hovercars, trucks, helicopters, and alpha scrappers zoomed north on the other side of the Interstate, probably heading for the Perimeter Market. That’s exactly what I wanted: for every cop and military type person to be going to the farthest place from me. I was sure Governor Read and Capt. Davis called up the fleet to sort through all the wreckage.
While Henry McEnroe blabbed on, I took I-20 and got off on Flat Shoals. The Interstate ramped me down to the main street, which was a haven for Lower-Cs. There were few restaurants or shops still open. It was a long street filled with boarded up buildings, ragged humans, and fires in large, metal barrels. Once the Youth Center appeared, I pulled up to a corner and got out of the car. I left the engine running and the door open. I spied around, then dashed across the street.
My hope was someone would hop in the car and take it for a joyride. Of course they wouldn’t get far, maybe three or four miles, before the security system locked the engine. I made sure I took DaVonte’s D-Tag, but the average Lower-C wouldn’t think that far ahead. After the car stopped moving, the other Lower-Cs would probably strip it down to the frame and sell the parts to buy food, clothes, or drugs.
The detention center was a small campus of five buildings surrounded by parking lots and barbed wire fences. There were security stations at the entry ways, but not much else.
I pulled out my gun and ran up to the main security post. When I got there, I found all of the security monitors playing cartoons. Two guards were bound with plastic ties on their wrists and ankles. They had shipping tape wrapped around their mouths and their bodies.
Both seemed content to watch a blue cartoon cat run into an old-fashioned ironing board because of the antics of a tiny brown mouse. I didn’t want to remove them from their enjoyment. Ducking down, I entered the open gate.
I was a bit startled when I first saw the guards. I was expecting a little more of a fight, but the second part of my plan had evidently taken shape. Dhyla and a few of the Escerica rebels were fulfilling their promise to get the kids out. I shouldn’t have even come, but I couldn’t help it. Mari and Miko were my responsibility. I had to make sure they were okay.
I snuck down a sidewalk that was fenced on both sides and tried the door. It was locked.
The sidewalk stretched out on the sides of the building in both directions. I took a second to try to figure out which path to take. A door clanged against the brick wall on the right side. Dashing down to the door, I entered the building.
The place was made like a hospital with a public desk for the guards or nurses or whomever. From the public desk, hallways reached out in a T-shape with rooms on both sides. I circled the desk to take a look at the computers. I had no idea where Mari and Miko were. I needed to access the information on the computer hard drives.
As soon as I turned the corner, five terrified women glanced up at me. They were bound like the guards. Unlike the guards, tears rolled down two of the women’s cheeks, and none of them watched the blue cat cartoon. My heart bled for the women. None of this was their fault. They were caught in the middle, but I reminded myself they never took a stand. They never helped the Lower-Cs when they could. A few hours of fear wouldn’t kill them. At least, that was the lie I told myself.
The computer screen was locked. I hadn’t used my good luck charm on a regular computer since the halo incident at the Stadium. I didn’t have much of a choice. I didn’t know if the women would help me, and I didn’t want to take the chance they may scream.
I put my left hand near one of the security panels. A little animation of two children holding hands as five bars locked around them played. After that, the computer unlocked. Mari and Miko’s names were highlighted on the screen. Both were on the second floor, but not in the same room. Mari was in 207, and Miko was in 211.
I swiveled my head back and forth trying to find the closest stairs. I settled on the stairs to the far left because the numbers of the rooms in that area were from 101 to 116. Most buildings were numbered the same on every floor, so my best bet was that when I made it to the second floor, the kids would be there.
Relief washed over me. Everyone was bound and gagged. I was a few minutes from taking Mari and Miko far away from here.
I left the public desk and jogged down the left hallway. Each of the rooms had a small vertical window with thick glass. The glass had thin wires running through it, which crisscrossed to keep the glass from shattering.
I couldn’t help but peek in the first window I passed. Inside was a little girl playing with a stuffed bear. When she saw me, she smiled and waved her fingers. I waved back and took a few more steps to the next door. Inside was a Latino boy doodling on the page of a magazine. Every available space on the page was covered. He didn’t see me. After a moment, he turned the page and started his new master work.
All of these kids were no different than Mari and Miko, or even me, for that matter. They were just kids who needed help, hugs, toys, and love, but because they were Lower-C, they were here in this cold, vanilla place. It didn’t take me long to make up my mind. If I was going to be some kind of fantasy leader, at least for the moment, it was time I started acting like it.
I stepped back to the first door and opened it. The little girl stood and tucked her arms around the teddy bear.
“Hi. Who are you?” she asked.
“My name is Paeton. Who are you?”
“Crystal.” She took a few steps toward me.
“How long have you been here?”
“Seven days. They said they’re going to move me to a better place next week.”
“How old are you?”
“Eight. I’ll be nine in three weeks.”
“Wow.” I forced a smile, but my heart ached. She’d be dead in two weeks. “How would you like to get out of here now?”
She nodded and came up to the door. I opened it wide, and she slipped out into the hallway.
“Here’s what I want you to do. First, I want you to open all the doors on this floor. Then take all the kids outside to the parking lot and wait for me. If I don’t come out, look for an older woman named Dhyla. Tell her I said she’s to take you home.”
“Okay,” she said.
“Make sure you’re real quiet, okay?”
She nodded and dashed across the hallway to open the first door. I jogged up toward the stairwell and entered. I zipped up the steps and exited on the second floor. 
Silence spread over the walls.
I expected at least some kind of ruckus or conversation or something. I had never seen Escerica at work. I mean really at work. It was amazing to see the jet at the Perimeter Market. I still didn’t know all they were capable of. Maybe they had some assassins—ninja assassins—ninja assassins with mutant powers.
I took a few steps and reached the first door on the hallway. I peeked inside to see a little black boy around ten with his back to me. I opened the door.
“Hey,” I said.
He turned around, but his eyes were wide with fright. “Wha-what do you want?”
“I’m gonna let you out of here. All you have to do is go.”
“Why? What are you gonna do to me?”
“Nothing. I just want to let you out so the people in here don’t hurt you.”
He gulped hard, took a second glance at the door, and zipped out.
He threw open the door to the stairwell and dashed down. I grabbed the door to keep it from banging the side. His echoing footsteps disturbed the silence and sent shivers up my spine.
Something had frightened him. The girl in the first room wasn’t nearly so terrified. I could only imagine the Escerica people had spooked him when they were looking for Mari and Miko.
I dashed to the second door, hoping to find a kid like the one on the first floor that would free the other kids while I searched. My gaze fell into the room and every muscle in my body tightened into a knot. My breath caught inside my windpipe.
