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CHAPTER 1
My eyes locked onto a projection of myself on a holographic monitor. My projection version raised an automatic weapon at Governor Read’s ruddy face. On the screen, my shaky form lay sprawled on my back in a pool of a dead policeman’s blood.
The gun’s trigger pulled back toward the grip and fire exploded from the barrel’s end.
The first bullet broke Governor Read’s chin into two pieces. The second impact ripped apart his nose and left eye. While the third shot missed him entirely, the fourth tunneled through his head, leaving a hole on the other side. His round body collapsed forward onto the dead policeman who Governor Read had killed nearly in the same way five minutes earlier.
My video form staggered up before fumbling against the wall. She spun toward the left corridor and disappeared from view. The screen that I had been watching, which replayed the events from two days ago, flickered away as the logo of the local news network took the video’s place.
“You’d think they’d show the part when Governor Read killed Captain Davis,” I said, my heartbeat pulsing along my skin.
Josalyn glanced back at me with her brown, cat eyes. “C’mon Paeton, you know better.”
My heart cracked inside of me. I hated seeing myself like that. I wasn’t a killer, at least in my heart I wasn’t. I was just a normal sixteen-year-old. I had a boyfriend, sort of, and a little brother and sister who weren’t really related to me, and a mom who hadn’t borne any of us. I lived in an underground bunker, and thanks to Governor Read, I was the face of a rebel movement that wanted to destroy the government.
Okay, I wasn’t normal.
I dragged my hands through my hair until long, brown strands hung over my face. Then, a childish whine exited my lips as a news reporter blipped onto the screen.
“Anyone who encounters Paeton Washington should consider her a threat. As of today, she is wanted for twenty acts of homicide. Any reasonable leads that aid in her arrest will be rewarded with fifty thousand credits.”
“Fifty thousand,” I yelped. “I’d turn myself in if I was still living on the street.”
I sighed, mussed my hair some more, and slid down until my knees pressed against my chest. Involuntarily, I reached for my backpack straps, but I didn’t have my backpack on. My hands fumbled in the air before rubbing my shoulders.
My mind was lost, and my heart hurt in ways I didn’t know were possible. Every fiber within me ached.
“Josalyn, turn it off, please.”
Josalyn, my new friend and the best hacker in North Georgia, raised both eyebrows. “Yeah, sure. Why don’t you head out and get some food? Maybe, Sun Hi can make you that chocolate coffee thing you like.”
“Chocolate crème mocha?”
“Yeah.”
She leaned forward onto her tiny desk. Her foot tapped the ground, causing the desk to rotate forty-five degrees. The illumination from at least a thousand monitors flickered on her brown skin. She ran a hand through her curly hair that jutted out from around her head like a mahogany helmet with a purple streak on the left side.
My knees locked open as I made my way to my full height. After a second, I took a few steps toward the door.
A light, scraping sound dotted the air as she spun the desk. “Hey Paeton, it’s okay to be scared.”
I craned my head back toward her. She pulled her lips into a smile, and her eyes tightened. I wondered if she was worried about me fulfilling my part of the promise. I was supposed to help the Escerica Rebels take the Summit where the highest level of the upper class lived. I hated the Upper-Cs as much as anybody, but I’ll admit my resolve waned.
Josalyn spun back around to watch the monitors feed her information from television, security cameras, and who knows what else. As far as I knew, she may had tapped into the cameras on everyone’s Personal Communication Device. I had used and lost three PCDs in the last week. Josalyn’s hacking skills were so good she could probably get a read on a new one in a matter of seconds. If we did make a move on the Summit, I would need her hacking speed, maybe to save my life.
The tendrils of fear latched to my vertebrae. This was not the life I had wanted. I was happy a week ago living my boring life as a Lower-C whom no one recognized.
I left the room and slid the metal door shut. I still wasn’t used to so much metal used for building materials. The tractor-trailer style, storage containers that the rebels used must have been cheap or easy to get to.
My head fell back and amber light from the walkways splashed onto my pale skin. Around the floor, containers stacked up nine-stories-high with makeshift parts holding rails and ladders together. Children dashed between the slow moving adults. Everyone headed to an important place or had a worthwhile task.
I shuffled toward Sun Hi’s room which was on the second level.
A lump of hardened coal formed in my stomach concerning Governor Read’s death. The coal hadn’t ignited, but weighed on any happy thought that ran through my mind. I hadn’t slept well over the last two nights, but I refused to take any more drugs to sleep. There was something about that zombie feeling the drugs gave me that rubbed me the wrong way. I preferred my mind clear.
The drugs did give me the courage to kiss Rylan. Part of me wishes I had waited until the next day. At least my mind would’ve been clear. Another part of me wonders if I would have kissed him at all without the drugs. Sure, I wanted to, but it’s not every day that a girl just up and demands a guy kiss her. Well, maybe not demands, but asks.
I’m not even sure if he took it well. Maybe, he wanted it to be different. Maybe, he wanted to be the one in control. Did I spoil our first kiss? For me it was magical, a constant tickle along my lips with an aura of, how do I explain it, testosterone? Manliness? He wanted me, all of me, but held back because I needed him to. I needed him to be gentle, so he was. Tender, so he took care. However, beneath the surface was an untamed desire that entered into me on his breath, allowing a oneness in which our passions united.
After that first day, we hadn’t kissed and had barely even seen each other. He had been busy with all the ruckus I had caused. I’d been recovering from my bumps and bruises, but it just felt distant… and cold.
I pulled myself up to the next level and glanced through the tiny holes that were cut into the metal walkway. People beneath me shuffled along at different paces. They all had lives, dreams—maybe, that’s what I was missing. I needed to figure out what to do.
My knuckles clacked against Sun Hi’s door. She checked on me every hour since I had gotten back. She didn’t have any mochas for me, but at least she had her friendship. Both of us had lost Dhyla, a mother figure to me, a friend and employer to her. We didn’t talk about it much, but in the tight smiles and furrowed brows, we may have communicated ten times as much compassion over her death.
After a quick shuffle and some giggles from behind the door, the metal, corrugated slab opened. Her head popped out but she hid her body. Her bra-length, blonde hair fell forward and settled into a straight line behind her head. She had a t-shirt on with some jewelry hanging around her neck. For the first time, I noticed a tattoo of roses in bloom on her upper arm.
“Hey, Paet,” she said.
“Hey, Sun Hi. Am I disturbing you?”
“Nooooo, no. We just relaxin’.”
“We?”
Air slid from her nose. A smile played on her face, followed by a giggle. “It’s just me and Bryson. He got in a few hours ago.”
“I’m bothering you,” I said matter-of-factly.
“No,” she said. Her eyes widened, and she yelped. “No!” Still grinning, she glanced behind her. “Stop that. Stop it, not in front of Paeton.”
I was a child who’d caught her parents doing overly-friendly things.
A head full of dreadlocks popped into view, followed by a deep salutation. “Hi, Paeton.”
“Hi, Bryson,” I said. “I’m sorry for disturbing you guys.”
He shifted his mischievous eyes toward Sun Hi, who still had her head sticking out of the door. He was a tall, black guy about a foot taller than Sun Hi with copper skin and eyes that changed color from brown to hazel to green, depending on what color clothes he had on that day. It was weird. I wondered how his eyes changed like that, but I had only known him for less than a week so it wasn’t like we were old-time buddies.
“I told you, you’re not distur-ur-ur-bing.” The high pitched note that Sun Hi let out on the last word, definitely confirmed my suspicions.
“I’m going to go now,” I said. “A sock on the door would be helpful in the future.”
I turned around, and the door screeched shut.
So much for my chocolate crème mocha, since Sun Hi was the only person who had the knowledge to make me one.
“Crix,” I cursed my bad luck.
I spied Mari, my fake, adopted, six-year-old sister, speeding around the corner. Yes, my life is confusing. I mean two years ago, I was lonely and poor. So yeah, having Mari and her seven-year-old brother Miko as my wards seemed perfectly logical. We could starve together using our love to fill our empty bellies. At least I made money as a small-time, bank thief.
Mari ran with another girl about her age, and both of them tried to avoid a boy who had a piece of tissue paper in his hand. The two girls jumped over a small gap in the metal walkway and then ran down a slight incline toward me. I dashed out of the way to let them pass, but Mari and the girl hid behind me to use as a human barrier.
“Paeton, tell him to stop,” she said.
“Stop what?” I asked.
“He pulled a bugger out his nose and put it on that paper,” the other girl said.
“I didn’t!” the boy exclaimed with a muffled voice.
They continued to argue over the plain reality of the boy’s cold. The fact that his nose was stuffy told me the truth.
“Okay, okay,” I said. “Let’s stop chasing.” I turned to the boy. “You look like you’re sick.”
“I’m not. I can play,” he said.
“Well, the girls don’t want to get sick. If you want to play with them, why don’t you go put the tissue up and wash your hands.”
“But they like the tissue.”
“No, we don’t!” the girls barked.
“Oh-kay.” He relented and started to walk away.
The girls slid their heads out from behind me. Mari’s glossy, brown hair shone brightly in the orange lights. The other girl glanced at me. She looked like she could be Sun Hi and Bryson’s daughter, but I didn’t think Sun Hi had any children.
“Thanks, Paeton,” Mari said.
They both said their goodbyes and started off toward their room to play some game called Fashion Police. I smiled and took a step toward the rails. As soon as the girls were ten feet away, the boy turned around and sped past me holding out the tissue once more. The girls screamed and sped away.
This was getting me nowhere. Boys chasing girls with mucus and boys doing lewd things to girls behind closed doors only made me lonely. Where was the boy who was supposed to be chasing me? Hopefully not with mucus, though.
I found the steps and took them to the basement, or the Corridor of Death, as I called it. The hallway was dark, gloomy, and cold. The faint smell of mold hung in the moist air. Muffled sounds from several stories above me echoed along the walls.
I slid the door open at the end of the hall. Ducking my head, I slunk in and glanced at the bluish-green, holographic display of downtown Atlanta, complete with the three tiers, one for each of the three classes. Above the buildings was the Summit, which appeared like a flying saucer hovering over the city.
I shut the door and took a few steps toward the display. Rylan’s head and arms rested on the circular table that projected the hologram.
The desk was about ten-feet-wide and had touchscreen keyboards embedded within it, but at the time, it showed a screensaver of rain falling onto paper. The rain drops turned into the watercolor paint on impact and dripped around the surface in an array of colors.
I walked over to Rylan and sat down next to him. My fingers moved a strand of hair from his face. Goosebumps pickled my skin as the crisp air settled on my skin. I crossed my arms to retain some of my heat. His mouth was slightly open, and a pool of drool collected on the LCD touchscreen beneath his head. His long eyelashes had a dab of crust near his nose. Every few seconds a dog whimpering sound escaped his mouth. He was alive, human, and real. In this quiet moment, he was beautiful.
I strummed my fingers on the LCD panel. The computer made a hollow noise and the LCD blinked to life. The screensaver disappeared and was replaced by a keyboard and mouse panel.
Rylan stirred. His torso rose, but his head drooped forward like it weighted fifty-pounds. A second later his eyes blinked open, and he ran his fingers across his eyes, cleaning them.
I had a feeling that he had pulled an all-nighter. There was no get-up-and-go in his movements, and he’s usually fully awake at breakfast. His brain contemplated if the computer noise was a false alarm and if he could go back to sleep. I didn’t want him to go back to sleep, though. I was selfish, but I hadn’t seen him in over a day.
Leaning over, I rubbed the back of his head. I thought about touching his ears. I had read enough books to know some boys had sensitive spots in certain places. Ears were generally one of them. I stopped myself, concerned if he would enjoy it or not. The more I let the idea linger, the more I wanted to try it. Slowly, I rolled my thumb over the top of his ear trying to be as soft and seductive as possible. A mischievous grin tugged at my lips.
He leaped out of his seat. His hand covered his ear as his eyes flew open. After glancing at me, he twisted around with his head down. He quickly made himself tidy, tucking in his shirt into his pants and running his palm over his head.
My chest filled with naughty red light beams. His ears were sensitive… very, very sensitive. I should say that the good girl in me warned me never to do that to him again, but I was ready—no itching—to touch the top of his earlobe with my fingertips or maybe…
“Paeton, hey! How are you?” he asked, his hand cupping his right ear.
I giggled. “I’m sorry if I startled you.”
“Were you watching me sleep?” he asked.
“A little.” His shoulders slumped, and pink spread over his cheeks. After he spied behind him, he dashed over to where he was sleeping and ran his sleeve over the console. He made a few, unhappy noises as he cleaned up his drool and sat down. “I usually don’t—It was a long night.”
“I’m sorry. Don’t feel bad. You’re kind of cute when you sleep,” I said.
He pressed a happy finger into my shoulder. “I’ll have you know I’m extremely handsome when I sleep, not kind of cute.”
“Handsome? I don’t know if I’d call it that…” Joy whirled in my chest, spreading outward into my limbs. I couldn’t tease him any longer. “Yes, you’re very handsome.”
“And you’re very cute, and pretty, and kind of badass. I mean the way you took out—”
The image of Governor Read’s head exploding filled my mind. My chest deflated. All my happiness slid from my shoulders and drained away.
He crossed the tiny distance between us. His long arms wrapped around my torso as I did my best to control my shakes.
“I’m sorry, Paeton,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s okay. It’s okay,” I said and forced a smile. I leaned into his body, allowing his heat to warm me and dissolve my chills.
Thinking about the Governor’s death was too much for me. I wish someone else had done those things. Only a few threads of my sanity stayed, many drifted away. I didn’t need to relive the moment.
I glanced toward the ceiling and reset my emotions so I could resemble a normal person. I didn’t want him to see the pain in my eyes. “Sooooooo, what have you been doing?”
He released me and sat back down next to the console. His gaze avoided mine. He wasn’t trying to hurt me, but the mood had been ruined.
I rubbed my shoulders, trying to add to the heat that was evaporating from my skin, partially because of the cool in the room, but mostly because of my internal anguish. He placed a hand over mine and squeezed it.
“We’ve all been there.” He took a deep breath and spun around. “Map of Atlanta,” he said boldly. 
I smiled, knowing that he was trying to move on with the conversation, which was what I needed. 
“I’ve been studying it. It’s been hard to get back into the city after we destroyed the police mobile unit.” His fingers tapped the console. After a few seconds, he turned to me. “See, this is nothing exciting. How have you been? Is everyone treating you okay?”
“Yeah!” I perked up. “Everything has been great. Mari and Miko seem happy. I’ve even been thinking of painting my fingers and toes.”
“You should make it a spa day. I could… even give you a massage afterward?” His voice lifted as though the last statement was a question. His eyes danced with the implications.
“I’ll consider that.” I grinned. “Do you have a color you’d like to see on me?” I wiggled my fingers and did my best not to turn completely red from embarrassment.
His head bounced from side to side. “I’m a guy. Isn’t it like, red or black that girls wear?”
 “I can do red,” I said. I don’t know why I expected more of a response from him. Boys don’t have a mind for feminine details. “I have a great color called Hot Lava that I bought like three months ago. I got it on a great sale, eighty percent off.”
“Well, okay. That sounds kind of sexy.” His lips curled.
Something beeped on the computer, and his gaze snapped to the Atlanta hologram. He quickly returned his attention to me. Expression darkening, his gaze rolled down.
I stood and started to walk out. “You’re busy. I’ll just, um, talk with you later.”
His footfalls rattled the floor. My hand swung backward, and he spun me around.
“What? What’s wrong? I’m sorry about the computer. I’ve been running algos,” he said.
I stared into his eyes, they were tight—worried. “I don’t want to interrupt you. You’re doing important save-the-world stuff. I mean, I…”
“Just tell me.”
I pushed the butterflies in my stomach down with as much willpower as I could. “I just want to know what we are? I mean, are we dating, kissing? Are you my boyfriend? Do I…” I mustered all of my confidence from seeing Sun Hi and Bryson earlier, grinned, and leaned in. “Do I get to sneak into your room late at night? I mean, what are we?”
He smiled, a little too much at the late-night remark. “I think we… I think we’re being us—enjoying us.”
“But, I haven’t seen you. You can’t just kiss a girl and then not say anything to her for like twenty-four hours. You can’t imagine all the things that go through our heads.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry, Paeton.”
His thumb rubbed the back of my hand. My fingers melted followed by my palm and wrist. Just that small touch meant so much for whatever reason.
“You still…” I was two steps from falling to pieces. This was why boys like him were so dangerous. He was pulling me in, making me think about him every day, every moment. Focusing was hard, and he acted like we were just friends. “You still like me, right?”
“Yes. Don’t you see me in here going crazy?” he whispered. “Now that you told me about the nail polish, I probably won’t be able to concentrate for the rest of the day.” He took a step forward, grabbed my other hand, and stood in front of me.
“Are you mad at me for asking you to kiss me?” My gaze slid along the floor. After a second it rose to meet his. My rambling floodgate opened and it sent a thousand words downstream to my mouth. “I know some guys want to make the first move, but I almost died, literally. And when the Governor was going to kill me, all I could think about was what I would have missed in life. I should have kissed you on the truck. I knew it at the time, but stupid AJ, and I just feel like—”
His mouth covered mine and silenced me. Instinctively, I closed my eyes, savoring the moment. His fingers slid over my exposed arms, and tiny bits of warmth passed from him into me. The tightness in my stomach released. My heart absorbed all of his warmth and tripled the heat until the feeling tickled the tips of my toes.
He pulled me closer and our bodies touched. His skin was hot even in the cold room and his savory, sweet scent covered me.
I didn’t understand how he could be so gentle and yet be in control. His lips forced mine open then closed like he was leading me in a dance. Following his rhythm was effortless.
Everything inside of me paused. I wasn’t in time anymore but gracefully guided out of it. There was nothing around me that was important. The darkness of the room gave way to a glowing pink. A beach spread around me with the sun warming my face and a peaceful ocean blowing a gentle wind across my neck.
After a few moments, his lips left mine. I opened my eyes as though I awakened from a dream. I stared into his gray irises, which caught enough light in the room to appear as though they glowed. I think my mouth was still open, waiting for more.
“What was I saying?” I asked.
A slight grin curled his lips. His eyebrows pressed against his temples. “Is it okay if I meet you at six o’clock?”
I nodded. At least I think I did. Honestly, I didn’t know what was going on. My mind couldn’t concentrate on anything but the way he tasted.
With a smile, he ran his fingers across my cheek. My skin ignited. The warmth from my cheeks spread through my body.
Somehow, I made it out the room and back up the stairs. I wasn’t sure what this feeling was. I was high on drugs the first time we kissed, this time I didn’t understand what was causing this sensation. It had to be mental, but calming me with a kiss was like, tastier than the best chocolate crème mocha ever!
I went back to my room and pulled out all of my stuff from my backpack. One pair of jeans was trashed thanks to a generous supply of blood, which left me only with the pair I had on, the same pair I had worn for the last two days. Yep, I’m such a fashionable girl. I’m totally Upper-C. I mean, I’m hot. I have flawless skin that looks beaten with a bat. I have a perfect, hourglass shape if I stand in front of one of those weird mirrors at the fair. Don’t get me started on my shiny, bounce around, perfect hair that never needs any kind of spray and only exists in my dreams. I mean, even my fingernails are perfect—perfectly short, which end at my fingertips.
You know what? Forget it. I’m going to paint my happy-trappy toes and not worry about it. Next time I’m at the Perimeter Market, if I can ever show my face on the street again, I’ll go crazy. No more money to pay to old Ms. Cooper at the Stadium. All my money can go where I want. I just need to steal some first—cause that’s right, I’m broke. I paid Ms. Cooper before I went off joining a rebel organization that wants to thwart the American government.
“Crix, life is definitely not fair.”