A seven-year-old blonde girl had her back, calves, and fingers stretched over the far wall. Her body trembled. Two feet in front of her was a man lying on his stomach. A pool of maroon blood grew around his body.
I cracked open the door. The girl’s attention snapped to me. She cowered down to the floor.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said.
“Promise?” she replied.
“Yes.”
She dashed over to me and grabbed my pants leg, burying her head into my side.
“What happened?” I asked.
She swiveled her head left to right. I was surprised she wasn’t screaming her head off. She had to be in shock.
“What happened?” I repeated.
“An old man shot him.”
“A man?”
“Um-hun,” she mumbled.
“You sure?” I didn’t know about any old men. The only thing I could think of was that maybe Dhyla had a disguise on or something. Capt. Davis was the one who was leading the charge to get me. She was probably trying to get out of that mobile police station thing.
“Okay, well. Go on down stairs.”
“Um-unh.”
“C’mon. There are other kids downstairs. All of them are running away.”
“No, I’m not leaving you.”
“I tell you what? Why don’t you open some of these other doors, and the other kids can leave with you. Would you like that?”
She looked at me for the first time. Tears streamed from her eyes.
I rubbed the back of her head. “Just open the doors. And there will be lots of kids, and you guys can leave together.”
She took a step back and nodded. Then she snuck over to the door across from her. Another little girl appeared.
“Now both of you keep opening doors and get the kids out of here. Okay?”
Both of them nodded.
A loud clack echoed behind me.
The color in both girls’ faces drained away. They clasped hands and dashed off through the stairwell door.
Fear scratched at my neck. I was afraid to look behind me, but I had the feeling if I didn’t, I was going to end up like the man in the pool of blood. I started to turn and that’s when I heard her voice.
“Slowly, Ms. Washington,” Capt. Davis said. “Turn around slowly and put your hands above your head.”



CHAPTER 26
I was so stupid, so naive. Crix!
I put my hands above my head and spun toward Capt. Davis’ voice.
She stood at the end of the hallway in front of the public desk. A dark gun pointed at my face. It was the same police issued Glock I had stolen, which meant it was full of bullets, not shock rounds. Her eyes focused down the barrel. Her right hand clasped around the grip.
“Take the gun out of your pants and toss it forward,” she said.
I reached behind my back and pulled the gun out. With a loose hand, I showed it to Capt. Davis. A second later, I tossed it down the corridor. My hands returned above my head.
Fear flooded into me and tightened my throat.
“Finally, we meet, Ms. Washington,” Capt. Davis said.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I figured you would head down here once you left the market.”
“How did you know?” Cracks cut at the edges of my words.
“You’re not a killer, Ms. Washington. I’ve seen killers. You, you’re just a child. One who unfortunately was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
My lungs expanded before they stuttered, forcing the air out. Tears slid down my cheeks. Mari and Miko’s rooms were fifteen feet away. A few more doors and they would have been free. 
I didn’t think it would end like this. As soon as Ms. Roller-Eyes rounded the corner with Mari and Miko a week ago, it became a lost cause. They would pay the price for my stupidity. For a moment, I thought that I might win. I might be able to get away from this place, protect them, be the super teenage girl who flies in at the last minute and saves the day. I was wrong. I wasn’t strong or smart. I could barely shoot and Dhyla was foolish to believe in me. I was just a petty thief, one step away from nothing. Lower-Cs like me were worthless. The only thing left for me was Class Zero—nothing, non-existence, death.
Capt. Davis studied me. “I viewed that vid of you and the boy over a hundred times in the last few days. Never once did I see a smile on your face, or a time when you let down your guard. You were protecting yourself from him. He was an enemy to you, not a friend.”
She profiled me like I did to the people I stole from. Her questions prodded for my reasoning.
“I’ve been racking my brain over why someone with no real violent history would join Escerica. While I’ve never been lower class, I’ve seen enough to know that life is hard for those like you. No matter how many things I discovered about you in the last seven days, I never saw anything to make me believe you would become a rebel. So why did you do it?” Her eyes were curious, not angry or condescending.
I truly did believe she didn’t know, but that she wanted to understand. Somewhere within her was hope. Rationalizing my transformation from petty thief to mock Escerica leader sat in the center of that desire.
“I didn’t want to do it.” My body rattled.
I cursed the words as they left my mouth. All the positive things I had done were null and void. All I learned was insignificant. Even my thoughts of actually joining Escerica were childish.
“I…I just wanted to save Mari and Miko. I wanted them to have a better life than I’ve had. I wanted them to know love, and maybe… maybe I needed their love to live.”
I confessed my soul to a complete stranger that wanted to either kill me, imprison me, or turn me into an android. I had imagined this day, ever since I stole the first set of credits from bratty Sarah Graham. I thought I’d be quaking in my boots and my knees would be knocking together. I thought a lot of things, but I never thought I’d be so calm.
Even with the gun pointed at me and the knowledge that Capt. Davis could shoot me dead where I stood, and be right in doing so, I was surprisingly relaxed and focused. Maybe something had happened over the last seven days, something I couldn’t explain. It was my idea to take down the last drone, and in some kind of way I helped stop the Police Mobile-thingy. Even now, my rescue attempt saved at least a few children, right?
Capt. Davis’ brow wrinkled as she considered my words. After a few seconds, her expression brightened, and she loosened her stance, pulling the gun back a bit. She walked toward me.
“I wish I could tell you there was some kind of loophole, or that I could go easy on you, but there isn’t. I would simply be trading my life for yours. If you hadn’t taken down the drone and the mobile station or gave yourself up at the Stadium, you may have had a better ending. But as it is now, it doesn’t matter that you’re sixteen. There’s nothing anyone can do to help you.”
Rylan and my missed first kiss spread through my mind. I may not ever get that chance again. It had been the perfect night. If I had to do it again, I would have kissed him. Even if he didn’t kiss me back, it would have been okay. It’s not like I was in love with him. It was just a kiss, something special, a treasured moment.
If I had another opportunity at life, I would have bought those maroon Allison Riley pumps. I would have drunk chocolate mochas until I was blue in the face. Those nice clothes I had thrown away, I’d wear to some nice restaurant even if I had to eat by myself. I’d have spent more time with Dhyla. I would love, love, and then love some more. I wouldn’t be afraid.
Capt. Davis came within three feet of me. “Turn around and put your hands on your head.”
I complied. My heart drowned in my chest. A deep tiredness weighed on me with all of the missed opportunities.
Capt. Davis whipped my right arm behind me and then my left. A plastic tie zipped up to my wrists. She patted me down. Her hands stopped at my right front pocket. She pulled out the holo-decoy emitter. I had forgotten all about it. Curses touched my lips for not using it, but then I recognized it would have been futile anyway. I didn’t see Capt. Davis when she spotted me. Rylan’s gizmos hadn’t helped me at all.