CHAPTER 2
At five o’clock, I emerged from my room with my jean legs rolled up. I had tissues stuck between my toes because even though the nail polish had dried, the top coat, Platinum Shine Glass by Allison Riley, was still wet. I hobbled back and forth like a penguin, keeping my toes away from anything that could mar them. My fingers stuck out. In my desire to please Rylan, I decided to paint them. All of this created a new dance called the Nail Polish Shuffle because that’s exactly what happened as I avoided obstacles and all human contact.
The problem I had, well the reason for my dramatic appearance, was the fact that with painted toes and fingers, I needed something other than blood-stained jeans or the same, dirty-to-the-core ones I had worn for the last few days. So, off I went in search for better clothing options.
By some kind of miracle, I made it down the ladders. I stood outside Sun Hi’s door and slapped it with my palm.
The door slid open. Her eyebrows danced while every single tooth appeared in her mouth.
“Going to the ball, Cinderella?” she asked.
“Yeah well, sort of. Can you let me come in a minute?”
“C’mon.”
I wiggled my way inside, walking on my heels. I sat on her bed and lifted my feet to double check the finish on my toes.
Her room was exactly like mine, except everything was in reverse. Her bed was on the left side while mine was on the right. She had a bunk bed set, but she didn’t have a roommate either—unless she counted Bryson, who practically lived in there.
She grabbed my ankle and turned my leg a bit to examine my feet. “I like the color. It’s like a fuchsia.”
“It’s called Hot Lava.”
She tightened her chin. “It’s cute. Where’d you get it?”
“At a shop over off Ponce. It was on a great sale.”
“Very nice, very nice girl.”
I smiled and glanced over at her far wall. The last time I was inside Sun Hi’s room there was a painting of a window with actual cloth curtains placed on both sides. Next to the curtains, a sketch of a little, Asian and black, biracial girl with two, long braids on each side of her head had been added. It was mainly pencil, however, the forehead and cheeks were painted a medium brown.
“Who’s the little girl?” I asked.
Sun Hi turned to where I was facing. Her lips pulled into a wide line. “That’s Jayla, Bryson’s daughter.”
“I didn’t know he had a daughter,” I said.
“Yep. I asked him to paint her on the wall because I thought it might be great for us.” Sun Hi’s shoulders slumped. “Now, I feel her eyes watching me when I’m with him. She keeps saying, ‘You’d better take your skinny arms off my daddy!’”
She laughed, but I had a feeling she wasn’t completely joking.
“Is that why Bryson’s gone all the time?” I asked.
“Nope. He’s gone because he has a thousand jobs.” She turned to me. “There was an accident with the police a year ago. The police fired into Bry’s car, wounding him, and shattering the bones in Jayla’s thighs. He works extra jobs trying to get the money to pay for the surgeries so maybe by the time she’s sixteen, she’ll be able to walk normally.”
“Wow, that sucks.”
“Yepper, he’s always gone. But, I did hear him say he did some bouncer work for your favorite fashionista a few times.”
I thinned my eyes before rolling them. “Allison Riley is not my favorite fashionista.”
“Then, why did you say her name?” She grinned, and her mouth rotated a few times with the gum she was chewing.
I sighed. Was I really that obvious?
“So anyway, I know you didn’t bring your Hot Lava toes down here to talk about Bryson. So, what’s up?”
I took a moment to reorient myself—date with Rylan. “I know this may be a weird request, but do you have a skirt or something I could borrow? It would only be for tonight. I promise.”
“Ooooooh. You’re doing something with Rylan?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I am.” My mouth spread into a gigantic grin, but hey, I was excited.
“You two are becoming an item. This is so cute. Paeton is growin’ up. Just last week you were saving orphaned children and destroying mobile command bases, and now you’re going out on a date.”
“Actually,” I exhaled. “It’s my first date, ever, like ever-ever.”
“Seriously?”
“Well, I’m Lower-C. I mean, who has the money or time or anything. I didn’t even dare trust anyone.” I glanced at her face, which tightened under the weight of my words. “You don’t think I’m being weird, do you?”
The more I listened to myself and thought about my actions, I did feel a bit odd. I was in a rebel society with people who literally killed other people. Their days were spent studying blueprints and watching for areas they could conquer or at least make a political point. I had literally passed a guy on my way to Sun Hi’s room who was carrying what looked like a grenade launcher.
Sun Hi rubbed my arm. “Paeton, you’re sixteen-years-old. I don’t think the world can fault you for wanting to look nice on a date.”
“So, do you have anything I can borrow?”
“Yes, in fact, I do.” 
She leaped off the bed and kneeled down in front of it. Her hands disappeared into the empty area underneath the mattress, and she dragged out a long, wooden box. Inside were dozens of clothing items. She thumbed through a few of them before pulling out a beige skirt.
“What do you think about this?” she asked.
“Oh wow, that’s cute.”
“It’s not really a skirt, they’re shorts, but they have the skirt flared look.”
“I don’t care. They’re super nice.”
“I also have this top.”
She pulled up a shirt that was mostly a sweater but it had laced, open shoulders and blue jean fabric sewn along the borders.
“Oh my goodness, Sun Hi you’re the best.” I hopped up and tried to hug her.
“Nails,” she reminded me.
“Oh yeah, thanks.”
I palmed the clothes as best I could and wobbled out the room. It wasn’t until I reached the cold metal of the walkways that I realized I couldn’t climb the ladders with painted nails and clothes pressed between my palms. I considered asking Sun Hi for help, but I could manage. There were a few ramps that spanned floors. I just had to hobble my way around the gigantic walkways.
I spun around in a circle remembering the direction of the closest ramp. I turned left, away from Sun Hi’s room. Several people’s eyebrows lifted as they saw me waddle by. Part of me wanted to put up a front. I was after all the face of Escerica and had killed Governor Read, but I didn’t really know how to be that person. I was doing my best just trying to be Paeton.
I limboed under a ladder some guy was carrying and scurried away from a few kids playing jacks on a solid piece of concrete. When I made it to the ramp, three older men sat around watching the news on a hand-held monitor.
I peeked at the screen as I snuck past. I hoped something else was on the news besides me.
An Indian newswoman with a long ponytail pulled to the front and a white male, about twenty-eight, discussed something. The camera cut to a close of the newswoman.
“It’s the first week of March, and it’s time for the semi-annual Death Days. Seven years ago the lieutenant governor ran his entire campaign on the creation of the event to control inmate populations. His landslide victory is credited to the Death Days. This year due to Governor Read’s death, Lieutenant Governor Dalton definitely has his hands full. The government discussed canceling the Death Days because of security concerns. Escerica’s attack on Perimeter Market was added into the talks several times. However, Lieutenant Governor Dalton has expressed that the Death Days event will go on as scheduled,” she said.
The screen cut to a scene inside a gigantic greenhouse. My best bet was that it was the Summit. I had seen it lots of times on the news. Generally, politicians and other important people spoke in the garden area which spanned several blocks. There were five floors within the Summit. The top was the gardens with over a hundred mansions, townhomes, a full-sized golf course, spa, and other amenities. The bottom levels were lavish condos large enough to put half of Perimeter Market inside.
A handsome, forty-something guy appeared on the screen. A flurry of cold shocks rattled through my rib cage. The face was the same as the man who had appeared on the LCD of the android when I saved Mari and Miko.
He tossed up a hand and took a step forward.
“We will not allow rebels to stop any of the normal proceedings that occur during the year. The Death Days are important to maintain the safety of our prison systems.”
“If you call killing a few hundred people important,” one of the old men watching the screen said.
“Lieutenant Governor, what do you say to the people who consider the Death Days barbaric?”
“First, the people who are in prison are barbaric by what they have done. These are criminals—murderers, rapists, psychopaths. It’s important to eliminate the worst of them if they haven’t killed each other already.”
I took a deep breath. Lt. Gov. Dalton was the same guy from the android. Knowing he was in charge of the Death Days made my stomach knot. I hated the Death Days. For forty-eight hours, the prison guards armed the weakest of the prisoners and let them butcher the others. For every person killed, a month would be removed from their sentence. I had heard of people taking years, that’s years, plural, off their time in jail.
The problem with the Death Days was the really bad people had connections or were smart enough to disarm the young or stupid. They’d use the time to remove their rivals. It was a blood bath that would kill thousands—and not just men, but women and children, too. Dhyla had told me about the days when the prisons were segregated by sex and age. Only kids under thirteen were spared, but not all the time. Capt. Davis had said that Mari and Miko could have been processed or thrown in jail.
The news showed a few people protesting the Death Days in the next shot. My exuberant energy drained from me. I didn’t need this. I was going on my first date tonight, and I wanted to be happy.
I quickened around. My pinky toe scraped the side of the metal railing. I gazed down and half of the gloss from my top coat was scratched.
“Crix.”
 