She spun me around to face her. I could barely see. Tears covered my eyes, and the world blurred into dark shadows and bright lights.
“I’ll see to it that you get a fair trial,” she said.
I nodded and hoped she would keep her word.
“Holograms. Old, but efficient.” She examined the holo-decoy emitter for a moment then put it into a pocket in the front of her vest.
We descended the stairs. Capt. Davis opened the door for me to exit to the main floor. As I passed through the doorway, clacks from hard-soled shoes startled me. I woke up out of my daze and stared directly ahead.
Near the public office area, an old white man paced around the outside.
“Paeton!” he said loudly, like he was happy to see me.
He put something down on the desk and grabbed a handkerchief from his coat pocket. He rubbed the handkerchief over his hands as he drew closer. Once he was a few yards away, his likeness sparked my memory.
“Governor?” Capt. Davis asked.
Why was Governor Bobby Read here? My stomach tossed and turned.
I craned my head toward Capt. Davis, and she looked as confused as I was.
“You should be resting after the crash,” she said to Governor Read.
“Pish posh,” he said as he continued toward us. “That was just a few scratches.”
“Governor, I think you may need medical attention.”
“More than you, Captain Davis? I’m an old man, but surely give me some credit,” he said.
Capt. Davis and I stopped a few feet from Governor Read. He opened his arms like he was going to give me a hug. A wide smile covered his face. It was no doubt he was a politician. If I had a baby in my arms, he’d be ready to kiss it.
It was so odd seeing him here, and on top of that, acting like this. I immediately wanted to back away and hide behind Capt. Davis. Her presence I could understand, but for the Governor of Georgia to see about my capture personally wasn’t logical.
“Paeton, I’m so excited to meet you. You don’t know how much—” After glancing down at my arms behind my back, he frowned. “Capt. Davis, that’s no way to treat our young patron. Please set her free.”
I gawked. I swallowed and took an involuntary step backward. This behavior was too good to be true. The police-mobile-thingy had to be worth billions, and an hour ago it became little more than a mountain of rubble. He acted like I was his number one supporter. His smile couldn’t be larger. His eyebrows couldn’t be higher.
“Governor? She’s a wanted criminal. You were an eye witness.”
“Come now. She was scared. Besides, she’s all of what, fifteen?”
“Sixteen.” The word drifted out of me more out of reflex than an actual statement.
“See, sixteen. So young and full of life. Now please, Capt. Davis. I don’t think she’ll be going anywhere.”
Capt. Davis pulled out a knife and reached behind my back. The plastic tightened and then snapped away. I pulled my arms forward and rubbed my wrists.
“See,” Governor Read said. He put his hands on my shoulders and rubbed them. “She’s a good girl, just misguided. C’mon into the light so I can see you better.”
We all took a few steps forward and neared the public office area. The hairs on my neck stood on end. This moment was wrong. There was no way I would trust him. The way he rubbed my shoulders a few seconds ago sent chills down my spine.
“Now then,” he said, turning around. He glanced over my face and grinned again. “Why you jus’ a pretty, little thing. You must make your momma proud. And healthy. A wee bit scrawny, but strong.” He curled his arms and allowed them to rise as he said the word. “You’re just what we need.”
Okay, I was completely lost at this point. My mind tightened into knots.
“This Escerica ensemble has gotten out of hand…”
He rambled on, but I zoned out. This encounter made no sense. I had to be dreaming or dead in some warped afterlife.
“See, the people need someone. They need a face. And now, well, we got one.”
I focused on Governor Read. My brain pieced together what he was saying. “Wha?”
“Yes, Paeton Washington. You have to love that… Washington, the face of Escerica. The face which will unite the upper and middle classes. The face which will go down in history as one of the greatest threats of our generation.”
What was he talking about? I was nobody. I was a girl who kept her head down and stayed out of the way. I wasn’t the girl he was describing. Bubbles burned my stomach just listening to him.
“I’m not a threat,” I said. “I’m not that person. I’m just a girl.”
“So was Joan of Arc. She was who she needed to be.”
“But, I’m not some super rebel leader.” The words scratched at my throat as they left.
He turned away from me and reached for something on the table. “No, you’re right, Paeton. You’re more. You’re everything.”
Before I could respond, he lifted up a shiny object and pointed it. It took my mind half a second to register that it was a gun. It went off. A huge plume of fire shot out of the end. Smoke waffed into the air. My eyes stared at the explosion as my brain etched it into my mind.
Capt. Davis’ body drifted away from me. Slowly, like in a bad movie, her body rolled away. She slammed into the floor and her head bounced on the hard linoleum. Her face was an open wound of blood and broken bone.
I quickened my head around from the sight. Everything within me began to shake. Weakness spread through my muscles and bent them. A rolling nausea spun inside my stomach, and bile splashed against my tongue.
I had seen dead people, but never like this. Two minutes ago I talked with this woman. She confided in me, said she would do her best to help me. I… I didn’t… I…
Another loud pop echoed down the hallway. My stare fell on Governor Read. He pointed the barrel at one of the women tied up behind the desk. The woman’s eyes frantically zipped back and forth in her head. Her expression was panicked. But I couldn’t move. My body had frozen.
Another pop sounded. The woman’s head fell forward. Blood and cerebral fluid dripped down to the floor. Sounds of desperation came from the remaining women. Even though their mouths were bound, I understood what they were saying. They were begging Governor Read, me, or even God to spare their lives.
Nausea plagued me and stole my soul like a ghost. I leaned forward doing my best to keep myself from throwing up. My chest seemed to burst, and my lungs pulsed for air. I began hyperventilating. These women were innocent. They hadn’t done anything. They were just trying to provide for their families. Why was he doing this?
Three more pops followed.
Governor Read took a step back as a red puddle spread at his feet. He glanced down at his shoes.
“Almost got some on me,” he murmured.
I wrestled with myself trying to get my emotions under control. I needed to know what happened to Mari and Miko.
After he gathered himself, I forced my question out. “Did you kill them, too?”
“Kill who?” he asked and turned his attention to me.
“Kill Ma—” I couldn’t form the words. I couldn’t say her name in the same sentence with death. It would make it too real.
“The two kids? They’re very much alive.” He glanced over the women’s heads and shot the gun a few times into the wall. Then he turned to me. He waved me back with his hand as he walked forward. “Could you take a quick step back for me, please.”
I didn’t know what was happening. Why was I moving backward?
He rotated his arm back away from me and shot four times. Two bullets hit the public office area. Another two shots whizzed down the corridor and opened notches in the wall.
“They’re alive?” I asked. A glimmer of hope sprang inside my chest.
“Very much so.” He pressed his hand in my direction. “Can you take a few more steps back?” he asked.
I fumbled backward. My whole equilibrium swayed. I was relieved to hear the kids were alive, but still in shock over Governor Read’s actions.
He picked up Capt. Davis’ gun and put it in his belt.
“Where are they?” I focused on the kids. I needed to know they were okay.
“They’re upstairs. I thought you might have saw ’em. They are as safe as can be.”
My hands clasped over my chest, and I could breathe again. My whole body came back to life. With a pulsating heart, I took another step backward. My mind worked to make sense of everything he was doing. Any thought was lost behind a gray fog, but bits of ideas started to form. This whole thing just didn’t feel right. Everything was wrong.
The door at the entry way opened. Governor Read and I both turned toward a human cop. He took a few steps inside and paused.
“Did you get everyone out?” Governor Read asked.
“Yes, sir. All that’s left is just me and my partner. Any word from Capt. Davis?” the cop asked.
“No, not right now. She hasn’t picked up her com, but we have the suspect in custody now. I want to make sure there isn’t an uproar among the troops. It’s not every day we capture a rebel leader.” Governor Read turned to me and winked.
A shudder passed through me. Did he believe that we shared some sick joke?
The cop looked confused. “Not to underestimate your guidance, Governor, but don’t we need more guards?”
“I thought that too. But what I don’t want is for her not to stand trial. I’m afraid that…” Governor Read took a deep breath. His voice became sorrowful. “I’m afraid that too many lives have been lost. And I don’t trust that the fine men and women of the force would want to see her walk out of here alive. Do you understand what I’m sayin’, son?”
My mouth fell open. Why was he telling the cop those things?
The cop’s face tightened. “Yes, sir. That’s wise.”
“Good man. Now, c’mon over and give me a hand.”
The cop nodded and walked forward. His face appeared out of the shadows. He was a young man, no more than twenty-four. My gaze locked onto him. A loud crack of fire and power sounded in my ears. A burst of blood shot from the cop’s back. The cop stared down at a hole in his chest, wobbled, and fell backward onto the floor.
Governor Read exhaled. “And that’s twenty-five, I think.”
I turned back to Governor Read. “You shot him,” I said.
He pulled the trigger of the gun a few more times but nothing happened besides a light clicking sound. “No, no, I did no such thing.”
His words were illogical. I just watched him murder all those people. He had done it with no mercy, no kindness. What about their families? What about the people who depended on them?
“You killed them. You killed them all!” My voice cracked.
My mind buzzed, trying to piece together his odd behavior. That’s when it started to dawn on me. Only the governor and I were present in the building. He wanted a face to bring together the classes. He wanted someone to blame, and at that moment, he had me. Someone who was seen on TV after the second drone went down. Someone who yelled she was Escerica’s leader to thousands of witnesses. Someone who took down the third drone. Someone who was young, strong, and hopeful.
He said what I was thinking. I whispered the words as they exited his mouth. “No, I didn’t, you did.”
I did.
He was framing me for it all. The classes would unite against me, my face. I really was enemy number one.
I glanced down at the gun wiggling in front of my body. Our eyes locked for a moment before I returned my gaze to the gun. He wanted me to grab it. I took a step back. He grabbed my wrist and forced the gun into my hand. I spun it around to see, to make sure it was all real. He had set me up.
He dug into his belt and pulled out Capt. Davis’s gun.
My neck stiffened. My eyes watered. Cold slid over my skin.
He smiled and raised Capt. Davis’ gun level with my face.
I had never looked down the barrel of a gun before. It was so empty, dark, and lonely.
I glanced back at the gun he gave me. It was empty of bullets. I couldn’t shoot him. I couldn’t do anything, but stand there and die.
He motioned for me to lift my arm up. “C’mon, lift those strong hands up, and this will be all over.”
My hand seemed to rise on its own. I wanted to stop it, but I was compelled to follow his orders.
“That’s a good girl,” Governor Read said. “Little bit farther now.”
The gun lifted to my chest, but I couldn’t point it at him. As soon as I did, I would take my last breath. I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live, to drink mochas, to play with the kids, and to kiss a boy. I didn’t want to die like an animal, like a nothing, like a Lower-C.
I studied the gun in my hands, and noticed for the first time since I came downstairs, I had the holo-decoy activation-thingy on. I glanced over at Capt. Davis’s body. She was now behind Governor Read because he had to pick up her gun. What did Rylan say? The emitter could work through clothes, or something like that. He said I could put it into someone’s purse or bag and it would work.
At that moment, it dawned on me I had something else I could try. My life wasn’t over yet. I just had to find a way to steal what the governor valued most—his confidence.
I relaxed my face the best I could and forced my shakes away. I slowly lowered the gun and watched Governor Read’s expression darken.
“Come now, I thought you were braver than that. Nuthin’ wrong with going out with dignity.”
I exhaled. “I don’t have to go out. You do.”
He looked puzzled, and I tapped the little button on the holo-decoy controller.
“Nice try, but—”
I motioned toward his right side. His expression changed when he noticed a gun rising up from behind him. I had hoped he wouldn’t notice that my arm was rising in the exact same way.
He spun around and saw a hologram of me smiling at him.
“That’s very fun—”
I didn’t let him finish. I threw my body into his side and yanked on his gun. Shots fired. He bucked his body and swung his legs around. I increased my grip and hung on. He was old, but he wasn’t weak. It took everything I had just to stay with him.
He pulled his arm up and elbowed me in the mouth. I fell back and lost my grip. He spun around, his body fully facing me. I threw my ninety-something pounds at him. He took a step back and tripped over Capt. Davis’s body. The gun hit the ground and slid down the corridor toward the stairwell.
I lunged over him trying to reach the gun. He grabbed my right arm and dragged me back. Two jolts of pain attacked my torso. He drew his fist back, and hit me across the jaw.
My world spun.
I curled my body, trying to gather any energy I had left. Yelling profanities, he kicked me and then he rolled his body around to all fours. Afterward, he crawled toward the gun.
I pulled myself back and remembered the holo-decoy controller. I frantically unzipped Capt. Davis’ vest and reached in. I found it, yanked it out, and stood. I stumbled back into the wall behind me.
My hologram went from facing me to being turned away. I don’t know what I touched, but something had changed. I glanced down at my controller and tapped the little button. The hologram turned left, then right, and after a few button presses started to mirror me. I pressed the button again and again. The hologram disappeared before popping to life again.
A scraping reminded me of Governor Read. I glanced back toward him just as a shot rang out. My hologram and I stared at him, but I had the sinking feeling he didn’t miss. He just didn’t know which one to shoot.