***
 
After my nails dried, I put on the outfit Sun Hi gave me. The shorts were a little big but luckily, they had a drawstring around the waist. I was used to loose clothes and had plenty of safety pins to tighten the shorts. The shirt sleeves were a little long, but I liked that look. I felt more wrapped up when only my fingers stuck out of the long, tubed sleeves. I put on two pairs of socks and dawned my fabulous, but busted boots. I did have a few bracelets, but only one of them matched.
For my hair, I decided to take the top half and roll it up into a messy bun. That way the bottom half could brush my shoulders. I still didn’t know what Rylan’s type was. I’d play it midway.
My life or death experiences scared the pimples out of my skin or maybe fresh blood was a natural skin cleanser. Either way, my face looked good. And even though I was broke, I had picked up a pink lip gloss for myself when I had gotten paid a month ago. It was also by Allison Riley, a shade called Rosemary. I always knew it would come in handy one day, even though I paid full price for it.
I glanced at myself in the scratched mirror above the little basin. I grinned at my reflection. Sure, I wasn’t some tall super-chick with breasts and legs for days. But what I had worked, and on days like this, I loved my smile. When people actually see me, not a Lower-C, but actually saw me, I had learned that my smile could open doors and hearts.
I glanced at the time. It was 6:04. Any minute now Rylan would be knocking on the door. I sat on the bed and tried to be patient. My torso wobbled back and forth. Each second stretched into a year. 
I kicked my legs, enjoyed a thumb-wrestling match, and practiced fluttering my eyelids.
As minutes ticked away, my heart jabbed at my chest. Once the clock reached 6:11, I yelled into my pillow. It was a common practice I did at the Stadium.
At 6:15, I was done. This relationship was not going to survive. Rylan always worked. I never saw him. Then when he said he’d be here, he wasn’t. 
He wasn’t.
I could’ve strangled him. Did he even consider my feelings? Maybe, he didn’t like me. Was he upset? Did he lie to me? Why did God torture the female race with boys?
I laid back and stuffed the edges of my hair into my mouth.
Three knocks clanged against the door. I shot up, slid out of bed, and ran to the doorway. I stopped short and zipped back to the mirror to double check myself. I combed my hair with my fingers and put on a new coat of lip gloss.
Three more knocks rang out.
“I’m coming,” I sang before I started mumbling to myself. “Okay, double check the shorts. No color on my teeth. Breath minty fresh. Remember to smile, remember to smile.”
I dashed to the door, but stopped myself and casually opened it.
Rylan stood there… looking… hot. Honestly, if he was in a brown paper bag, I’d say the same thing. He might’ve been a bit cuter in a paper bag. His long, black strands curled back onto his head with a few dangling down into his eyes while a white shirt with a black tie and black jeans adorned his thin frame.
“Sorry, I’m late. I, um—” He stared at me.
My stomach dropped. Had I missed something? I mentally examined myself, considering what might be out of place.
“What? What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Nothing. You um, you just look great—beautiful really.”
Okay. Compliment explosion coming on. Calm down. I could have melted right there into a blob of goo. I didn’t get compliments. Dressing up and being pretty weren’t safe things to do on the street. My whole essence sang a happy song. Unfortunately, my happy song sounded like “The Bare Necessities” from The Jungle Book.
“Thanks,” I said. “You look great, too.”
“I’m really sorry I’m late. The time didn’t bother you, did it?”
“The time… pssh. You know what? I didn’t even notice,” I lied. Okay, yeah the last twenty minutes or so was torture. A boy should never put a girl through that, and maybe in my mental desperation, I thought some things I shouldn’t have, like over-exaggerating about our relationship not working and everything else. But, he was there, and I was there. And we were about to go out, so everything was happy like butterflies and rainbows… and maybe, a purple, flying unicorn who spits fire.
He exhaled. “Good, cause it was murder getting up here. Not to mention Sun Hi…”
“What? What did Sun Hi do?” My eyes bugged. She had better not told him this was my first date.
“She just made sure I dressed up. She wouldn’t tell me why. But now that I see you, I’m glad I did.”
Part of me was angry with Sun Hi, but the other part of me was still excited. I gave in to the excited part.
He turned and stuck out his arm. I smiled, shut the door to my room, and wrapped my hands around his arm. We took the ramps down to the first floor, and he guided me through the main gate toward the railroad tracks. Once there, he walked me to the far, left side. At this point, confusion overtook me because I didn’t want to jump down into that old, subway tunnel with Sun Hi’s clothes on.
“Is this going to be another illusion or something?” I asked.
“What’d you mean?”
“Um, like when I first got here, I thought the rail thingy would go forward but it went down.”
He laughed. “Oh yeah, but no. We need to get on the tracks.”
“Oh, okay.”
My eyes bulged out of my head. My trust gland itched. Basically, being alone for seven years does something to you. It’s not easy to trust people, even cute boys—especially, cute boys. I let my guard down because, well, he had saved my life like three times. But I didn’t like the idea of walking down some dark, damp subway tunnel.
He jumped down first and then held up his hands so he could catch me. I kneeled as close as I could to the edge then allowed myself to drop. My body fell forward but stopped. Slowly, my body glided to the floor. As my feet touched the ground, my mind blanked.
When I was with Rylan, he made me feel different. I could barely explain it, but even in the little things, like just catching me. For him, my ninety-odd-pounds was nothing. I was weightless in his hands. When I picked up Mari, she weighed a ton. Was it like that for him, and he was just covering it up?
My mind wrestled with the idea as we continued down the tracks. With him, I was small, feminine, and protected. But on the other hand, my mind tapped me with horrid scenarios. If he could catch me with ease, he could probably hurt me with ease, too.
After walking about a hundred yards or so, Rylan led me to a little elevator. It was barely large enough for me to fit in, let alone the two of us. I clambered inside, and Rylan apologized as he entered. I liked being close to him, but this wasn’t comfortable. Luckily, it took less than thirty seconds to reach our destination.
We both got out. A set of circular stairs were next to the elevator. I pushed my eyebrow up as far as I could and stared at him.
“Stairs?” I asked. “Creepy tracks, a crowded elevator, and now stairs?”
“Trust me,” he said.
I exhaled and started walking. I didn’t grab his arm this time, though. My mind was racing way too much, and I needed a sense of security. I had been calculating my odds of kicking him between the legs, dodging blows, and trying to scamper back through the mini maze of things he had taken me through just in case things went wrong. I didn’t need a father to tell me to be careful. Lower-Cs have to know how to survive.
Three flights of stairs brought us to the top of something. I couldn’t tell what it was, but windows circled around the walls like a lighthouse, except these windows were tinted. Straw covered the floor. At the far end, a blanket spread out over the straw with a basket set beside it.
When I noticed the picnic setup, my fears dissolved. I pressed my head into his chest as shame rounded my heart. I kissed him on the cheek and then rubbed away the lip gloss mark.
“What do you think?” he asked.
“It’s beautiful,” I said, walking forward.
“But you haven’t seen the best part.”
He moved over toward the wall and grabbed a switch that hung from the ceiling. He pressed a button, and the glass in front of me slid to the side. As the opening widened, Atlanta’s skyline appeared in all its glory, the tall, sturdy buildings, the three-tiered highway, and the twinkling, blue lights.
A chill sent my hands to my shoulders, but Rylan quickly covered me in a red throw.
“I hope you like it,” he said.
“Like it? I love it.” I turned around to face him.
“Well, let’s hope you can stomach the food that I made.”
He sat down and wrapped himself up in a blue throw. Digging in the basket, he pulled out all sorts of goodies: sandwiches, fresh fruit, granola bars, trail mix, cinnamon rolls, peach and mango smoothies, and a few cheese wedges. At this point, I was really excited. Good food was expensive. I still didn’t understand how Escerica got its money. Where I was from, this meal would have cost seventy credits or more. I could eat for a week off that.
I sat down and let my gaze roam over the food. My mouth watered just looking at it. Tomorrow, I’d be back eating that gray oatmeal stuff but at least currently, I had real food.
“Well, dig in,” he said.
We sat and ate. I didn’t eat much. I don’t know if it was the butterflies in my stomach or if it was because the view sang sweet melodies to my heart. I didn’t recognize how much I had missed seeing the skyline. When Dhyla was still alive, talking with her and viewing the skyline was the highlight of my week. There were only a few places in the city that I had found where I could see it. Since I had started living with the Escerica Rebels, I hadn’t seen it at all.
“Thanks, Rylan,” I said. “I really missed… well, missed this.”
“I know you used to spend a lot of time with Dhyla at her café, and Sun Hi told me that you loved the skyline.”
“I do. It’s my second favorite thing next to—”
“Chocolate crème mocha?” His expression was wide as he held up the top of a silver, insulated canister.
I faced him and he handed me the silver top. There was a brown liquid inside that smelled familiar.
“You didn’t?” I asked.
“Well, taste it. I’m not Sun Hi so it might taste like AJ’s sweat.”
“Eww, don’t ruin this for me.” I laughed and tried to remain hopeful.
I put the canister top to my lips and took a sip. My taste buds danced in my mouth. The musical bobble spread to my shoulders and hips.
“So, how is it?” he asked.
“This is horrible.” I joked. “This is so bad that I think I’ll have to drink the whole bottle just to spare you.”
His eyebrows tightened and relaxed a few times before a smile formed on his lips. “Have at it. It’s yours.”
I put out my hand and gestured for the bottle. I think he thought I was kidding about drinking the whole bottle, but as I poured the last of it into the cup his face pruned.
“Well, you said it was mine,” I laughed.
“I thought you’d have some manners.”
“Manners? Boy, I’m Lower-C, you know we don’t have no manners where I’m from.”
An exhale escaped me. His eyes turned down, and his lips loosened. I poked out my lip and scooted over to him. I raised the container top so he could take a sip.
The liquid entered his mouth. A second later, his face darkened. “Ooh, gosh that’s awful.”
“Hey, do you mean I just wasted two sips on you? Like I’ll ever do that again.” I took the top and downed the rest. After a second to let it settle, a blob of air shot up through my esophagus and created the loudest burp I’d probably had in my life.
“Um, excuse me.” I smiled and put two polite fingers over my lips.
“There’s that special girl.”
“What?” I asked.
“You’re alive.”
I moved back a few feet. My head spun a little by his response. “What does that mean?”
“It means you’re just, I don’t know, unafraid, powerful, unyielding. It’s like when I first met you and you laid back down. You were protecting yourself, but you didn’t flinch from doing it. You just laid on back and were like, ‘I’m good. Don’t help me up, stranger,’” he mocked.
“I didn’t say that,” I said.
“Oh, is that so?”
“Yep.”
I didn’t think being smart or cautious or whatever-the-heck I was doing was special at all. I was just trying to survive.
I folded my arms in mock anger.
He lost eye contact with me, and his gaze slid over the ground and near the corners of the room. My stomach tumbled.
“Paeton,” he started. “I know it’s only been a week or whatever. And I know you’re the cautious type, and I don’t want to rush you or anything.”
The tumbles in my stomach flipped, hurdled, and swung from a newly built trapeze.
“I just wanted to know. If um, we could make us, well um, us. If we could be an us?”
I knew what he was trying to say, very innocently and sweetly by the way. But, I wanted the real words and hoped deep within my chest he would say them. “I’m confused,” I lied.
“Would you officially be my girlfriend?”
Passion churned in his blood, and I could feel it, sense it, smell it. He was a little powder keg of sweetness, devotion, and unbridled testosterone.
Whatever it was that was affecting him washed over my own mental state. Tension filled me, with a prickly anxiety increasing in my toes which spread into my calves and up my thighs before knotting behind my belly button.
“Well?” he asked.
I thinned my eyes at him. “What are your qualifications?” I said, stupidly. “Are you qualified to be my boyfriend?” You would think the moment would have caused me to lose my snark, but my increasing fear was trying to hide behind the humor.
His eyes tightened, but there was a gigantic smile on his face.
I tightened my folded arms. He crawled forward and tried to pull my arms apart.
“What’s your answer? Answer me you, sixteen-year-old nutcase!”
“I won’t answer! I won’t!” I mumbled as he playfully yanked on my arms.
“Fine, I’m taking the mocha back. No more coffee for Paeton.”
“No, not the coffee,” I yelled. He turned away, and I grabbed his arms tugging him away from the empty canister.
He spun around, grabbed my arms, and pinned me to the floor. He grinned a long time before the happiness faded. His eyes burned with the passion I had seen in him a few moments ago.
I didn’t like being trapped under him, my arms pinned down. I wasn’t used to this. Alarm bells blazed in my mind. It was more than just the concern that he would take advantage of me. It was also the fact that I liked it. I don’t know why, but a part of me, some deep, dark place liked his control.
The more he stared at me, the more my face and neck heated. The burning inside of me increased with each delicate moment.
I gazed into his gray eyes and calmed myself. “Yes, I’ll be your girlfriend.”
He didn’t smile. His expression stayed the same, but he released my arms and his face descended toward mine. As I closed my eyes preparing for the upcoming kiss, I noticed a bright light flash near his ear. I focused on the light. A second later, his jaw ripped open and a flurry of red sprayed into my face.



CHAPTER 3
Rylan fell back. Both of his hands pressed against his jaw. I moved closer. Flashes expanded and folded in the tower. It didn’t take me long to realize those flashes were connected to bullets. I stopped short and sent my gaze out the open window. Two aircraft zoomed toward our position.
“What do I? What should I?” I asked.
Rylan pointed toward the switch dangling on the other side of the room. I dashed for it. A bullet storm rained into the walls. My hands grabbed the tiny, square controller. My finger jabbed the close button over and over. The windows inched around the base. I rolled behind a beam. My body pressed against the metal while Rylan writhed on the floor. He was so close to the window. I prayed, hoping he wouldn’t be shot.
When the windows closed within a yard, I dashed into the room. As my feet pounded through the straw, the aircraft circled the tower we were in and shot a flurry of bullets at the glass. Spider web cracks stretched over the glass.
My arms circled around his waist. I pulled up and back, yanking Rylan off the ground. Clawing his back and anything I could grasp, I got underneath him. We stumbled out of the tower and dashed down the steps. Pieces of the walls burst into our faces. Dust formed tiny clouds around us.
I shoved Rylan into the elevator. He whined in protest. After entering, I pressed every single button until the elevator finally started moving. We started our descent slowly, but something gave way. Weightlessness overtook our bodies. The sound of scratching metal cut into my eardrums. Burned rubber invaded my nostrils.
The elevator fell and crashed into the ground. My ears rang, and the impact blasted numbness through my bones. I pressed my body against Rylan, leaning back to lift my legs to my chest. My jaw clenched as I stomped the door. It gave way and skidded across the metal floor. Clawing myself from the mangled metal, I grabbed Rylan’s arms tugging him forward. We took four steps forward and entered the subway-like corridor. This would take us back to the Escerica compound.
“Are you okay?” My hands shook so much they could’ve flown off at any moment.
His face was tight. His hand stayed pressed to his jaw, but he managed a nod.
My arm wrapped around his torso, and my neck lifted under his arm. We ran over the railroad tracks as fast as we could, trying to make it back to the safety of the main hall. Objects rattled above us. I prayed that AJ and the others would be able to get friendly aircraft into the air. I had only seen the two aircraft attacking, but I was busy with Rylan. There could be dozens of machines on the surface.
A few people ran into the cart that goes to the surface. It shot forward a few feet before sliding into the roof. I tripped and fell backward trying to avoid it. My gaze slid over Rylan.
“You okay?”
My feet spun around toward the entrance. The terminal platform sat right at eye level. I pressed Rylan against the platform. He reached out with his right hand and grabbed the tiny grooves near the platform’s end. His body lifted a few inches. I pressed against his butt and then wrangled with his legs. He crawled forward, his full body on the ramp. I grabbed the metal bar off to the side and yanked. I squirmed, reaching the platform in a few seconds.
When I stood, Rylan was hunched over. His face was a crimson fountain, blood pouring out of his cheek. Fatigue gripped him. Gone was the strength of just ten minutes ago. Every drop of lost blood weakened him.
I could barely focus. My mind scrambled through vanishing ideas. My heart wouldn’t stop racing. I’m not sure how I got the strength, but I dragged him to his feet. We hobbled into the main corridor where chaos flurried around us. Holes cut into the ceiling. Bright orange lines from welds opened the dark metal of the roof. Men and androids descended into the main room on cables.
A blue blur flashed near the room’s sixth level. It could only be one person.
“Sun Hi! Sun Hi!” I yelled.
The blur bounced around for a few more seconds before stopping. It shot down to me.
I had never seen Sun Hi so tired, even with the battles we faced together and all the years at Café Lanta. She looked as though she could pass out at any second. I wondered if she would be any help at all. I needed help. I needed someone to help Rylan. He couldn’t die. I refused to let him die.
“R-R-Rylan,” I started. I wasn’t sure she could even understand me. My voice trembled, and a dark pressure crushed my spine. “Rylan’s shot. He’s shot bad. I…I don’t know what to do.”
She searched my eyes for a second then spoke to the air. “You see him?” She had to be speaking with Josalyn via radio. Sun Hi nodded a few times. “I’ll be here,” she told Josalyn. Her expression focused on me. “Josalyn’s coming. You need to go get your gun.”
“But Rylan. Rylan needs help.” I wanted to listen, but Rylan’s safety shredded my mind.
Sun Hi grabbed my shoulders. “I’m with him. We need help. Go get your damn gun!”
I stumbled away from her, shocked by her tone and the chaos. I fumbled up and ran toward the ladders to take me to my room. Once I got to the third floor, I threw the door open and grabbed my backpack. My nervous fingers frantically tossed the contents, looking for my gun.
My backpack slipped and fell to the ground. I reached in scrambling to find the black Glock. Once it was in my hand, the world around me chilled into an icy cloud. “Mari and Miko.”
I was so shocked by what happened with Rylan that I had completely forgotten about the kids. They were my whole reason I had the shakes when it came to guns.
My hand tightened around the gun’s grip. I was not going to lose the kids—not today, not ever.
A noise of rushing feet spun me around. A gun leveled with my face. I was half in shock, half worried sick. My body felt like a frantic hive of bees ready to attack anything.
A policeman eyed me. In less than a second, an explosion blasted from the barrel of his gun. I almost couldn’t believe it. He got off three shots before I started pulling the trigger. I wasn’t that accurate at a distance or when I was moving, but when I was still, I was pretty lethal. I ducked and fell to my knees. Two shots flared from my Glock and struck him. He tumbled over.
I got up and slowly walked around him, but a nagging voice in the back of my mind said to grab the automatic weapon that he was holding. I forced my gun into the back of my pants. I reached down and grabbed the automatic weapon. The policeman woke up like out of a dream. He yanked back hard on the gun. I tripped but kept my balance. I pressed forward and pulled back as hard as I could.
“Crix.” I cursed myself, and the world around me. I needed his gun. He could kill me if I went for mine. This was all or nothing.
His left hand left the grip. While he held on with his right hand, he reached for a thin pocket of leather near his lower thigh. My gaze jumped around as adrenaline pumped through my veins. I kicked him with my boot then grabbed his thigh. A gleaming knife appeared. His fingers fought with mine for a brief second before I seized the knife. I flipped it around in my right hand before ramming it into his side. I plunged a few more times in my panic before ripping the automatic weapon away from him. I spun it around. Five splashes of body armor and blood erupted atop his abdomen.
I fell back against the wall. My breath echoed long and deep in my ears. At that moment, just like when I killed Governor Read, I couldn’t go on. My stomach lurched and vomit pressed into my throat. I forced my hands over my mouth and sucked the bile back down. I glanced at the blood spreading toward me. My spirit tore—the nightmares of death entered my mind.
I exhaled and forced whatever this was back. Gripping the weapon, I spun out onto the walkway. Two policemen dropped from their ropes about fifty yards away. As soon as they saw me they took out their guns and ran in my direction. I kneeled down to try and get some kind of cover. I rotated the gun around and fired. I refused to look. My eyes stayed on the walls, but dozens of gunshots shook my hands as I gripped the weapon. When I heard a break in the gunfire, I dashed for the ladder that would take me to the second floor. Sparks exploded around my feet and hands as I worked my way over the ladder.
My brain fried. I could barely walk, let alone think. Mari and Miko should’ve been in the room beneath mine. I had Sun Hi make sure they were close to me so I could check in on them. I tore the door back, but the room was empty.
“Mari? Miko!” I yelled. “Come out, it’s me, Paeton. Are you in there?”
No response. I zipped inside. I tossed the mattresses aside. My hands fumbled through the sheets making sure they hadn’t hidden anywhere. I jogged back to the front of the room. My head twisted back and forth in the hallway trying desperately to figure out where they may have gone.
A red dot appeared off the left side of my vision slowly moving over the walls and floor. Crix, it was a laser sight.
I dropped to the ground and spun around. A cop hung from a cord a few feet from the walkway. He aimed his rifle. I pulled up the automatic gun and fired into his face and torso. After a few hits, his body jolted. He fell a few inches and then stopped, circling slightly on the cord—dead.
I swallowed a second glob of bile. My eyes didn’t search for another ladder. I dashed forward, flung my body over the safety rail, and then leaped to the first floor. Maybe, Mari had run off with her friend. Surely, that was where they were. I forced myself to believe it, but I couldn’t. I had to see them, touch them, know that they were alright.
I took a few, quick steps before shots rang out around me. Columns were all around the center room holding up the walkways. I scrambled behind the closest column to me, trying to discover where the bullets were coming from. I put my back against it, only to feel tiny impressions in the metal where the bullets struck. I glanced at the column and watched the metal warp into small, circular bumps with each impact.
My skin pimpled, and the marrow in my bones shook. I didn’t know how much time I had before this thing tore into shreds.
I put the gun over my head and started shooting backward. I sprayed the area left to right with bullets, hoping to hit something or at least get a moment to think. Far to my left was the cafeteria. To my right was the entry to the lower floors and the Corridor of Death.
A flurry of bullets banged into the metal behind me. The gun fumbled in my hands. My fingers tightened their grip. I was so nervous—too nervous. My adrenaline faded as fear took over. Every part of me twitched and my breath was ragged.
“Paeton!” someone yelled.
I spun my head around trying to discover who it was. In the cafeteria, Josalyn’s head peeked out from behind one of the tables. She waved me toward her before ducking back behind the table. Bits of wood burst from the table’s edge as bullets tore into it.
I studied the distance between my present location and a place inside the cafeteria that I would consider safe. Twenty-five distant yards stretched before me. Her head reappeared, and she studied my expression. I wanted to run to her, but an oozing fear settled around my stomach, draining half of my adrenaline.
My head shook side-to-side twice. My body gave up without my permission. I was in a daze. Seeing Rylan’s bloody face brought back all the imagery of Capt. Davis’s face turning into a dripping bowl of muscle and bone.
It was too soon. Too many were dead.
An android turned the corner and stood between me and Josalyn. It was about six yards away, and I was in its firing range.
My android phobia quaked my knees and elbows. Every part of me jerked in odd intervals. My muscles were out of control. I tried to lift the gun, but it was a thousand pounds.
The android took a few steps toward me and aimed his gun. My mind envisioned the Lieutenant Governor’s face popping into the facemask of the android. His dark hair and ghostly, blue eyes cut into my flesh, chilling the marrow in my bones. My fingers twitched. My voice caught in my throat. Fear caught me in its murky waves.
Something happened in that moment. The world slowed down. The gun I held fired shots into the Android’s abdomen. I didn’t see where they hit or how, but I was up off the ground. My body moved away from the cafeteria, but I didn’t know who was controlling it. The gun in my hands shot at various places, at people, androids, scrappers. 
Everything was a blur. My body turned and slid under the second-floor walkways. Sparks and debris exploded everywhere. My body exited the safety of the walkways and sped across the room toward the cafeteria. I saw Josalyn clearly, but I didn’t know what was going on. I glanced at Rylan, who watched me come closer. He was still pressing his hand against his face. A black, flakey gel of dried blood dotted over his cheek. The world was clear yet distant.
In a far corner of the room, my name echoed through the metal walls. I turned and saw Mari holding Miko’s hand. Someone yanked them down a corridor. Were they safe? Who had them?
Something struck me across the shoulder. It burned hot but felt sharp.
I fell forward and the daze I was in vanished. The vibrant world tore at my senses. I understood everything. I pounded the ground, spreading my hands out to soften the impact. After sliding a few feet, my hands pushed off the ground. I crawled forward trying to make it the last few yards to safety. I saw Rylan’s face. I focused on his gray eyes. I was going to make it. It was not my time to die.
A figure moved out from the shadows. Over six feet of darkness stood before me. It took something that resembled a gun and swung it around before I could blink. Something struck me hard against the side of the head. It felt like my skull had broken in two. I slammed into the cold, concrete floor. The figure glanced down at me before everything went dark.
 