After a second, he refocused. I sprang from against the wall and turned the corner to leave. Gunshots echoed down the hallway as plaster burst from the walls.
As I turned the corner to head out the front door, he jogged toward me. I passed into the final corridor, and he disappeared from view. I dashed down the corridor with only the holo-decoy in my hand. My hologram sped beside me. I wanted it to go the opposite way, so that maybe if I threw the projector then I could be in two places at once.
I tapped the button again, and the hologram flipped backward. It looked stupid running the opposite way. In the window on the exit door, Governor Read stumbled around the corner. There was no way I could make it to the door. My legs stumbled, and my mind buzzed.
I glanced down at the body of the dead officer. He lay in the middle of the corridor where Governor Read had shot him. I noticed his gun and leaped over his body to go for it. At the same time, my hologram passed through me to land to my right. I kneeled down and unstrapped the gun.
“Enough games,” Governor Read said.
I stared at a window at the end of the hallway. In the reflection, I saw Governor Read. He wiped away blood from his face. There was a gash along his temple.
“I like you, Paeton. Hell, I even like the fact that you jus’ beat the snot outta me. It works. Makes for good publicity. Shit yeah, I got a real certified war wound to tell the press about.”
“I’ve got a gun now,” I said.
My body shook like mad. I touched the tip of the grip, but I hadn’t quite secured the gun. I didn’t know how well he could see. Governor Read had made the officer walk a few steps before he shot him. I hoped the details were fuzzy and that he wouldn’t call my bluff.
“Why don’t you leave me alone? Wouldn’t it be better if the face of Escerica was still loose on the streets?” I asked.
He strode toward me, gun held high. “I did consider that option, but then I thought about the press and what they would say about the fiasco with the final drone and with the mobile station. I don’t even think you realize how many tax credits you just flushed down the drain. And most importantly, as I’m sure you’re aware, I’ve got an election coming up.”
I watched his eyes, searching for a clue which would let me know he felt the weight of my stare. My fingertips slid over the edge of the gun as I slowly pulled it out. My heart rattled against my chest. My shooting percentage was barely over twenty percent. Eighty when I wasn’t moving. I couldn’t win a shootout with him. Options were few. I had to take control of the situation and make a stand. If I didn’t, he would have the upper hand.
“Don’t take another step,” I said. “I only have one target, you have two. If you miss, it’ll be over. All you have to do is drop the gun and leave. I just want the kids, and I’ll disappear. I promise.”
“Now, Paeton, I’ve already told you that I can’t do that. I can’t let you go. I’m not going to let the kids go. And at the end of this, your death will be my key strategy for reelection, and in a few years, a run for the presidency.”
Crix! My gaze fell away from him. I studied the walls, the windows, the lights, looking for a way out of this. There was none. I stared back into his eyes and wrapped as many fingers around the gun as I could.
“It’s over, Paeton. I see your eyes. A hologram can’t focus on me.” He smiled.
My blood stilled in my veins.
I didn’t hear the first gunshot, or the subsequent ones. The flashes brightened the hallway. I dropped next to the officer’s dead body. I wrapped my fingers tightly around the barrel of the gun and hoped for the best. My side slammed into the ground. My head knocked against the cold linoleum.
Clacks from Governor Read’s shoes echoed in the hallway, but the sounds were light. My ears rang with the lasting impression from the gunshots. Blood seeped into my shirt and jeans.
His body rose over me, and I saw his shadow on the wall.
“I’m sorry, Paeton,” he said. “For what it’s worth, I really liked you.”
“I’m sorry, too,” I said.
His smiling aura spread over me. He raised the gun to finish me off.
Before his first gunshot, I flipped over. His eyes grew inside his head.
“What the…?” he started.
I stared at the back of his head. He hadn’t realized he had shot the hologram and not me. I had been facing the exit the whole time, but could see him through the reflection in the window. Locking eyes with him was hard, since I had to find the right angle, but I had figured it out as he rambled along. He spun his head around, but it was too late.
I pulled the trigger as many times as I possibly could. His head exploded. Fragments of skull and flesh splattered against the wall. His body crumpled forward and slid to the ground.
My whole body twitched. I didn’t kill Ms. Roller-Eyes. Sadness wrapped around me when the government announced her death. Even though I was innocent, a jolt cut into my heart. But, Governor Read’s death penetrated my very being. A deep, sickly cold attached itself to my spine. My stomach rolled inside of me as I pulled myself up.
I glanced down at the blood staining my clothes. I had fallen into the pool of blood from the dead officer. I forced my body against the wall. My adrenaline faded, but I needed my body to create more. I had to get to Mari and Miko.
With raspy breaths, I tore through the hallways and leapt over Capt. Davis’s dead body. I shot up the stairs and threw open every door in my search. I didn’t even bother talking to the kids inside. Most were panicked to see me, a bloody mess, opening the door. There were more dead bodies of Escerica rebels, all hidden away by either Capt. Davis or more likely, Governor Read.
In the back of my mind, I pieced together the whole scheme. I wondered how long it had taken him to figure out that plan. Was it when he first saw me or was it when the mobile unit fell? I didn’t doubt he was pretty smart, but I had this nagging feeling he was more politician than mastermind.
Capt. Davis was dead, so she wasn’t a part of it either. I thought back to the other man I saw in the mobile unit. Who was he?
My brain ached with all the information. It was too much. I had seen too much death. I just needed to get to Mari and Miko and get out of there.
I threw open the door to Room 211. No one stepped out but whimpers drifted from the inside. I checked the gun. It still had plenty of ammo. Whoever was hiding in the room really didn’t need to mess with me. I lifted the gun and turned the corner. Dhyla sat against the wall, propped up on her arms and barely breathing. Her shirt was drenched in red.
I spun my head around and saw Mari and Miko. They sat separately, one on each side of an android police officer.
“Paeton,” Mari called out. Her voice was weak.
“Hey.” I tried to sound calm, but inside I was a nervous wreck.
“Paeton Washington. We meet finally,” the android said. Only thing was, he didn’t have the computerized voice or the overly professional tone of a normal android, he sounded… human.
The dark visor area blinked a few times, and the face of a white man appeared. He was young. My best guess was he was in his early forties, because he only had a twinge of gray at the edges of his hair. He was clean shaven, and in the circles he frequented, I’m sure he was considered attractive.
“I’m guessing that the governor is dead or incapacitated in some way,” he said.
“Who are you?” I asked.
“Just the… uh, power behind the throne, so to speak.”
“What do you want?” The presence of his face, moving in glowing pixels, dried my throat. I swallowed, but the muscles at the back of my neck strained. If he was the power as he said, then what was the point of Governor Read?
“I already have what I want. I just wanted to see it with my own eyes.”
I aimed the gun at the visor. “Let the kids go.”
“Gladly.”
The android lifted its hands. The kids jumped up and ran over to me.
“Now what?” My stomach turned. There had to be more. I had done too much damage and had hurt the pride of the Georgian Government. There would be repercussions.
“Now, well. You already know this part,” the man said.
The android’s three cameras blinked to life. For the first time, the android focused on me.
I grabbed the top of Miko’s head with my hand. “Get out of here. Grab your sister and get out of here. Just run and keep running.”
As the android lifted from the seat, Miko pulled away from me and grabbed Mari, yanking her out of the room. She screamed in protest, but I hoped she would go. I couldn’t fight this thing with them around. I didn’t know if I could fight it at all.
My blood chilled inside my throat. My ever-present phobia spread inside my chest on long spider’s legs.
I pulled the trigger. Fire ignited from the barrel as dozens of shots unloaded into the helmet. Pieces of metal and plastic blasted away. Suddenly, my fingers stopped on their own. I couldn’t do anything, I froze in place. The right side of the helmet was gone, and my gaze locked onto one bright, blue eye staring at me. Small curled lips were underneath the eye with skin the color of snow. It was a child. I didn’t know if it was a boy or girl, but it was a child.
I shut down. I backed into the wall, and the hand holding the gun bounced against the hard surface. I couldn’t shoot anymore. I couldn’t do anything.
The android grabbed my throat. The child’s eye examined me as though I was some kind of interesting toy.
I tried to lift the gun. I needed to do something to keep myself from death. The child’s mouth moved, but its voice was the robotic tone of the android.
“Citizen Paeton Washington. You have been sentenced to death. The sentence will be carried out at this time. You are allowed to state last words and intentions.”
All I could hope for was that Mari and Miko got away. That somehow, someway, they found Rylan and the others. Maybe they could be a family and be happy.
I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to think about the android as I died. I wanted to see Mari and Miko. I wanted to taste chocolate mochas in my mouth. I wanted to joke around with Sun Hi, AJ, and Josalyn. But most of all, I wanted to kiss Rylan. My tongue longed for the taste of his lips.
I imagined his face. I placed his gray eyes into my mind. I wanted to be young and foolish, even if it was just for a moment. I wanted to make the fantasy real. I wanted to be a teenager.
My mouth forced his name out. “Rylan.”
“Awwwwww,” someone said. The voice sounded like Sun Hi.
I opened my eyes and turned toward the door. Rylan stood a few inches away from me. He rammed one of the EMP modules into the back of the android’s head. It fizzled. After a second and a few convulsions, the android’s body went limp. Rylan yanked at the android’s fingertips and released my neck from its grasp.
My body collapsed. Every part of me twitched like the android had just done. Rylan grabbed me, wrapping his arms around me to control my shakes. I was so close to death that every part of me had been soaked in it.
Sun Hi bent over near the doorway. Her face and shoulders sagged. Mari and Miko pressed against her frame, keeping her upright.
Rylan’s eyes found mine. “You okay?” 
“No,” I said, still trembling, “but, I’ll be all right.”



CHAPTER 27
My knees floundered. Rylan supported me, but my whole being relaxed as though each muscle and nerve had been tense since I left the Perimeter Market. I shifted my gaze to Sun Hi and the kids who stood at the doorway.
“Get them out of here,” I told Sun Hi. I glanced at Mari and Miko, alternating frightened stares. “Go with Sun Hi. I’ll be right there.”
With downturned faces, the three of them stumbled away.
I pushed away from Rylan and spun around to Dhyla. She gasped for air. Contentment spread over her face. Her arms strained against the floor as she held herself up. Blood was everywhere. I fumbled forward, trying to keep my own legs beneath me.
The room smelled of death. My sanity faded in and out. My mind drifted and there was a persistent itch of insanity ebbing at the bottom of my skull. A deep, cavernous pit called to me. Only my will kept me grounded.
I knelt next to Dhyla. She had gone before me to lead the team to rescue Mari and Miko. I had wanted to be there, but I needed to be a distraction. She was the only one I trusted to get the kids out, but Capt. Davis had been waiting for her. This was my fault. She was dying because my plan backfired.
A smile curled on her lips. Her face was tired, her throat taut.
“I’m so sorry, Dhyla. I’m so sorry. I’m going to get you out of here. You just need to gather your strength. Me and Rylan will get you home,” I said.
Rylan moved closer. Dhyla’s gaze focused on the movement behind me before settling back on my face.
Her head shook in the tiniest of motions. It was just enough to stop Rylan walking and enough for the back of my eyes to burn. I couldn’t let her stay there. That’s what she wanted for us, to leave her so that she wouldn’t slow our escape. I saw it in her eyes, but she didn’t have to do that. We would be okay.
“I always knew you were a strong one, a smart one, a pretty one.” She reached out but quickly placed her hand back onto the floor as though it hurt to lift it.
“Dhyla, you’re still alive. We can save you. We’re here now.” I said my words slowly and deliberately. I wanted her mind to clear and for her to let us help. She had to let me take her out of there and for some super-Escerica doctor to do some magic or something on her body. I couldn’t be without Dhyla. I already lost my real mother. I needed someone to help me, guide me, lecture me—love me.
“I remember the first day I saw you behind the market. You couldn’t even remember your name. Even then, I knew you were going to be something special.”
“Don’t do this,” I whispered.
I shook my head and wanted her to stop talking—stop giving up. There was a way. There had to be a way. The cut was bad and deep, but I had lived. She had to survive too.
“There’s always a point in your life when you just know. When you meet someone you’re gonna love, you just know it. And when I met you, I knew it. I knew I loved you.”
“Please,” I said over and over to myself. I didn’t want this. My mind melted into mush. I needed her in my life. I needed her companionship, her wisdom, her understanding, her trust.
“You stole a special place in my heart, Paeton. A place for a goofy, caring, fourteen-year-old thief.”
“Sixteen.” I smiled bitterly. My brow tightened, and my stomach quaked. Her face blurred. I fought back the crashing emotions.
“I know I’ve never actually said what I’ve known for a long time.”
Why wouldn’t she just let me try to get her out of here? Didn’t she know how much I loved her? She was like my—
“You’re my daughter, Paeton. Maybe not so much by birth, but by love, hope, and joy. You’re not thrown away. You’re not trash. You’re perfect.”
My chest heaved, and I had to hold myself up. Tears streamed from my eyes and dropped down into her blood. A wail I couldn’t prevent started in my back and forced its way up through my throat and echoed from my mouth. My muscles ripped from the inside out. I placed my hands over hers and struggled to fight back from the quakes of pain attacking my being.