***
 
“Rylan!” I screamed.
I wasn’t even sure my eyes were open. Darkness enveloped me as I listened to my voice echo off the walls, like ghosts mocking me.
A clank sounded before lights blinked on the ceiling. Through squinted eyes, the lights popped on one at a time until the whole room was illuminated.
A small, square, white room stood around me. Dark mirrors covered most of two of the walls. I’d bet half of what was in my backpack that there were cameras and people on the other side of the mirrors, watching me. There was no doubt that I was in the middle of my worst nightmare. The police had caught me.
I glanced down at the pretty outfit Sun Hi let me borrow which was dirty and had a few sprays of blood on it—Rylan’s blood. I struggled against the restraints on my wrists and ankles. I yelled Rylan’s name into the white room, hoping that somewhere, somehow he could hear me.
Minutes passed. My limbs ached from flailing around, and hoarseness settled on my vocal cords. I could only hope that Mari and Miko were safe. Rylan had been shot. The memory of his face exploding pressed against my temples. The taste of his blood bore a hole in my tongue.
Tears slid out of my eyes even though I didn’t want to cry. I didn’t want the monsters behind the mirrors to know how I felt, to know whom I loved.
I gritted my teeth and a jolt of pain shot into my brain. My whole head erupted in flame. Something had hit me, I think, but what was it? Who was it? I could barely remember. The room spun, and screws drilled into my eye sockets.
A door behind me opened. A soft click followed by the brushing of wood and squeaking of metal. Soft footsteps started and grew in intensity. A woman wearing a lab coat with long, dark hair and glasses came into my vision.
“Who are you?” I asked.
“My name is Clarisse Browning.”
“What do you want from me?”
“To know what’s in your mind, Paeton.”
Her words, calm and sure, gave me the shivers. What did that mean? What was she going to do to me? I was a private person. I told few people anything. The thought that someone would or could get into my mind was terrifying.
She walked out of my vision. I struggled to turn and look behind me, but there was something around my stomach that prevented me from moving. My gaze barely contained a table with a few, shiny objects.
My breath shot through my nose in hard blasts. No matter how much I tried to be strong, I couldn’t resist the worry spreading at the back of my mind.
Clarisse came back over with a hypodermic needle. Inside the syringe was a pinkish liquid. She tested the needle by allowing a few drops to spill out of the tip.
My body tightened. I didn’t know exactly what was in that needle, but I had an idea. It would be worthless to simply torture me. They wanted to see what came out with ease first. That had to be some kind of truth drug.
She pulled out a tiny pair of scissors and cut a hole in the blouse’s sleeve. After my skin was exposed, she punctured my skin with the tip. The cool liquid flowed into me. My mind tore through thousands of ideas as the serum made it to my heart and blasted to my extremities.
This wasn’t how my life was supposed to be. I was just a normal girl. Why was this happening to me?
She glanced at me with a reassuring smile. “Rest, Paeton.” It was almost like how Dhyla would have spoken to me. The two women had to be close in age, maybe, mid-forties. For a second Dhyla was back with me.
I listened to Clarisse’s footsteps as she exited the room. Half of the lights clicked off. I was left alone with my thoughts.
I didn’t know how this stuff worked. I tried to suppress all knowledge of Escerica. But, what did I really know? I wasn’t some upper echelon general or anything. I didn’t even know where the base I had been staying on was. All I knew was that… was that…



CHAPTER 4
Someone called my name over and over again. Following the voice helped me navigate through the fog that trapped my mind. When I regained consciousness, Clarisse sat in front of me with a table off to her right. She appeared distant, even though she was no more than four feet in front of me. I couldn’t get a grasp of what I was feeling. On the one hand, I was floating as though I could drift right up and touch the ceiling, but a part of me was trapped in a box.
Clarisse stared. Her face was calm, and there was a slight rise to her eyebrows. “Paeton, are you awake?” she asked.
“Yes, I think I’m awake,” I said.
“Let’s start simple. What is your full name?”
“My name is Paeton Audrey Washington.”
“And where do you live, Paeton?”
Her voice was calm, familiar, and comforting. I felt like I was with Dhyla, and we were sitting atop Café Lanta.
“I used to live at the Stadium. Now, I live with the Escerica Rebels.”
“When did you go to live with Escerica?”
“When I met the Gray-Eyed Fox.” I’m not sure why I said that. Maybe, my mind was recalling the events as they happened. I didn’t know Rylan’s name at the time.
“The Gray-Eyed Fox?”
“Yes.”
“Is he a real fox?” Her voice never wavered. It was always peaceful, hypnotic.
“No, he’s a boy.”
“How old is he?”
“Eighteen.”
“And what is his name?”
“Rylan.” As the word left my mouth, something within me stirred. Something told me that I shouldn’t be telling this woman this information, but I was compelled. I wanted to fight it, but I couldn’t. My mind couldn’t lock onto whatever I needed within me to stop.
“Is Rylan the leader of Escerica?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you know who the leader is?”
“No.”
She stopped and massaged her cheek with her perfectly manicured fingers. Her face tightened, and she glanced at me before her expression drew back into a blank stare. Afterward, she grabbed a bottle of water and took a few sips.
It was hard to focus on her movements. Anything outside of her voice faded away into a monochrome blur.
She sat forward and began again. “How many people in Escerica have you had contact with?”
“Five,” I said.
“What are their names?”
“Rylan, Sun Hi, Dhyla, AJ, and Josalyn.”
“And what do each of them do?”
“Rylan studies maps and blueprints. Sun Hi fights with some kind of blue, glowing, time-warp thing. Dhyla was killed by an android. AJ is a pilot and mechanic. Josalyn is a computer hacker.”
She wrote down a few notes on her PCD then turned her attention back to me. “The boy, Rylan… are you in love with him?”
The question confused me. I didn’t understand what she meant or why she wanted to know that. I liked Rylan, but I barely knew him. I didn’t even know if I could be in love him. To love someone deeply, you needed trust, and the only person I trusted was dead.
“No, I don’t think so,” I said.
“Then, who do you love?”
“I love… I love.” My brain knew the answer, but for some reason, I was able to hold it back.
“The children, Mari and Miko Sampo, do you love them?”
My mind cracked. “I…I.” Something within me fought the question. I kept thinking, why would anyone want to know that? What does love really mean?
Clarisse stood and picked up a hypodermic needle from her table. She injected it into a tube that I realized was in my arm. I stared at the clear plastic and watched the yellow fluid enter my body.
Heaviness pressed against my eyelids.
Clarisse’s expression relaxed. “Go to sleep, Paeton.”
 
***
 
When my eyes opened, I was back at Café Lanta. The sun lingered at the horizon, filling the sky with a deep, amber color. My gaze found the skyline and by instinct, my right leg folded itself under my butt. I leaned forward and put my elbows on the table. My breathing steadied. The air was calm and sweet with sugar pastries and coffee. I glanced toward Perimeter Market a hundred yards or so away. A small crowd of people strolled to various shops.
A coffee cup with a brown-trimmed wrapper tapped the table before me. I looked down into the smoking, brown liquid within the cup, then up toward the person who gave it to me. Dhyla’s face brightened. She sat down next to me and gazed out at the skyline.
“How have you been?” she asked.
The question circled in my head for a brief second. I didn’t feel angry, sad, or upset, but I wasn’t quite me. “I don’t know really. I think I’ve been good.”
“So, you are still getting into trouble?” She giggled.
“Dhyyyyy-la. I stay out of trouble. I don’t need to be some statistic. I’m smart.” A spark of pride filled me.
“Paeton, you have to let your guard down sometimes.”
“Nope!” I said in a light tone. “Not me.”
“You’re going to stay away from the Rebels then?”
“Rebels? Are you crazy?” I sat back and took a sip of my coffee. It tasted weird, a bit flat. But I didn’t want to offend her, so I kept my opinion to myself. “You know I just saw some jerk who thought he was all high and mighty. Some guy with gray eyes and a smirk that wouldn’t quit.”
“Gray-Eyed Fox?” Dhyla asked.
“Yeee-ah.” The word came out of my mouth oddly. Did I tell Dhyla about my nicknames? I didn’t remember telling her this. Where was I? When was this?
I glanced at Perimeter Market, which looked brand new. Better than even I remembered it. I focused on Dhyla’s face, but the details blurred. I took another sip of the coffee. What kind was this? This definitely wasn’t chocolate crème mocha. I never remembered Dhyla giving me coffee that tasted this bad.
“I thought you said you wanted to join the Rebels, Escerica?” Dhyla asked.
I almost spit out the coffee. A crackle of laughter burst through my mouth. I coughed out a few coffee drops going down my windpipe. “What have you been smoking, Dhyla? I thought you told me to stay away from them.”
“Oh, then why do they want you around?”
“Want me around? They don’t want me. You asked me to join. Don’t you remember that?”
“A few days ago,” she said.
“Yeah, duh. Dhyla, I think you need to take a break. You’re starting to lose it.”
“You’re special. You have some kind of specialness about you.”
I shuffled a bit in my seat. Confusion flooded through my mind. She was hinting at my good luck charm—the “imitation game” that I could play with the computer systems. But she knew all of that. Why was she asking me such redundant things? “You already know what I can do—with the computers and ATMs and such.”
“The computers?”
My brain burned. Thousands of flames licked my cerebrum. I squeezed my skull with my hands. “Yes, my good luck charm, my super ability to—Ow, my head!”
The café dissolved into tiny particles until nothing had shape. It was just globs of the lightest of colors. The blobs circled and shrunk until they became darkness again.
 
***
 
White light cut into my irises as I woke. A padded room stretched around me. I was no longer bound but lay on the floor. The dream with Dhyla had been etched in my short term memory but faded away. While I couldn’t remember everything exactly, I had an itch in my gut that Clarisse drew information from me. She needed what was in my head and would do anything to get it. If she had information about Escerica she could infiltrate it. If she had knowledge about me she could use it to get what she wanted from me. I shivered, wondering if this drug-induced dream was just the beginning.
I gazed into the vanilla blankness of the room, refusing to go to sleep. I stood and paced. A half-sphere made from dark glass hung from the ceiling. I was sure that behind the glass a camera focused on my every move. When I urinated in the corner, it followed me. When I vomited because of the smell of my own feces, it recorded me. I was a rat in a cage.
My mind spun and everything inside of me ached as though my skin, muscles, and bones cried out to be free. To run the streets of Atlanta and to be away from this padded whiteness.
“Agrahhhh!” I screamed. Over and over I screamed to the top of my lungs. My chest was raw. My throat burned, but I yelled. I never stopped. Even when my vocal cords were so shredded that my voice cracked, I still forced myself to make noise.
It felt like days had passed, but that couldn’t be true. I’d be dead from dehydration in seventy-two hours. After living on the streets, the timelines the Grim Reaper had set for all of us set in my head: three days for water, twenty-one for food. For someone like me, I’d be lucky to make it fourteen days without food. I was too small, too thin. I was a common anomaly living every day in plain sight of those who say I shouldn’t exist—a sixteen-year-old, ninety-six-pound girl, standing a whopping five foot four, who robbed banks.
As time ticked on, I wondered about Rylan. Was he okay? He floated in my mind’s eye. My hands reached out to him as though he was in the room with me. When he faded away, I wrapped Mari and Miko up in my empty arms and gazed at their invisible faces as though they held me too. After they went off to play, I talked with Dhyla’s ghost, but I was so hoarse I couldn’t say anything aloud.
Insanity toyed with my brainstem. Was this the point, to drive me crazy in a room of nothing where all I could do is think, defecate, and vomit?
Focusing my mind, I circled the room. Around and around I went.
“Keep walking,” I told myself.
If I could continue, then maybe, I had a chance. They controlled me when I slept. They probed my mind, and I couldn’t stop the flow of information.
My body weakened. My mouth dried and every joint ached. My vision came and went. White faded into black which lightened back to white. It was a never ending cycle. The black times grew longer and the white ones flashed for only an instant.
I collapsed. The darkness, the beautiful, relaxing night within my mind, took me away.