I loved her so much.
“You are my superhero-going-to-save-the-world daughter,” she said.
“And you’re my perfect-beautiful-wonderful-I’ll-miss-you-so-much mom.”
She lifted her hand and put it on my face. Her hands were cold, but soft. I wrapped my fingers around her hand and stared into her eyes.
“I love—” Her body fell forward just a few inches. Her torso pulsed and blood slid from her mouth, drowning off her words. The light in her eyes dimmed, and her expression loosened.
“Mom! Dhyla! No! No, please, no!” I screamed.
Rylan grabbed me. I don’t know what happened after that. I fell into the pit of insanity. My mind jumbled into waves of red and black. Every nightmare I ever had in my life was suddenly real. I couldn’t escape the madness because I couldn’t wake up. I couldn’t get away from the pain. It was on my skin, crawling up my body like ants. I wanted to get it off but I couldn’t. It was stuck to me, in me, moving.
I was lost.
 
***
 
I woke up sometime later.
Two babies screamed at the top of their lungs. In the distance, children chattered and ran across metal walkways that banged and shuffled.
I craned my neck toward the shower where my clothes hung, washed but still stained with blood. My breath was steady. The slow, hollow sound of my breath inhaling and exhaling snaked through the air. Over and over the sound came and went, came and went. It was peaceful, calming.
I worked my way to a seated position. Everything hurt, my back, knees, legs, and arms.
A clear, thin tube was fastened to my arm at the inside of my elbow. I followed the tube with my eyes to find it was connected to an upside down plastic two-liter bottle. A clear fluid was in the bottle, dripping down into the tube.
I stared at the bottle for a long time. My brain wouldn’t think. The world felt fuzzy and distant. This had to be a makeshift IV, but it felt as though my mind couldn’t say that for certain.
My fingers pinched a metal bead where the tube met my skin. Carefully, I pulled the bead back and watched a needle appear. I put the needle into the mattress and swung my legs over the edge of the bed.
My body was covered in a large, white T-shirt and not much else. I stared into the room allowing the cold drafts to prickle my skin. I felt like a zombie. I couldn’t think straight. All I could do was gaze into thoughts that wouldn’t take form in my mind.
Were the last few days a dream? I recalled the details and reorganized them, but it was hard to think.
A screeching sound turned my head to face an Asian woman with blonde hair. I wondered who it was. My mind searched for her name.
“Sun Hi?” I asked.
“Hi. How you feeling?”
“I don’t know. I don’t feel anything.”
“It’s the drugs,” she said.
“Oh.” My words sounded like they were coming out of my mouth in pulses.
She sat down on the bed and combed my hair with her fingers.
“How long have I been like this?” I asked.
“A day and a half.”
“But… but the Summit. We have to move fast. Get rid of the bad Upper-Cs. Save the people. Yay team.” I waved my hand around with my little joke.
“Well, not until you’re better. Everything will have to wait for now.” She gave me her best expression, but there was something she was holding back. 
“Wh—Where are Mari and Miko? Are they okay?”
“Yes. Both of them are having the time of their lives playing with the other kids.”
“Oh, I’m so happy.” I gathered my thoughts. My body screamed to go back to sleep. “How are baldy-dude-guy AJ and the cat girl, person? Um, uh—Josalyn.”
She giggled. “Both of them are fine. I wonder what little nicknames you had for me before you knew me well.”
“You were never anybody else. You were always the Sun… the Sun Hi, always.”
“Well… I’m sure the Gray-Eyed Fox wants to see you.”
“Rylan? Really?” A happy air swept around me and rose me toward the ceiling. I couldn’t help but smile.
“Yep. He says that he isn’t worried, but then comes back around hour, on the hour, to ask again.”
“Aww, that’s so sweet of him. I’m okay. I’m just tired and woozy.”
“Do you want him to come in?”
I giggled, and in my drunken stupor slapped Sun Hi on the shoulder. “I don’t… I don’t have any pants on. I need some clothes and socks.” A crackle of laughter caught in my throat.
She smiled. “Yeah, I think you would need those. C’mon I’ll help you.”
She dressed me in my other pair of jeans and my third shirt. After brushing my hair and helping me with my shoes and socks, we left the room.
“Do I look okay?” The world floated while a dozen uncoordinated dancers playing tug-of-war with my brain. The air outside my room smelled musty and stale, but it felt great to be on my feet and out of the room.
Something hit me. I fell forward, slightly. A tiny body strained under me. I glanced down and rubbed Miko’s head. Wow, he had such great hair. It made me even more self-conscious about mine. I ran my fingers through the brown quills on his head. A tiny hand grabbed my wrist to pull me back.
“Are you okay, Paeton?” Mari asked.
I grinned deeply as if my spirit had been revived. Hope stirred my heart and warmed me to the depths of my bones. They were safe. No one would harm them ever again, and I’d never have to worry anymore.
I wiped a tear away. “Yeah, I’m great. I’m so glad to see both you guys. Is everybody treating you well?”
“Yeah,” she said.
“Good.”
“When are we going home?” Miko asked.
I didn’t know what to say. I had only planned to get the kids back. I didn’t know if I’d be able to take them back to Ms. Cooper or not.
Sun Hi smiled. “This is your home. That is if you’re okay with being a rebel?”
“Mr. Palmer said Escerica one day would lib-e-ate—” Miko started.
“Liberate,” I said.
“Yeah, liberate us. And the government can go to he—H E double hockey sticks.”
I flushed with embarrassment. He shouldn’t even spell out those kind of words. I glanced at Sun Hi with apology written on my face.
She grinned and fluffed his hair. “I think you’ll fit in fine around here.”
Miko threw up two big thumbs up and leaned way back to make sure we understood his enthusiasm.
“Why don’t you two go on and play. Paeton is still tired.”
“Okay.” Their bodies drooped in mock anger before their youthful energy sprung them back to life.
“Don’t leave before you give me a hug though,” I said and reached out. I held both of them in my arms, squeezing as tight as I could. I could have held them forever breathing in their life-giving energy. After a few moments and Miko’s yelps of desperation, I let them go. They dashed off and joined the other kids running around the main room.
The golden lights shone around me and for the first time in a long time, I was safe. An orange blanket wrapped around my being and warmed me to the core. I could do this. I could be this, at least for a while.
Sun Hi tugged my arm, and I steadied myself to make the long journey around the ramps to reach the first floor. With everything that happened, I didn’t think the fish swimming in my head would allow me to use the ladders for faster access.
I took a step and a voice rung out behind me. “A thank you would be nice.”