CHAPTER 5
Something struck me. My eyes popped open, and I blinked several times as I reoriented myself. I was in a room that I had never seen before. The walls were far away, but shiny bits of something reflected in patterns. I had no way of knowing if the patterned bits were attached to the walls, but they created the illusion that something solid was a dozen yards away. Everything felt solid and didn’t have the dusty haze that represented a dream or drugs.
There was no color and no black. A bright light hung over me, but as I searched the distance, I couldn’t find where the shadows ended. They just dipped into a dark, colorless mass, but never became truly black. I could always see something within even the deepest gray.
My body was strapped to a chair, but this chair was very different from the one in the white room. Each piece of my body was locked in place. I could move my head, neck, and a little of the top of my torso, but nothing else would budge.
Prickly panic crawled into my limbs. I squinted in the light searching what was holding my body and hands in place. A thick, plastic cast surrounded my stomach area. The cast had to be at least six-inches-high. Nylon straps linked to it, stretching around both sides. My upper and lower arms were also held in place by the same things. As I struggled, a light winding noise spilled into the air. Each strap increased its grip, until even being motionless hurt.
I couldn’t see my hands. They were buried inside what looked like the fists of a giant android. My torso twitched as the tiny, creeping legs of fear scurried up my back. I wondered if this was the process for being turned into something robotic. Did they chop up my body from here? Would I be just a brain and spinal cord attached to motorized arms and legs for the rest of my life? Would I seek to kill others like me who defied the government? Would the others know that it was my eyes that captured them for a warped justice?
I screamed. Even my shredded vocal cords couldn’t hold back. My voice was shrill, oscillating in and out of volume by my strained throat. My heart raced, and my lungs pulsed. A cold—a deep, chilling cold buried itself deep within my bones.
I shuffled around, spinning my head from left to right, struggling to see behind me and trying to understand the tiny objects in the gray shadows. My mind wrestled with all kinds of horrid imaginations. Who was watching me? What was watching me? The smell of blood found my nose, filling me with the aroma of death.
The motors wined and the straps cut into my skin. The continuous cycle of fear mentally and physically crushed my body.
A noise clattered, bouncing off the walls. I couldn’t pinpoint the sound. It came from everywhere at once. Several clicks followed with the same surrounding effect. Then, all sorts of noises: slithers, pops, clangs, footsteps, and then screams. But they weren’t just any screams; they were mine. The screams were from the padded, white room. Each echo of what I said and done played out. My eyes zigzagged in their sockets, trying to find something solid to focus on. If I hadn’t already lost my mind, it dissolved under the strain. My sanity slipped away into the grayness.
A deep voice that sounded partially digitized echoed around me. “We will ask you a series of questions. We expect the correct answers.”
It took a moment for me to find the words. I didn’t know where I was, what reality was, and what fantasy was. After a few moments, I stuttered. “I…I don’t have any answers. I don’t know anything.”
The voice repeated the message.
“I…I don’t know any. I don’t...” I said.
A hologram appeared before me. I could barely see it in the harsh light.
“Pay attention,” the voice said.
As my head twitched, my eyes strained to absorb every colored pixel of information. There was a figure of a man locked in a chair with the same types of things over his hands and feet that I did.
I stretched my neck forward. My head passed through the hologram, but I had to know if those things were on my feet too. A huge metal box type thing wrapped around my feet and ankles. My toes refused to wiggle. They wouldn’t—couldn’t move.
“Pay attention,” the voice reminded me.
I yanked my head back to watch the hologram.
The hologram zoomed in on the man’s left hand and left foot, creating a split screen effect. Cylinders no larger than a half-inch in diameter had a glowing highlight around the base. There were exactly five cylinders for the hand and five that were in a row for the feet. My gaze shook and rattled between the hologram and my own hands. In less than a second, I identified all five cylinders.
Something happened on the hologram, but I missed it. My attention locked back to the hologram as the animation played again. A needle was inside the cylinder. It shot down through the man’s fingernail into the finger and stopped at the bone before retracting.
Everything inside of me went numb.
I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. My mind transfixed on what was happening. The needle moved over slightly and repeated the strike animation. The hologram displayed the words “10 Fingers, 10 Toes, 25 Strikes Each.”
My breath left me. It was stuck between my mouth and my lungs, held there by an increasing prickly fear that cut into my throat. My chest quaked. I squirmed in the chair, trying everything, but my body couldn’t move. The chair wouldn’t budge. I gasped for air and tears welled in my eyes. Twitches started beneath my stomach and spread out into my limbs, constantly increasing in strength.
“I don’t know anything. I don’t know. I don’t know. Please, I don’t know. God, I don’t know!” I repeated the words over and over and over again. Someone had to hear me. Someone had to care.
Everything within me vibrated and ached at the thought, the mere concept, of what was about to happen. A flood of worry turned panic blasted through me. Tears slid from my eyes as the last threads of hope escaped me. I couldn’t leave this place and this was now my fate. I was about to be tortured and then I was going to die.
The voice radiated around me. I snapped to attention, trying to listen.
“Where are the other Escerica bases?” the voice said.
My voice was lost. I didn’t know. I had never been anywhere. I tried to think about the maps that Rylan used to look at. But he had never shown me anything. There were other places because of the plane I had seen take out the third drone. But I didn’t know.
The number five appeared in the hologram and started counting down.
“I…I.” I shook my head and braced myself for what was about to happen. But which finger or toe? How should I prepare? There were too many thoughts, too many scenarios. It was overwhelming.
The hologram hit zero. On cue came a deep, quick prick in my right thumb. At first, it was just like I had been given a shot, but after a second it started to radiate and throb. The shock of pain blasted up my arm and into my brain where it burst, slicing into my mind, and terrorizing my thoughts.
“Where does Escerica’s funding come from?” the voice asked.
The answer zapped between my brain cells working to find cohesion. I remembered talking to someone about sympathizers in the Upper-Cs. I stared at the numbers. My lips started to move, to say something. I wavered. How they would know I was telling the truth? How would they know if anything I said was just a lie?
As the hologram struck the number one, I shook my head.
My right thumb was struck again. This time, the pain was almost unbearable. The radiating throb exploded through me like my thumb had been sliced into two pieces.
“Aghhhhh!” I cried. My voice echoed around the endless, gray room.
The voice continued to ask questions. Most I didn’t know. A few I did. But no matter what I said, the needle came just the same. After the twenty-five strikes to my thumb, like the hologram had shown, another finger or toe became the new target. After my right thumb; came my left, ring finger; then my middle, right toe; followed by my left second toe. When a hundred strikes had passed, the torture went back to my right hand. The pain radiated and throbbed. Every nerve in my right hand was raw, torn, and broken.
I wished my hands and feet were just cut off. I prayed. I screamed. Tears and sweat soaked into Sun Hi’s pretty blouse mixed with Rylan’s blood and my vomit.
After a while, I didn’t even know what I said—if I said anything. The radiating shocks faded away. My mind drifted to the gray shadows at the edge of the room. The faint voices of Clarisse and the mystery man swirled like dust in the room. I wanted to think, but I couldn’t. It was too much. I was overwhelmed. I didn’t have any more left.
My head fell forward, and my eyes closed. Someone entered the room and moved closer to me. I wasn’t sure who it was at first because my mind was adrift.
“Do you think you have what you need?” the man asked.
“It’s enough,” Clarisse’s voice answered. “I’d hoped for more, but she doesn’t know much at all. She’s like you said, just a random pawn.”
Someone touched my neck. The fingers were like fire, but it was probably because my body was so cold. Footsteps rumbled into the room. The straps on my arms, legs, and torso were released, and I fell onto a soft, curved surface. As my body was taken away, the sounds diminished, and I drifted into my mind once more.
 
***
 
My eyes forced themselves open. Warm sleep hugged my torso and stroked my head. Through heavy blinks, I saw a man’s back. He stood by the hospital gurney that I lay upon, staring at the news on a monitor that was mounted on a wall.
Struggling to stay awake, I glanced at my hands and toes. My wrist was handcuffed to the gurney, but I rotated my hand enough to see it bandaged. I mentally searched for any signs of pain, but everything felt fine.
I fought whatever forced me back into sleep, but it was difficult. I didn’t have much energy, although I didn’t feel as weak as I had in the gray room.
Screams rolled through the area, a high-pitched, angry voice.
I glanced at video monitor. Was I dreaming? I had to be. There was a person who looked just like me, cursing the police, and throwing up obscene hand signs to the camera. She was dragged by two police officers into a door at the edge of a courtroom. The camera panned over to a judge, who wiped her brow. The judge stood and the bailiff dismissed the court.
The camera cut to a reporter. “We’ve just learned that Ms. Paeton Audrey Washington, the head of the rebel organization known as Escerica, has been sentenced to life in prison without the chance of parole. She will begin her sentence immediately at the Georgia Northeast Maximum Security Prison.”
Anger and frustration churned over my heart. I balled my fists and struggled against the restraints on the gurney. “What? I never—I didn’t… go to court…” I mumbled. “When did I… get my day in court?”
The man in front of the gurney spun around and smiled. He turned a knob at the bottom of an IV. After a few seconds, I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore.
 
***
 
I woke up some time later. I drifted in and out of consciousness until I could finally maintain the current reality. Sitting up in bed, I glanced around a normal looking hospital room. There was nothing weird or odd about it. Everything was calm. A few beeps from machines interrupted the silence. A standard hospital gown covered me, and my clothes were nowhere to be seen.
Next to the bed was a movable table with a plate of covered food. I opened the cover and saw a bowl of warm soup, applesauce, and mashed potatoes. Groggy, I fumbled with the eating utensils because they were wrapped in a tiny, plastic bag. Once free, the fork fell to the ground, but I had a good grip on the spoon.
A few, wavering thoughts passed through my fragmented brain. Should I eat anything? There were too many drugs in me. I couldn’t stay awake. I could barely think. If I continued like this, I’d be worthless.
I forced the potatoes into my mouth. My mouth slogged on the one spoonful. My teeth pressed down and my tongue rolled in slow motion. After about twenty minutes, the potatoes were in my stomach. I felt like me again, but I couldn’t concentrate. My mind fought against sleep. I needed to be awake to sort out fantasy and reality.
The soup went next, but it was cold and tasted awful. I needed my strength so I forced it down. I just hoped it wasn’t poisoned. By the time I finished the applesauce, I sat up on my own and moved my legs and arms with ease.
I glanced at the IV. I hated that people put these things in me when I wasn’t conscious. I considered removing the needle, but I didn’t know what they were putting in me, good or bad. For now, I decided to leave it.
Flexing my fingers, my gaze lingered on the bandages that were taped around them. Fear gripped me. I didn’t want the anguish of torture to haunt me anymore. I didn’t know if I could handle it.
As I lay there, images of my tenderized fingers cut into my mind. Upper-Cs generally had soft, beautiful hands. I sought out products to make my skin smooth and my nails healthy. Just the thought of bloody pinpricks in my fingernails cut at my heart, my mind, and everything else.
I slowly unwound the bandages on my left, index finger. The thick, white cloth rolled around and fell softly to the bed.
My eyes studied my finger for an eternity, examining the pale skin and small, wrinkled indentions. My body tightened and then relaxed. All the tension in my shoulders drifted away.
My finger was healthy—healed. There wasn’t a mark on the finger or the nail. I didn’t feel any pain, discomfort, or weird lingering tightness. It was perfect. My nail polish was gone and all that showed was a pink and yellow pad under the semi-transparent nail.
I unwrapped the other fingers. All of them appeared untouched. I yanked off the wrappings on my feet. My toes were fine too.
I didn’t understand it. The needles went through my nails and my skin. I was tortured. I knew it, but all the evidence was gone.
The door rattled open. I grabbed the tiny blanket that covered me and tightened it around my body. For whatever reason, I needed it. I had to have the blanket’s protection.
Clarisse walked in and pulled the only chair in the room near my bed and sat down. Her face was calm, relaxed, almost as though nothing had happened. She pulled up her PCD to take notes and glanced at me over her glasses.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
I went into mild shock. My words froze. Every part of my body was tense and drenched in panic. I gawked at her and inched myself as far away from her chair as possible. My feet and hands gently pushed against the mattress, moving my body against the back rail.
I didn’t understand my emotions—my fear. Being in the same room with her terrorized me. Her voice sent razor-edged chills into my spine.
“Paeton, I’m sure you’re feeling better. Did you eat?” she asked.
I pressed my back against the farthest most point of the gurney. No words came. This was too weird. What was wrong with me? It was like she was a human android. I only felt this type of panic around androids, never humans.
She got up and walked around to the food tray. She scribbled a note on her PCD. I shuffled around as she moved, staying atop the gurney but putting as much distance between me and her as possible. I didn’t even understand why. I couldn’t understand why I was so afraid. I was two steps away from falling into total shock.
“Food eaten, check,” she said. A small smile curled on her lips as she walked back around.
“You… Y-Y-You tortured me,” I finally managed to say.
Her eyebrows tightened before her gaze slid from my right eye to my left. “Sixteen-year-olds and their imaginations. We found you at the bottom of some cave in South Atlanta. You were barely breathing and someone had knocked you unconscious. You had a very bad crack in your skull.”
“No,” I said. My gaze slid over the room, absorbing the realness of it and comparing it to the memories of the last few days. “I saw you. I felt it. It was real.”
She lifted her PCD close to her eyes. Her gaze studied the glowing pixels on the LCD. “So, in this imaginary world of yours, what did I do to you?”
“You… You put needles through my fingers—through my nails.”
“How does someone do such a thing?” she asked like she was my social worker or something.
“I know I’m not crazy.” I grabbed my head with my hands.
She sat back down and watched me, making notes every once in a while.
“I’m not crazy. I know I’m not crazy! I know it happened,” I said.
“Tell me Paeton, is this the first time that you’ve ever felt… mental instability?”
“I—”
My words drifted. The moment I killed Governor Read cut into the forefront of my mind. Less than twenty minutes later, Dhyla had died. I remember my mind going away. I was lost in some new world. Reality had left me as I was tucked myself away inside my mind.
I stared at Clarisse. Was she actually standing there? Did I see myself in court on the television screen? Did I go to court? Was Dhyla a figment of my imagination? What about Mari and Miko, Josalyn, Sun Hi, and Rylan? Did I invent Rylan?
Clarisse dropped her gaze. Sadness covered her face. “Here,” she said, pulling out a bottle from her pocket. “I’m not supposed to give you anything, but I’m concerned about you.”
Two pills shook from the bottle and into her hand. Lifting a pitcher, she filled a cup with water and set the cup on the little cart with my food. Then, she reached for my hand. When I tucked my hand under my head, she placed the pills in the tray on the cart.
“I’m not going to force you. I want you to trust me,” she said.
My eyes focused on her or rather through her. I saw her moving. I tracked her face within my mind, but she wasn’t registering as someone I could communicate with. I couldn’t understand her even though she spoke plainly.
A part of me stirred. I scooted over the bed and reached for the pills. I didn’t want them, but I was so afraid of her. Afraid of what she might do to me if I didn’t take them, if I didn’t trust her. I put the pills into my mouth and drank the water, forcing the white orbs down my throat.
“Good girl.” She walked to the door and dimmed the lights. “I’ll be back to check on you in a few hours.”
I lay back in the bed and tried to relax my mind. For some reason, I couldn’t focus. The world around me was there, but it didn’t seem real. It wasn’t a dream—more like a shifting reality.
My fingers curled and slid under my thighs. My knees folded and my legs pressed against my chest. Once I’d wrapped my arms around my legs, a pulse of overwhelming fear surged through my veins. The beeps of the computers turned into long, ghostlike moans. The floor undulated and the lines between the tiles popped up one at a time, breaking apart from one another until the entire floor was covered in worm-like creatures.
The worms thickened and crawled up the sides of the gurney and onto the thin, white sheet that covered me. I pushed my back into the two pillows behind me and pressed them into the mattress.
This couldn’t be real. This had to be an illusion of my mind.
The gurney vibrated under the weight and rhythm of the worms. Closer and closer they crept, they little mouths opening to reveal sharp teeth arranged in a circle.
I stood on the bed, crouched down just enough not to bang my head on the examining light that was over my head. The first worm slid onto my foot. The cool sticky slime that surrounded it oozed on my skin. Soon another was on me, and then another until my feet were covered.
I swatted the worms, but my hands flew straight through them. They continued up my legs. Once they were beyond my knees, they began biting. Their bodies stuck out into the air and began to wiggle like a dog’s tail. All of my energy drained from me. They sucked the life out of me. I was tired—too tired to keep fighting them.
I crumpled forward and rolled off the bed onto the floor. There, they covered me until quivering worms covered my vision. My arms swatted, pulled, and yanked, but it was no use. I couldn’t get a grip on any of them. Panic flooded my mind. Every drop of energy fought them. I screamed. My fingers raked over my head and skin. Blood dripped from my fingertips. This had to be real. I felt the reality of it. I felt the pain.
Every part of me worked furiously to get them off, to remove them, to be free.
I fell over. My gaze lingered at my fingers, which were covered in crimson. I didn’t move anymore. The worms could have me. This was my end.
A door opened and white light filled my vision. A hand extended toward me. I lifted into the light. I was safe, there was nothing around me but peace—no more worms, no more fear, no more anguish.