A bright orb glowed behind my eyes. I spun around. Rylan leaned against the corrugated wall. He took a few sneak peeks at me before his gaze steadied.
The corner of my right cheek lifted. “Thank you? What am I thanking you for?”
His head cocked to the side. “Um, I saved your life. That’s three times now.”
“I didn’t… I didn’t ask for your help.” I could barely talk and my mind was fuzzy, but I decided to participate in his game.
“Actually, this time you did.” He took a few steps toward me. “I remember it as though it was two days ago.”
I raised an eyebrow to keep myself from giggling.
“You said and I quote, ‘Rylan, help me. I can’t do this without you.’”
“I said that?”
He stood in front of me. The space between us emptied until it was as if he were the only one in the room, the only one on the floor. Even though my legs were still, feet firmly to the ground, my spirit fell forward.
“Yeah, you said you needed me.”
“I remember saying that I needed AJ to fly me in and Josalyn to watch my back and even Sun Hi to shoot a few scrappers for me. Now, what did I need the Gray-Eyed Fox for?”
Despite my joke, he took another step eroding the distance between us. I could reach out and touch him, feel the coils of determination on his skin, the same furious nature that radiated in his gray eyes.
 He flashed his crooked smile. “To beat the android.”
“Hmmm, that’s right you did, didn’t you.”
I held his gaze allowing every part of it to funnel into me and spread through my limbs.
A moment passed between us, and another presence surrounded us. It was the weight of a stare, someone’s stare. I glanced to my right where Sun Hi grinned like a school girl. She had never walked off, like a normal non-nosy person would do.
I blinked a few times and cleared my throat.
It was obvious she should be leaving, but maybe it wasn’t to her.
“All right, all right. I’m going. You don’t have to be so pushy,” she said.
She grumbled a bit and walked off. As she slid down the ladder, the largest grin widened her face. I think I would have turned red, if I wasn’t so drugged up and hadn’t almost died two days ago.
“You wanna sit down?” Rylan asked.
“No, I wanna stay right here.”
The babies above me cried their heads off, but the sounds surrounded me and disappeared into a large, peaceful, white noise. I was comfortable here, and I could never go back. I would fulfill my promise to Dhyla and find a way to take down the Summit. The security was gone in Georgia. The police would be working overtime to control the masses. Hopefully that would give whomever was the brains of Escerica the time to get things moving again.
Rylan reached out and touched the back of my arm. His fingertips tickled my exposed skin. “I’m glad you’re okay,” he said.
My mind was open and free, and nothing held back any questions forming in my mind. I thought back to the Juvenile center and wondered where everyone was. I turned my gaze back to him. “By the way, what took you guys so long?” I didn’t want to sound menacing. With the drugs, I couldn’t tell, but I was confused as to why I was alone for thirty minutes.
“You stole a car,” Rylan said. His face darkened just a little before his shoulders rose. “We ended up having to take the train, after beating a few hundred scrappers.”
“Oh.” I giggled. Heat kissed my neck from both embarrassment and from the fact that he stole another small step forward. “I guess you did have that.”
“Yeah.”
“Well, I’m glad you made it when you did.” I could barely breathe. Every breath I took, he stole away from me, until the tiny distance between us vacuumed away my life support.
I studied his face as his fingers slid along my neck. His thumb brushed my hairline. My head lifted with his touch as the urge to lean deeper into him took over my mind.
“Rylan?” I asked, my lips trembling and my heart aching.
“Yeah.” His expression opened and his gray eyes shown like two perfect moons in the light of early dawn.
“Would you kiss me?” My heart quickened and the warmth within my chest escalated to a delicious burn.
His cheeks reddened, but his expression welcomed me close.
“Right here.” I touched my forefinger to my lips and dragged it down, opening my mouth.
He hesitated for a moment.
“Don’t you wanna kiss me?” My heart didn’t race, instead it was a steady, calm thump. Warmth spread over my neck and down my chest. A light tingle danced over my skin. It spread through me before hot waves of heat radiated on my lips.
His gaze steadied. He examined my mouth, licking his lips in anticipation. My body felt as if it were falling forward into a magnetic pull I couldn’t escape from.
“Then just do it. I’m ready,” I whispered.
He took a long breath and brought his arms around. He carefully lifted my head and allowed his gaze to linger on me. I caught my breath and closed my eyes. His thumbs glided along my hairline and brushed my ears. His lips tickled mine, and he glazed my lower lip with his tongue. His lips tasted salty sweet. My back arched, and I pressed myself into him, wanting to be so close that we melded together into one being. He snatched my breath and slowly stole it into his body.
After a second he pulled back, and I opened my eyes. The cute prince charming look spread over his face.
“Thank you.” I leaned into him and let my head brush against his chest. My heart steadied and joy blossomed around my heart and warmed my limbs. I was glad he was my first kiss. He was kind and wouldn’t hurt me. I was safe within his arms.
“I like you a lot, Paeton.”
“I know.”
Giggles filled the air followed by an “awwwwwww.”
For the last seven years, I was invisible, but those days were behind me. My face was plastered on every billboard, PCD, and monitor throughout America. I was wanted by every government agency from the police to the FBI. There was no point in being shy anymore.
Sun Hi, Josalyn, and AJ clapped and laughed. They stared at Rylan and me from the bottom floor.
It must have been the drugs because I don’t think I blushed. After a second, I turned back toward Rylan and grabbed his collar. My mouth craved more, and my chest burned for his touch. I yanked him forward for another kiss. At first he struggled, then he relaxed. His fingertips tickled the side of my neck, and I squealed a bit.
Yeah, they were really watching now. So let ’em watch.



CHAPTER 28
“So what do you think?”
A man stood staring at a monitor. Paeton Washington’s face stared terrified on the other side. She unloaded several rounds of bullets toward the screen. After a few moments, a hand grabbed her around the neck and strangled her.
The man paused the video feed. “No thoughts?”
A woman with glasses leaned forward and rubbed her thumb across her index and middle fingers. “There could be more to her. She’s young, but most of Escerica are. If possible, I’d like some time with this one.”
“That would be a very bloody proposition. Would it be worth it?”
“We could learn more. Gain the advantage.”
“We don’t need a growing conspiracy.”
“If so, then you should have just killed her and have been done with it. Because she’s still alive, my guess is you have other plans?” The woman lifted an eyebrow.
The man smiled. “Of course.”
 



Finishing Acks
Dear Reader,
Thanks so much for reading CLASS ZERO. Just having you to read it means a lot. I spent many days toiling at the computer, wondering, thinking, and festering over the characters, scenes, and storyline. So to have you not only to read it, but by this time finish it, means the world.
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Until next time, ta-ta.
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