CHAPTER 6
My body fumbled. I shook and rolled. A sharp pain cut me from the inside out. My stomach and intestines chopped into confetti. My body fought and the muscles around my stomach tightened.
A blast of my dinner mixed with the pills shot from my mouth. It splashed onto the floor as my hands pushed me away. My stomach lurched as the rest of me trembled. Everything that I had eaten escaped me, hit the floor, and pooled out into every direction.
I rolled to the side. My energy was gone, along with my body heat. I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered, laying in my vomit.
I missed Dhyla.
I tumbled into a forest made tall and wide with her love, friendship, and memories. I reached out to hold her. Why did she have to die? Why wouldn’t she come with me? I had killed her. The moment I raced to see the drone. Her voice was with me then, warning me, but I didn’t listen. Why didn’t I listen?
I don’t know how long I lay there on the floor, but when I stood, my body was sticky and everything on my right side hurt from being pressed against the hard linoleum. Somehow, I made it into the bathroom. I turned to the mirror. My face was bruised, my eyes sunken, but there was something different. Something had changed that I didn’t understand.
I moved closer to the mirror and focused on my face. On it was a look that I had never seen before on anyone, let alone on my face. Emptiness and longing were in my expression. My eyebrows spoke of anger, my skin of peace, and my lips of happiness.
I didn’t know who this girl was. Was this me? There was an edge that I had never seen before in myself.
I stumbled backward away from the mirror. I was more panicked by the girl’s face in the mirror than by Clarisse.
A chill slid up my spine. I wrapped my arms around my body. I needed to get warm. This had to be some kind of trick in my mind. I sped away from the mirror. My arms yanked open dozens of drawers and cabinets until I found a spare gown on the far side of the room. With shaky hands, I washed my body with paper towels and liquid soap. I wiped up the floor and then fastened the clean gown around me the best I could. After everything was at least visually sanitary, I fell back on the bed covering myself with the white sheet and beige blanket. I was too tired to do anything more. With my dinner gone, my stomach turned.
The soft stench of my vomit lingered in the room like a cloud, hovering around in the breeze of the air conditioning. I tossed and turned. My eyes refused to close. I couldn’t forget the look on my face, in my eyes. Eventually I did find sleep, but I couldn’t say when. I didn’t fall into a deep sleep. It was just enough to keep my stomach from aching.
Sometime later, the door barked open. From the footfalls and the light taps on a PCD’s screen, I guessed it was Clarisse. I couldn’t understand why Clarisse wanted to know so much about me. She had linked my relationship with Dhyla to Escerica. She knew Rylan was my boyfriend. She also knew I loved Mari and Miko, but my guess was the government had figured that out a few days ago when I risked everything to get them out of Juvie.
Clarisse could use this information in multiple ways. I wasn’t sure what she had planned. Did she want to force me into doing what she wanted by holding Mari and Miko hostage again? Did she think she could get to me by kidnapping or hurting Rylan? Love is powerful. I had already risked my life because of it. What else would I be willing to do?
Clarisse’s presence hovered over me. The hairs on my arms stood up as she moved closer. She watched me, but by her lingering, she had expected another outcome. She quick-stepped toward each noisemaker in my room, including my heartbeat monitor and the other instruments. Her movements became more hurried the longer she stayed. Whatever was going on in her mind, she wasn’t pleased.
Heels clacking on the floor, she dashed into the bathroom. I was sure she’d find my gown drenched with vomit and the half-digested, white pills she had given me. A gasp dotted the air. She re-entered the room and moved closer to the bed.
My eyes popped open, and my gaze locked onto hers.
For some reason, I was different, not quite as afraid as before. I don’t know if it was because of the regurgitation or if it was simply because I had witnessed Clarisse’s fear. Why was she so afraid of me all of a sudden, and why did I feel more powerful because of it?
Her body drifted backward with one hand raised in front of her breast.
“Oh, hi Clarisse,” I said.
Clarisse’s eyebrow space tightened. “Paeton?”
“Yeah, is everything okay?”
“Uh, yes. Everything is fine,” she said, worry at the edges of her tone.
“Okay.”
I closed my eyes and rolled over. Something changed in me, and I enjoyed this quiet power that radiated along my skin.
She stood there for some time, making tiny sounds of shock and awe. Her footsteps exited the room, and the door closed behind her.
After Clarisse left, I sat up in the bed. A few sparks of fear were still at the edges of my being. They drifted along my knees and fingertips, but I had experienced something new. Clarisse had given me something else. In her desire to break me, she had actually turned me into someone else. I knew it. I could feel it.
I exhaled and let go, knowing that I didn’t understand what this new Paeton would bring. I loved who I was, and I didn’t want to become someone I hated.
As I relaxed and settled back in the bed, I heard my voice. It wasn’t that I heard my voice in my head or anything odd like that. I literally heard myself speaking. It was muffled, but I knew the sound of my own voice.
My head turned to focus on where it was coming from—the hallway.
On shaky legs, I pulled myself off the bed. My body ached. Everything felt as though it would break apart at any moment. Using the IV stand as balance, I made my way over to the hospital room door and slid it open. A security guard stood a few feet away from the door, his face along with a half a dozen nurses watched a monitor that hung above the nurse’s station.
I glanced down the other end of the hallway, but no one else was there. I checked the ID tags of some of the other rooms, but there were only blank slots. Wherever I was, I may have been the only person on the floor. The thought made me feel even weaker than I already was.
I gazed back at the monitor. The guard took a step back and leaned against the wall. He gave a half-hearted glance back toward my room, and I closed the door just in time. After a few seconds, I eased the door back open. I slid my foot close to the doorway to ensure the door only opened an inch, just enough for me to see. A passing glance would make the average person think the door was still closed.
My voice sounded again, and I stared at the holographic monitor. I was on the monitor; or at least someone who looked like me, sounded like me, and had my mannerisms. The person was dressed in an orange jumpsuit. The sleeves were cuffed, and the cuffs displayed an animated zebra-stripe pattern.
My doppelgänger on the monitor sat back with her leg tucked under her butt, face tired but eager. She ran her hands over her hair to ensure no strands had come out of the high ponytail that was strung at the back of her head. After a second she focused on the reporter.
“Escerica will continue its operations with or without me,” my doppelgänger said.
“But now that they are without leadership, how far do you think they will go?” the reporter asked.
“They are not without leaders. Some of the best ones are still alive and well.”
My throat tightened, listening to myself on the screen. I wondered if this was why Clarisse was so thorough. Was she creating another me?
My gaze slid over the monitor searching for an indication of time. Near the bottom, close to the news ticker, was the word “LIVE.” I tried to find something else stating that this was previously recorded or something, but there were no other indicators.
I didn’t understand. I was here, wasn’t I? I rammed my fist into my thigh. The throb in my quadriceps was real. Unlike the times when I was hallucinating, I could read the words. They were as clear as ever. Their meanings didn’t jump into my mind. I read them, understanding them, and translating the words into ideas. I couldn’t be dreaming or meditating or under hypnosis or anything else. This was real.
It made me question the person I saw in the courtroom. The one that yelled when she was sentenced to prison, was she real, too? Or was that a figment of my imagination?
A chill slid into me, a deep cold that tightened around my bones. My knee bounced, and I put my hand on my thigh to calm it.
The reporter leaned forward and glanced at her notes for a second. “The week has been long, Paeton. But our government cares about its people and will stop at nothing to bring anyone who is a threat to justice.”
My doppelgänger rolled her eyes. “The government has no desire to help anyone but themselves. They are the threat. We are at war. Thousands of people will die until the government yields to the demands of the many.”
“It’s a shame you feel that way. I wonder how you will feel when one of your own has died.”
“What are you talk—”
The reporter lifted a picture. She checked it before handing it to my doppelgänger. My doppelgänger took the image in her right hand. Her left hand slid over her mouth. I watched the anguish on her face explode. Every pore was drenched in sadness.
“When?” she asked.
“Yesterday. A raid in Gwinnett County.”
A small image appeared at the lower left corner of the screen. I squinted trying to make out the image. It was a teenager. He lay backward on a magnacar-sized stone. A metal reinforcement rod, which is used in construction, impaled him through the stomach. Even with the teenager’s eye closed, I knew it was Rylan. It was his face and his hair and his…
Everything within me shut down. My muscles ached, staring at the grotesque image. I closed the door slightly and put my hand over my chest. My torn heart tightened but refused to release the contraction. Air wouldn’t fill my lungs. I stood stagnant, trying to get a hold of my emotions.
“Why?” my doppelgänger asked.
I glanced back at the screen. My doppelgänger’s eyes watered, and her cheeks were red. Right then, I appeared exactly the same way.
“Why?” she asked aloud. I asked the same thing, only to myself.
“Didn’t you just say that people die in war? Why not your friend, Rylan?”
My doppelgänger said nothing. Her eyes drifted off.
“I’m also sorry to inform you that both children, Mari and Miko Sampo died of injuries from the bunker raid a few days ago.”
“No,” I whispered.
My doppelgänger followed suit. My heart cracked inside of me and fell deeper within my chest, but my doppelgänger’s eyes turned vicious. She surged toward the reporter, knocking the woman to the ground and screaming. “You’re lying. You’re a liar!”
Guards ran over, yanking my doppelgänger off the reporter.
Everything that followed on the screen blurred as my mind tuned out the world. A monochrome blob covered my eyes. I didn’t have any words. I couldn’t process emotion. My heart dropped right out of my body and there was nothing left of me, but a crumbling shell.
I stumbled from the door. I didn’t know if I had closed it or not. I didn’t care. My feeble legs took me back to the bed where I abandoned the IV stand and fell onto the white sheet and blanket. I covered myself in the blanket and tugged on the pillow, balling the fabric into my fists.
Streams of dark ink spread within my veins, coloring everything within me. Confusion exploded inside my mind, followed by regret, then anger and frustration. I could see Mari and Miko and feel their bodies against mine. Their warmth was gone forever. I could never touch them again or hear their voices.
I tossed and turned. I thought I had already exhausted this year’s supply of tears, but I was wrong. My eyes flooded and poured over my cheeks. I pushed the emotions away, but they wouldn’t stop. Every piece of my body hurt from the light hairs on my arms to my bones—my very being was in agony.
Mari and Miko were my life. They were my everything. How could they take them from me? I hated this life. I hated everyone. Why? Why? Why!
While I fumbled in the bed, my mind focused on the responses of my doppelgänger, muffled through the door. At first, I drowned them out with my inner voice. The longer I listened, the more the doppelgänger’s words made sense.
She said, “Violent people are always surprised when violence returns to them.” On another segment, she replied, “A person who is ignorant can’t be considered innocent when they have the resources to understand.”
She told the world that I was a killer, but I wasn’t. I was just me, broken, feeble me. After a long rant in which she gloated over the twenty-one deaths supposedly done at my hands, she finished with, “Those who are afraid will never have peace, for they struggle within their own dreams.”
For three, long hours, I absorbed each and every one of the doppelgänger’s words. She wasn’t me. She was a better me—a stronger me.
I liked the me that she was. I longed to be her. There was no need for the old Paeton anymore. Mari and Miko were dead. Rylan and Dhyla were gone. The person who came into this hospital, who had her first date with Rylan—that girl couldn’t save anyone.
The reporter tried to mar Escerica, to which my doppelgänger ranted, “I enjoyed watching the Governor fall. I saw the pain in his eyes that I would love to see in everyone I meet.” When asked about the dozens who died or were injured at Perimeter Market, she stated, “Like our forefathers, I enjoy watching people die. Everyone should be so lucky.” She closed the interview with words that chilled me to the bone. “My mind imagines nothing better than to dip my hands in the blood of the so-called innocent.”
The interview ended. The quiet expanded as the volume was either muted or the monitor turned off. A few, soft footsteps picked up as the nurses and staff returned to their business.
I lay in the darkness. The constant beeps kept my mind alert as the words of the other me—the better me—took hold. I remembered each paragraph, statement, and phrase and etched them across my mind with the same venom that my doppelgänger had.
I liked, no, I loved my doppelgänger’s words. “Dipping my hands in blood.” What must that feel like? What must it smell like—taste like?
I imagined myself wrapping my fingers around Clarisse’s neck. I saw myself grab a knife and cut open her throat. I smelled her blood as it flowed to the floor. And not just her, my mind took me to a place where all those I had seen: the nurses, security guards, police officers. All of them were dead, their crimson blood staining my clothes and dripping from my hair. I detested them to the deepest, darkest part of my being.
At that moment, I died.
The passion of my doppelgänger rose within me. My voice, my cares, my loves were locked away within my body. I placed my hands into the dark void and closed my heart inside. I would be secure, proud, and focused. I would be ready for the next step.



CHAPTER 7
Clarisse entered the room in the morning. Her shoes rapped the floor before her fingernails tapped her PCD. She neared my bed, and I opened my eyes. Two men walked in behind her but stayed at the doorway.
They had come to take me to prison. There were no reservations in my mind that my doppelgänger had gone to trial for me. Sooner or later, the real me would be removed from my hospital bed. My doppelgänger and I would switch places, the real me filling in where she left off.
“Is it time?” I asked, my voice cheerful. She would not get to me or notice I was still broken inside. She was afraid of something and that was my advantage.
Clarisse cocked her head to the side. A crinkle between her eyebrows appeared. “These two gentlemen are here to escort you to prison. Did you know you were going to prison?”
“Yes,” I said and sat up on the bed.
“How?”
I shrugged. It was logical. Honestly, I wondered what had taken so long. My only guess was that she played a mental game with me. Maybe if she could break me, then she might be able to manipulate me in some way. When that didn’t work, I guessed the two pills were the quick way to dispose of me. I’ll admit that I had given up by then. If it wasn’t for something inside of me fighting to remove the poison from my stomach, I’d be dead.
Clarisse moved forward, but hesitation warped her movements. “I hope that you won’t put up a struggle, Paeton. We want to make this as civil as possible.”
“I won’t. I’m ready to go.” I jutted my arms forward with my palms facing up. I hoped she didn’t see the venom in my eyes. It leaked out of my pores.
Clarisse flinched as though I had a concealed weapon.
I forced a cheerful giggle. “It’s just me.”
One of the two men moved into the room and threw a bundle onto the bed. I stared at the bundle and noticed the orange clothing that was used for prisoners. It was amusing to see the exact, orange outfit that I had seen on the monitor the day before.
“Y-You’ll need to change and then we will come and get you,” Clarisse said.
“Oh? Okay!” My voice sounded like I was about to go to the best amusement park ever. I could hardly believe the sounds were coming from me.
For two full seconds, Clarisse stared. Her eyes rolled down, and she took notes on her PCD.
“I’ll only be a few minutes,” I said as chipper as ever.
They all left me in the room and closed the door. I put the orange clothes on and sat on the bed. As I folded my hospital gown, my eyes locked on the cord the clothes were bundled with.
I could almost feel myself wrapping the cord around Clarisse’s throat. I wondered how long it would take the two men to kill me before I had time to strangle her to death. For whatever reason, the thought amused me. I couldn’t quite understand why, but it did.
If I died, why would it matter? Everyone I cared about had been taken from me. I wanted to take Clarisse away from someone who loved her. If I knew whom she loved, I could take that person away from her. Yes, that would be so much better, sweeter. To watch her be filled with the same pain that flowed through me.
“You ready?” Clarisse said, walking into the room.
My attention snapped to her. “Yes, I’m ready.”
The two men followed, but I walked up to them and put my hands out like before. Handcuffs clinked on my wrists and ankles with a long chain stretching between the two sets of handcuffs. The men slid my feet into a pair of slippers.
They guided me through the building where the nurses watched in amazement. Part of me was curious as to why they stared at me with so much fear. They had to know that wasn’t me on the news network last night. I made sure that I bounced around, basking in their worried gazes.
We took the elevator down to the first floor. Afterward, we walked through several, empty hallways until we reached a set of double doors. The whole process took around ten minutes. At the double doors, Clarisse exchanged glances with one of the guards. She nodded and pressed a large, circular button off to the side, which triggered the doors to open.
Flashing lights struck me as I stood there, hands forward, in the baggy jumpsuit. Dozens of men and women stared or pointed cameras, microphones, or recorders at me. My lips opened into the brightest smile. My hands lifted to wave to my fans, to my adoring fans.
The main guard grunted and grabbed my shoulder, pushing me forward. I stumbled a bit, but I strutted into the lobby toward my fans.
A handsome gentleman in his fifties moved within two feet of me. “Paeton, do you have any words for the rest of the Escerica members?”
I didn’t say anything. I had no ideas or thoughts. I simply smiled and nodded.
A woman with beautiful, red hair and full lips approached me next. “Paeton, being so young, are you afraid to go to maximum security jail?”
I leaned forward and whispered, “I’m thrilled.”
The guard tugged me away from the woman just as another reporter stepped forward. “Paeton, what do you think about the Death Days?”
I paused and stared at her. Confusion washed over me.
“They start tomorrow, the day after you enter prison. What are you thinking about?” the reporter asked.
I understood what the Death Days were. They were designed to kill off prisoners. Hearing the reporter’s question, my capture and imprisonment had to be about killing me. Why else would the government fake a trial and even setup an interview to make me look evil in the eyes of the public? This was a quick way to see to my death by the hands of someone else.
I glanced away. My heart stilled inside my chest. I wouldn’t let the worry to pass-through. I refused to show weakness. The Death Days would have terrified me yesterday, but something was different now. Something had changed. I couldn’t be afraid. That emotion was gone.
The guards pressed my head into a cop car and shut the door.
I glanced back at my fans. A surge of giddiness enveloped me. I blew them kisses and gave them my best face as the car roared to life and slid off down the street.
 
***
 
At the prison, two, heavy-set women stripped, cavity searched, and bathed me. Four metal bracelets clicked around my wrists and my ankles, but the bracelets weren’t connected together like handcuffs. I didn’t understand what the bracelets were for. They had a salty smell and tiny dents along the surface.
After I put on a fresh jumpsuit, I was brought into a circular office with windows stretching in both directions, giving the owner a 270-degree view. A mahogany desk sat in the middle of the room. A matching file cabinet and display case were a few feet from the desk. An older, wiry man sat there, peering into a monitor while he spoke to a few people who stood near the windows.
As I stumbled in, Clarisse glanced over from one of the few chairs. The guard behind me guided me to a circle on the floor made of what appeared to be ceramic tile. Two more circles outlined the four-foot diameter area. The inner circle was about three feet around, where the outer circle was the same color as the edge of the tile. Once beyond the tiled area, the floor was a pine hardwood, covered in a few throw rugs here and there.
Once I settled inside the circle, the guard took a few steps back and hit a button on the wall. I glanced at him before hearing a humming sound. The bracelets became extremely heavy, especially the ones around my ankles. At that point, I realized the floor was magnetic and that this place utilized magnets as a way to control the population.
I’m not sure if I would have been able to deduce that a few days ago. For whatever reason, I wanted to know everything. Why the 270-degree view? Why the hardwood floors? Why was Clarisse here? Who were these other two men silhouetted near the windows?
The man at the desk glanced at me before waving the guard out of the room. The guard turned and left me in the circle. My next mental question was: Why did the man at the desk send the guard away?
Clarisse stood. She had on a neatly pressed, blue dress suit with matching heels. She gave me a half-hearted smile. “How are you, Paeton?”
Nothing in particular went through my mind. I didn’t feel anything. The loathing inside of me had cooled to a simmer. The only thing that echoed in my spirit was that I was not going to let these people get to me. They were not going to see me beg, cry, or even release a drop of sweat.
“I’m fine.” My lips curled into a smile. “I could have gone without the cavity search. After all that, I would have hoped Barbara would make an honest girl out of me.”
Clarisse stifled a laugh.
“I’m sorry that you find all of this funny,” the man behind the desk said.
“No sir, I don’t find this amusing at all. I’ve just learned to keep up my spirits.” I stared at him, hoping that my face was as innocent as a newborn’s. I hated them all. Hated them for what they had done to me, for killing those I loved. As far as I was concerned, none of the people in the room deserved to live another day.
Clarisse took a step back. The man at the desk appeared in my line of sight. “Paeton, this is James Norwood, the warden of the North Georgia Penitentiary,” she said.
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Norwood,” I said.
“I’m not happy to meet you Ms. Washington, nor am I impressed by your misdeeds to our society. You represent the worst of America.” He leaned forward and placed his braided fingers over the desk.
For some reason, Norwood’s words pinched something inside of me. I wasn’t sure what it was, but my gaze dropped for a moment before I forced my head to line up with his face. There was something about him, his tone that resonated with me. “I’m sorry that I have disappointed you, sir.”
His eyes darted toward the corner of his desk for an instant, just enough to draw my attention. I glanced at the holo-projector at the desk’s corner. A hologram of a girl around my age with dirty blonde hair smiled merrily. She disappeared and another holo-vidpic replaced her with a family of four, smiling at the camera.
My mind rambled questions. Who was this girl? Why did he glance at her? Why did he look at her holo-vidpic when I was in the room? Why was he saddened by someone he had never met? His tone wasn’t anger; it really was disappointment.
My conclusions came as quickly as the questions. He is married with two children. His oldest is a girl about my age. He was disappointed in me because he saw something in me that reminded him of his own daughter.
My gaze slid over the room. A miniature of the Statue of Liberty was on the side table. The one-starred flag was pinned open on the wall, not merely hanging by a pole. This guy didn’t just care about America, he believed in it.
The only, non-American thing on his desk was a blue and white envelope with the word “Kapoor” written on the front. Even the envelope was weighed down by a paperweight of the Declaration of Independence.
“Well, it doesn’t matter, does it? You’ve been tried and found guilty. As of this point in time, you are officially my problem.” Norwood leaned back and separated his hands.
“She’s the state’s problem,” one of the men said near the windows. He took a step forward, and I was able to just make out his features. It was Lieutenant Governor Dalton, the same guy I saw on the android’s helmet after I killed Governor Read.
I flinched inside my mind, but I refused to show them anything. I’d grieve later. I had to hold it all in—stay in control. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let any of them see my fear.
“Nice to finally meet you, Paeton. In person, that is,” he said.
I had a million questions for him. Starting with, why did he frame me and let Governor Read try to kill me? But for some reason, I didn’t care anymore. I glanced across the room at these people. No matter what their real or imaginary motives were, it wouldn’t change one thing. They could say I was the Queen of England and put enough pomp and circumstance behind it to make the average person believe it.
The gears turned in my head as concepts tied themselves together. Who was connected to whom? Political and financial bridges were being constructed, and I was just the glue that held them all together. I was an opportunity that they had all been waiting on.
A flash of nervous energy slid into my bones. A few blinks from my eyes pushed it away. I was already in deep. There was no need to worry. My concerns faded. I had already resolved myself to die. Why be afraid now?
Dalton continued walking to a few feet from me. Norwood stood in an effort to stop him, but Dalton put up a hand, and Norwood sat back down. “She’s harmless,” Dalton said.
More questions buzzed in my mind. Dalton controls Norwood. So, who controls Dalton?
“I’m sure you have a lot of questions for me, Paeton.”
I glanced at Dalton. He was more handsome than he was in the videos. Mid-forties, slightly graying, however, the gray hair added to his features rather than removing from them. His teeth had been whitened, or he had never drunk a cup of coffee in his life. He was slightly taller than normal, but not so tall that he would stand out in a crowd. He was the type of person who could be seen or not seen. He had pale blue eyes. Like the rest of him, they were unnoticeable unless you were close to him.
“So?” he prompted again.
I eyed Norwood and Clarisse. I was pretty sure that Norwood was in this as deep as the rest, but I was uneasy about it. I glanced toward the window and the final person whom I couldn’t see.
“Who is that?” I asked.
Dalton smiled. “I…I hadn’t expected that to be your first question. But, no problem.”
Dalton turned toward Norwood and motioned for him to do something. Norwood glanced around his desk. He tapped a few buttons, and the windows near the mystery man began to solidify and darken. Soon, enough of the man appeared for me to clearly make him out. He was the heavy-set man I had seen a few days ago in the Police Mobile Unit at Perimeter Market. He was the one smiling at me when I flew over the hovering facility.
“Paeton, this is Elton Troy. He’s a retired general from the Army.”
Troy was in his late sixties or early seventies with large arms and thick legs. He wasn’t rotund like Governor Read. This man was strong and sturdy. He fumbled with a wide-brimmed, beige hat in his hands. The hat looked like one that people wear for fishing trips. Unlike the other men, both dressed in suits, Troy was dressed as though he were about to go on vacation with jeans and a button down, plaid shirt.
“Is General Troy heading to Adventure Land?” I asked.
Troy laughed. He leaned forward and spoke with a husky voice that cracked. “Not at all, young lady.”
“So, just heading home then? I hope I didn’t burden your trip too badly.”
“Concerns of the state are my concerns as well. Everything is connected.”
“Oh, okay,” I said.
Dalton pocketed his hands. “Anything else you’d like to know, Paeton?”
“No, I don’t think so. I just wanted to know who you were: Clarisse, Norwood, Troy, and Dalton.”
“Nothing about your friends in Escerica or anything like that?”
“Mmmm, nope.” My mind was clear and I knew what I wanted from these people. Any information they would give me beyond a few, minute details or easy, Internet searches, I refused to believe. Why would they tell me anything that wouldn’t come back to haunt me later? I wasn’t dumb enough to believe in those in power. I had seen enough even at the Stadium to know that.
“Well,” Dalton said. “If that’s it, then I guess we are done here.”
“Okay,” I said, my voice musical.
Dalton opened the door and signaled for one of the guards to come into the office and retrieve me.
Clarisse stepped forward. “I have a question for you, Paeton.”
“Yes,” I said.
“Why did you want to know our names?”
The guard turned off the magnetic field and grabbed my shoulder.
Giddiness slid out of my pores as I stared into Clarisse’s eyes. The last part of my humanity faded away. “So I’ll know who to kill.”
I was no longer a helpless, little girl. My luck with Governor Read had dissolved, and it was time to show I could be just as badass as they come. I was about to go into prison with murderers, gang members, and rapists. I had to be strong, powerful, and just as nasty as the rest to survive. I refused to be afraid of Dalton, Norwood, and Clarisse. If they wanted a monster, then I damn sure would give them one.
The guard yanked me backward. His eyes cut into mine before he glanced back to those in Norwood’s office. I spun around and stumbled out of the room. My heart brimmed with excitement. Before the doors closed, Dalton and Norwood started arguing. Troy, however, was laughing.
 
***
 
The guards took me to a hallway that ended in a set of stairs and an elevator. We stepped inside the elevator and it began its ascent, but for some reason, it wasn’t just going up, but also backward as well. When we reached the top, I moved into a tiny room. There were windows on all sides except where the elevator was. Through the windows, I saw what appeared to be Norwood’s office. I hobbled closer to the windows while the guards fumbled with some electronic controls and called someone to confirm a few things.
The massive, prison landscape laid before me, like a small city. It had to be at least ten-square-miles or more. I noticed a piece of the building that I was standing in and figured that I must be atop a giant half-arch that started on the ground. It must take prisoners at least ten stories over the prison.
A whooshing noise spun me around. There was a huge opening in the middle of the room. I hobbled closer. The closer I got to the hole, the more I saw that there was nothing on the other side but open air.
I took a step back. “Am I supposed to jump?” My back tightened and an awkward feeling took over me. Anxiety scratched my torso in waves but faded. I should have been scared, but for some reason, the emotion wouldn’t manifest. It was trapped inside of me, flowing through my muscle and tingling my skin, but nothing more.
The guard closest to me, the one standing, grinned.
The two guards exchanged glances and the one who sat behind a desk waved his hand. “We usually push people. They rarely jump. But if you want to jump, be my guest.”
I glanced at the hole in the floor, at least a dozen feet in diameter. I battled against my nature, against who I was. My mind pushed and pulled me in two, different directions. The kind, hopeful Paeton who stayed out of trouble fought against the new Paeton, who was filled with anger, logic, and malice.
I took a step forward and glanced down at the ten-story drop. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to stop, but I noticed a gigantic ring like the one in Norwood’s office. It was dusty, but it was there and about a hundred times the size.
“So, I guess there’s a reverse magnet down there,” I said.
“Yeah,” the sitting guard said.
“And it works with these rings?” I asked, touching the metallic rings around my wrists.
“Yeah.”
The standing guard shrugged and moved a few feet toward me. This was the part where he would make his move, but I had an idea in mind. His face was relaxed, and I could tell he wasn’t frightened by me in the least. Taking care of a tiny sixteen-year-old was the least of his worries today.
The closer he got, the more I tore away my reservations.
“You sure that thing down there is on?” I asked.
“Yep, a hundred percent positive,” the standing guard said.
A thought occurred to me at that moment, a thought that brightened my expression. “Can Norwood and Dalton see the prison from here?”
The standing guard stopped and eyed the other. Both of them mentally confirmed that such information wasn’t harmful. “Yes, he can see the whole prison from his office.”
I nodded while anticipation tingled on my skin. They had done this to me, Dalton and his tangled three—terrible trio, treacherous triad, t—ah, forget it. I’d figure out a name for them later. I was anxious to show I wasn’t some pathetic teenager.
The guard made a final step toward me, removing any distance between him and the open hole. My body relaxed, and I drifted into him as though I was dizzy. In my relaxed state, his hands went from an aggressive pushing gesture to a comforting one. I fell into him, and he lifted me for a second.
“You alright?” he asked.
“Yeah, just a bit woozy, the height I guess.” I stood up and reassured him that I was okay with a light expression. Before he could recognize his error, I grinned and fell backward through the hole. As he grew smaller in my vision and my hair tumbled through my gaze, he’d understand the trouble he would be in, in a few minutes.
I decided not to look down. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but ten stories was a death drop. It wasn’t logical to entertain my possible death.
The brisk air fluttered through my clothes and chilled my skin. My stomach jumped with the complete feeling of weightlessness before it calmed as my body slowed. My hair fell away behind my head, and my body stopped a few feet from the ground. I rotated around and noticed five, large buildings in front of me and what had to be thousands of faces watching my every move.
I stood and the force from the reverse magnets faded. I could finally move my right and left hands the way I wanted without the counter push of the larger circled magnet.
A gasp came from the crowd as they noticed the gun in my hand, a gift from the guard above. He was so worried about me being a rebel, but he should have known that I was a thief first. I wasn’t perfect with the bump and grab, but I wasn’t too bad either.
I scanned the new landscape and discovered Norwood’s office, which sat jutting out near the left-hand side. The 270-degree view was unmistakable. I stiffened the gun in my hand and aimed it near the front of the office. Twenty bursts bellowed from the gun’s barrel.
Movement flurried near the newly cracked glass. Four figures came to the 270-degree surrounding windows. I couldn’t make out the faces, but I had a good guess that they were my friends from a few minutes ago. One of them banged on the window. Two stared. The final one, who was probably Troy, bounced in place as though he was having the best time of his life.
I wrapped both hands around the grip of the gun to steady it. Even though I couldn’t tell who was who, I did my best to put a bullet in the glass near each one of their faces. The gun’s barrel exploded five more times. With my bad aim, I’d probably only gotten one shot right. I hoped the bullet cracked the window right in front of Clarisse.
They bolted back in various ways from the glass. It was enough.
Three clicks sounded from the gun before I tossed it. It was out of ammo, and I didn’t need it anymore. I arched my back toward my four friends, placed a smile on my lips, and waved.



CHAPTER 8
The four people at the window disappeared into the middle of Norwood’s office and out of my sight. I could have worried about any penalties they might try to impose on me because of my behavior, but honestly what more could they do? They had put me in here to die.
My gaze slid from Norwood’s office to the five groups of people watching me with eager eyes and hushed voices. Each group huddled in a gigantic, barn-like thing that was partially covered with a metal roof. Underneath the roof were bleachers for the prisoners to sit on. There were five bleachers which were arranged outward from where I was in almost a perfect half-circle. At the far right was Norwood’s office which completed the half circle, around the magnetic circle I stood in.
The sun was midway in the sky hiding behind a few clouds, which marred the blue sky as though someone had used an eraser to remove some of the colors.
I studied the nervous faces. I had heard that within the prison system people formed gangs to survive, but these groups were different than a gang. There were men and women. Some looked like their lives had been harder than others. In three of the groups, I spotted little faces peeking from around the bodies. I always knew kids could be incorporated into the prison system. Several kids were under seven, and a few women cradled babies.
I took a step forward. A few of the little faces disappeared. The adults shifted their eyes back and forth among the five groups. After a silence that seemed to last an eternity, a man stepped forward from the group to my far left. He wore a pristine, blue jumpsuit. It was a bright blue, like the sky when the sun is at its highest. Around his neck was a rope with tiny, metal balls attached to it like pearls. The balls appeared similar to the metal around my ankles and wrists. It didn’t take me long to understand that his metal ball necklace had crunched up magnetic bracelets from past kills.
The man waved his hand and leaned onto a cane before announcing, “The Rattlers claim this new arrival.”
I guessed this was how it was. A new person gets sent to a gang or whatever. It didn’t matter who picked me. The anger inside of me increased exponentially. I was ready to do what I had to do to not only survive, but to win.
Someone from my three o’clock laughed. The blue man turned toward the other man who was dressed in the same bright orange that I was. He was as old as the blue jumpsuit man but had a patch that covered his right eye. The orange guy had a cane decorated with the metal balls. Even though he leaned on the cane, I had a hunch that the orange guy was not a person to meddle with.
“Don’t be ludicrous, the Originals claim this girl,” the orange guy said.
I grinned. They were fighting over me. My gun stunt proved that I was worth something. A smile curled my lips and warmed my stomach. I was beginning to like the new Paeton.
The man in blue glanced back at his group to gain support. A few of his people nodded their heads. He turned back to the older man in orange. “I’ve already claimed her for the Rattlers.”
As my breath escaped into the cool air around me, my chest rose with each passing moment. My smile was no longer hidden but pulled to the side in a devilish grin. Watching the display was amusing. I wondered what they would think of the old Paeton, who would probably be running for her life right now, scared to death. I couldn’t know whether they had a clue of who I was. However, the gunshots let them know more in a few seconds than watching me on television for hours would have.
“We don’t yield to you,” the blue Rattler guy said.
A man pushed out from the blue crowd. He was at least seven feet tall and teaming with muscle. He rolled his fingers into fists and stared at the old man in blue who had spoken first.
The man in orange thinned his eyes as he studied the tall man. Finally, the man in orange waved his hands in defeat. The tall man took a few steps toward me before another voice rang out.
“Touch the girl, and I’ll kill you where you stand,” the voice said.
I craned my head around and saw the sixth group of people sitting atop a small wall. A man around forty-five made eye contact with me and then returned his gaze outward toward the others.
The old man grumbled. “You’re late to this party, Jonas. There have already been two circles to claim the girl.”
“Well, now there are three,” Jonas said. “But this circle has about a half a dozen weapons that can span that distance and take out your man in less than a second.”
I giggled. I liked this kind of attention. This was almost as great as when I met my reporter fans earlier today. A girl could get used to this—this power.
Jonas stretched his arms like he was waking up from a nap. Holding what appeared to be make-shift bows and arrows, four people pointed their weapons toward the scene.
“I would have thought you would save those for tomorrow and the beginning of the Death Days. You’ve spoiled your element of surprise,” the blue guy said.
“If you say so,” Jonas said. “Now, are we going to continue talking about this or will your best defense for tomorrow’s Death Days already be dead before you can use him?”
The man in blue narrowed his eyes. After a moment, he opened his hands outward and bowed, conceding defeat. The seven-foot man turned, grunted, and walked back toward his circle.
I faced the man, Jonas, sitting atop the roof. His group was dressed in dark gray and black. Those around him were younger, mostly teenagers and twenty-somethings.
I thinned my eyes at Jonas. He had gone through a bit of trouble and lost a bit of the element of surprise in order to get me in his circle, his gang thing. “You really think I’m worth the extra effort?”
“You’ll do,” Jonas said.
“So, what do I call your circle? That’s what you’ll call your groups right, circles?”
“Yes, in here there are six circles. You’ve seen the Rattlers and the Originals. The others are Razorbacks in red, the Circle of Life in white, and the Capones in green.”
“And you are?” I said, slightly annoyed.
“Oh, just call us the Nobodys.”
 
***
 
We left the open area around Circle One, as Jonas called it. The magnetic circle was named “One” because it was the place that a prisoner entered. He guided me toward the left with Circle One behind us while the other circle groups disbanded and angled to unknown destinations, marching through tall grasses.
I turned to Jonas when we were two hundred yards or so away. Something had been itching at the back of my mind since I saw him. He had said that his circle was the Nobodys. If they had no connection to me, why would he take a chance? It didn’t make sense.
“Thanks, I guess,” I said, not sure what kind of attitude that he was exuding from me. I was part angry, part confused, and a little curious.
“No problem.”
“Nobodys, that’s such an odd name. You seem like another group I know.”
He glared with a tight forehead. “You seemed smarter on the news.”
I drew back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’re in prison with people that you don’t know. You find yourself within a circle of people who kind of remind you of another group of people, yet you don’t make the connection. I’m wondering if you are worth anything.”
Before I could respond, a skinny guy to my right started laughing. “Can we take her back?” he asked.
Three of the other people walking with us, two girls and a heavy-set guy randomly tossed out jokes. “Can we get a new video game system instead?” “No, no, a weekend in Tahiti.” “I tell you, can I just get a bra, a decent, sports bra is all I’m asking for.”
My blood started to boil. I was about to curse this new guy into oblivion when he turned to me and grinned. His expression was odd. In a brief moment, it cooled all the fires that were flaring. It was familiar and comfortable. His face was like a prince from an animated movie.
“Are you guys in Escer—” I started.
He put a finger over my lips. “No, I said we’re the Nobodys. We’re nobody and that’s that.”
Nodding, I closed my mouth and pressed my teeth together. Escerica having members in prison was expected. The fact that they had found a way to stick together wasn’t. I was sure this whole ‘Nobody’ thing didn’t fool Norwood or Dalton. I guessed that like with me, Norwood and Dalton needed a good excuse for every death. They just couldn’t go around killing people without evidence or at least some kind of reasoning.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Jonas said. “And you’ve probably come to the right conclusion. But, not all of us have ties to a larger group on the outside.”
I took his words “larger group” to mean Escerica.
He continued, “Some of us made those ties when we came into the prison. Some of us are just unlucky and well, we just picked a few people up to keep them from starving to death. We are just a mixed group of random people. Some circles are made up of people who already know each other, but most aren’t. There are others in that large group that aren’t even a part of the Nobodys but live in other circles. For now, that’s all you need to understand. Any more will just end up getting you back in the gray room. Got me?”
I stared into Jonas’s dark eyes. I sighed and tried to let the questions dissipate from my head. The last thing I wanted was to be tortured again with Clarisse at the helm.
Through his words, I understood that there were Escerica members in prison. They were scattered just like in the outside world. The most concentrated version of Escerica was the Nobodys’ Circle, but even among that group, there were people who had no knowledge of Escerica. In this way, Norwood could try to track what prisoner went where, but eventually it would become confusing as some prisoners went to one circle or another.
“I know this might seem an odd question because the Nobodys are, well, nobody, but how do the Nobodys keep being Nobodys?” My face twisted as I asked the question. I watched his expression do the same while he tried to discover what in the world I was saying.
“Um, well, I’m sure you understand the concept of hacking,” he began.
I opened my expression to let him know I was listening and trying to comprehend the information. His gaze rose and fell as he tried to put the answer to my odd question into words.
“Hacking works really well to make things what you want them to be. It only works in small doses, though. Unfortunately, we can’t save or fix everyone. A famous face like yours is beyond anyone’s help.”
I quieted after his answer. Escerica’s resident hacker, Josalyn, was keen at following, inventing, or recalling data. It wasn’t a stretch to think that at times she may actually change the data she found. If someone was suspected to be a part of Escerica, she probably added bits of data to their files to add doubt. She may have even added information to other people’s files who weren’t a part of the group. It would make everyone and no one a suspect. If the news media hadn’t seen my face, I probably would never have been identified.
Jonas went along a path adjacent to the outer wall. A few trees dotted the landscape, but for the most part, there was just open, flat land with high grass and large boulders here and there. After a mile hike, we arrived at a few dozen, square homes that were made only of stone. From a distance, the place appeared to be something right out of a history book. People carried sacks of food, stored items, and cleaned.
“Not what you thought maximum security prison would look like, huh?” Jonas asked.
“I was prepared for something a bit grislier.”
“Well, we have that too.” He paused, his stare letting me know there were more than enough horrible things to cope with. “We are setup in six circles. I’m sure there could be more, but power is in numbers. It’s hard to create a new circle when so many already exist. To survive you must join one, not just for protection, but also for simple things like food and water.”
He spun around toward me and began walking backward. He pointed at Circle One. “Food is dropped in once a week on Sundays. People are dropped in on Mondays, but today they made an exception for you since it’s Friday.”
He turned back around and gave me a hard stare. I had a feeling that he was thinking the same thing I was—that my four friends in Norwood’s office wanted to make sure I was in here for the Death Days. The event only came twice a year, once in late winter and once in the summer. If they wanted me dead, the best time was to act now. They may have thought I would have few to no friends because I didn’t yet belong to a circle.
Jonas continued. “We have to carry the food from Circle One to here. It all arrives in a big pile. Believe it or not, most of the time we don’t fight over food. At the beginning of the year, most of the leaders sit down and make an agreement to the amounts. There is trade and bargaining among the circles. Problems arise during the year when more people are added to a circle. On one hand, you have to get stronger people to protect the circle, but on the other hand, you have to feed them.”
“I’m guessing most of the women fight in the Death Days, but what about the children?”
“That’s the other issue. If you put men and women together sooner or later you get children, and children can’t fight. A woman who is pregnant or just delivered can’t fight either. And sometimes you even get skirmishes either within the circle or outside of it when someone thinks their woman has been… well, you know, night-tipping.”
He shrugged. “Sometimes people have been banished from a circle. In rare cases, mini wars have been started within two or three circles.”
I refocused my mind. “So, what about water?”
“Water is plentiful, but the problem is moving it. There are two streams that flow through the whole campus. At the end of the stream’s path, the water is collected, cleaned, and forced out again from the source. They don’t give us much to hold water, so every day we have to go gather it. This is one of the laws in here. You can’t collect more than two gallons of water per four people. If you are caught the penalties can be severe. I believe they do this to make sure that everyone has work to do every day. We have to cook, clean, repair our clothes, mend our homes, fight off the cold, etc. Basically we live in the stone age.”
“Then, how did you know about me?” I asked.
“Oh, with this.” He held up a PCD.
“I thought you said—”
“We have a few luxuries. Again, for two reasons, one if we didn’t have them we’d just find a way to get them, and it would compromise the prison. Second, by giving us a few luxury items they can threaten to take them away. Every circle is given ten PCDs with Internet access. We also have access to two monitors per circle, but they only play the news, cartoons, and family movies. We’ve been watching you all week. You’re trending.” He held up his PCD again and showed me a social media app for HeartLove. There were millions of followers for the Official Paeton Washington Page.
I didn’t want Jonas to think I was the girl who yelled in the courtroom. A nervous wave splashed against the back of my head. “That person you saw on TV wasn’t me. I mean at first it was, but not afterward.”
He shrugged. “Of course. When the government can’t control what they want the people to know, they simply make something up. I’m not sure what they use, holograms, 3D graphics programs, who knows? But the average idiot at home doesn’t care about the details. They trust the lies given to them. I think it’s still up in the air whether or not we actually landed on the moon.”
“Why help me when you know it’s all bull?” I asked.
“It’s not all bull. There are brilliant moments in the middle of the mess. Besides, your little stunt from before lets me know that whatever you got in that head can definitely be of use.”
He skipped a few steps ahead as though he was half his age. It was amazing how much energy this guy had. He had about as much energy as Josalyn, Sun Hi, and Rylan. After a few more paces, he pointed to a building near the outer rim of the tiny township.
“That’ll be your place out there. No one will bother you.”
I thought I may be heading to my new home to at least look around, but as soon as I turned toward it, Jonas took a few steps back and tugged me. “This way,” he said.
“I’m not going to my house?”
“Why? You’ve got the rest of your life to live in there.”
A prick of worry cut at my heart. It was so final.
He paused and glanced at me. “If you make it past the weekend, that is.” His expression and tone lightened. “Right now, we’re headed to our little ‘headquarters.’” He made quotation marks with his fingers. “There’s no point in tucking you in if you don’t survive. Now is there?”
The worry spread, but I exhaled it away. I had to agree with Jonas about the weekend. The Death Days were my unfortunate problem, one that I was grossly unprepared for. Even with my new malice, there was only so much I could do on my own. If I ever wanted a day alone with Clarisse or someone she loved, I’d need to survive the upcoming Death Days.
He gestured with an outstretched hand toward the entrance to a building near the center. The windows were boarded up. Two prisoners stood guard outside.
We walked into the building, which was packed with people. The little house had barely enough space for five people, let alone the fifteen that had to be pressed inside. A heavy musk lingered in the air which made me wonder if prisoners received deodorant.
The room went quiet as everyone’s eyes rotated toward me and Jonas.
“Got your girl,” Jonas said.
“Excellent,” a middle-aged man said. He was slightly shorter than Jonas, with deeply tanned skin and thick, dark hair that he had tightened behind his back. My best guess was that he was Indian or originally from the Middle East. He didn’t have an accent, though. He spoke with the same, slightly-broken southern twang that we all had.
After a second for me and Jonas to get settled, the man continued. “We’ll take the planned twelve of twelve and place six of them here.”
I glanced down. On the floor was some kind of wooden box filled with sand and dirt. The man had created a map of the complex. He pointed to an area outside of the Nobody Township where the six groups of the twelve of twelve, whatever that meant, would be stationed.
“The other six will move far enough toward the other five townships to handicap their forces. Our goal is to keep them away from us. We don’t care where they go or who they kill. If they step into the south, we will defend ourselves.”
“Will twelve be enough?” someone asked.
“I don’t know. We’ve done well in the past by acting smart.”
“Couldn’t we just abandon? Setup somewhere else and double back to take on any intruders?” another person asked.
“Sure, but where will we go? The rules don’t allow us to build anywhere but our designated area. If we abandon, who is to say that the other circles won’t simply steal our supplies. We may get food once a week, but what about pots, pans, and matches to start fires? The winter is ending, but we still have a month of cold nights. Do you think the guards will be nice enough to throw us some matches, or would it be easier to allow us to freeze to death?”
I survived on the streets because I always tried to have a plan. It was nice to know that the people inside prison had them as well.
The man glanced around. “Anything else?”
A few murmurs came from the crowd, but soon they all shook their heads.
“Okay then. We’ll meet again after dinner tonight. But go and make preparations.”
The crowd dispersed. Jonas tapped my arm to let me know not to leave. Once everyone was gone, the man picked up a flickering oil lamp from the floor and carried it over to a side table next to a futon.
Once everyone was gone, I could easily make out the house. There were only three rooms: a small living room, a kitchen, and a bathroom. The only exit was at the far end of the main room. I guessed the main room served as both living room and bedroom. On the other side of the living room was the kitchen with a half-refrigerator. There was a partitioned wall that separated the living room from the kitchen. At the top of wall was an open window. On the other side of the kitchen was the bathroom.
“Is it over?” a woman asked, entering the newly emptied house.
“Yes,” the man told her.
The woman smiled at him, then at Jonas. She continued to Jonas and gave him a hug. “I wish you’d come by when we weren’t in the middle of a war.”
“I’ll try to come around next week then. If I’m still alive, that is,” Jonas said.
The man sat down. The woman walked over to him, picking up a saucer of cheese from one of the tables. She had golden-brown skin almost like the man, with long strands of hair bound together in what looked like a scarf. She wore a jumpsuit like everyone else, except her top was the size of a man’s. As she turned, I easily saw a huge belly protruding from underneath the shirt.
The man pulled a tiny triangle of cheese from a saucer and put it in his mouth. With a bright expression, the woman sat next to him on the futon.
“Jonas,” the man started, waving us over. “And the famous Paeton Washington. I almost feel honored by your presence.”
I walked over and stood a few feet away from him. His tone bothered me a bit, especially after everything that had happened so far today. I was expecting another fan. “Almost?”
“Well, technically I am a bit excited,” he said. “After all, I’ve been watching your exploits since day one. But I think there is a saying, ‘there’s no honor among thieves.’”
“Or among rebels.”
“Touché. I would say that statement is true as well, at least in some regard.”
I don’t warm up to people quickly, if at all. My last few days had sent a whirlwind of possible friends and foes my way. The old part of me wanted to like the new guy because at least he was thinking—planning. My new persona, however, wanted to knock his teeth out.
“Who are you? Are you the leader?” I asked.
“Why? Are you a government spy?”
“I don’t know you.”
“And I don’t know you.”
The woman cleared her throat and gave the man a sideways glance, scolding him for his replies.
He sighed. “Okay, okay. We can play games all day, but that won’t help either of us. My name is Raj. This is my wife Asha and our soon to be.” He put his hand on Asha’s stomach. She covered it with her own before he relaxed back against the futon and ate another piece of cheese. I watched his mild aggression fade, which allowed mine to dissolve as well.
“And as to your second question, no I’m not the leader. He is.” Raj nodded toward Jonas.
Jonas twitched his eyes, and I swore they seemed to dance. There was that prince thing all over again, just like with Rylan, except Jonas was old enough to be my dad. My insides twirled with the information as confusion flooded me. If he was the leader, why didn’t he just tell me like, five minutes ago?
“Oh, don’t look so surprised Paeton. I’m not a bad guy,” Jonas said. He lifted a fold-up chair from the wall and moved it closer to the futon and sat down.
“I didn’t say you were a bad guy. I haven’t said anything.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the far wall. My mind was still trying to piece all of this together. Unlike with Norwood and Dalton, there were no real politics at play here. It was much more difficult for me to understand everyone’s motivations.
“Raj is our chief strategist if you can have such a thing in here. He has kept our little group thriving for the last five years. If it wasn’t for him, I’d probably already be dead—”
“Several times,” Raj added.
“Yes, several times—horrible, horrible deaths, too.”
“And we may be dead as well if it weren’t for Jonas,” Asha added.
“Why thank you, Asha, so nice of you to say.” Jonas grinned.
There was such a familiarity about Jonas. His demeanor was so content, despite his surroundings. Behind the smile, however, just like at Circle One, there was a fierceness to him that the other circles immediately responded to. The other circles weren’t necessarily afraid of him but were certainly cautious.
His personality threw me off. I didn’t know what to make of him. The others were probably worried about the Death Days, so I figured that would be a good way to add to the conversation. “How, um, do the other circles generally act during the Death Days?”
Jonas leaned forward and put his elbows on his thighs. “It all depends on what’s at stake. I’ve had times where it was an all-out brawl. Other times it’s been calm. A peaceful year is generally preceded by a lot of prisoners being released and/or dying of sickness or natural causes. But this year, wouldn’t you know it, we are at max capacity. No one has been released and at least twenty babies have been born.”
“About that: Why are the kids here and not in Juvie?”
“Paeton, children are priceless.” Asha’s face lit up, but her eyes were sad.
Raj’s expression darkened as he glanced at his wife. He forced a smile and then turned toward me. “The man who has a child will do anything to protect it. The government will use the child to control the parent. If a prisoner doesn’t follow the rules, the kids are taken away.”
I thought back to Clarisse’s questions. Who did I love? She must have wanted this kind of control over me, and why not? Jonas said I was becoming popular, “trending” he had said. Why wouldn’t Clarisse, Norwood, or Dalton want to tap into that power?
I focused on Raj. “So, they take them away from the parents—to Juvie?”
“Sometimes… Sometimes much worse.”
My heart paused. I understood full well what the government was capable of doing. I saved Mari and Miko from death a few days ago, only to find out they died just the same. I would have done almost anything to keep them alive. It made sense for prisoners to want to keep their children in prison. They could be used for leverage.
Jonas exhaled. “We’ve seen it all. Things I wish I had never seen. Prison is just dangerous and no one is protected.”
“You have any kids?” I asked Jonas.
He relaxed in the chair, rolling his shoulders. Jonas exchanged glances with Raj who grinned. They were enjoying an inside joke at my expense. All of this was way too familiar. It brought to mind when I first came to the Escerica compound and met AJ and Josalyn.
Jonas narrowed his eyes. “You amaze me Paeton. On the one hand, you’re brilliant enough to bring down a security drone and survive. Yet, you’re not sharp enough to figure out that you’ve been crushing on my son?”
My face itched a little, but I didn’t blush. I had my suspicions as soon as I met Jonas. He walked and talked like Rylan, but he didn’t look exactly like him. Rylan had Jonas’s eye shape, hairline, and jaw, but the gray-eyes made Rylan his own being.
“I thought as much,” I said, trying not to leave too long of a break in the conversation.
“When did you figure it out?” Jonas said, leaning forward again.
“When we came into the township. You walk the same, and your playfulness is similar.”
“Well, that’s good. At least my boy is still enjoying life.”
My hand gripped at the orange jumpsuit over my chest. My heart pushed a few, saddened beats through my skin. A tear started to well up, but rolled my head backward and ran an arm across my face. “You didn’t see the news interview?”
“No, I saw it, every minute.”
“So, you know that he’s…” I dropped my gaze. The emotions within me stifled. The pain fought against me. I couldn’t be sad now. I’d have to mourn him on Monday when the Death Days were over.
Asha and Raj glanced at one another but didn’t say anything.
Jonas’s voice radiated through the room. “Don’t be stupid.”
Confusion tickled my skull. I focused on Jonas’s eyes which were deadly serious, almost like when I first met Rylan on the street.
“He’s alive. I know it as much as I know the hairs on the back of my hands. Rylan is not going to die so pathetically and during a worthless battle.” His eyes burned into me. “Don’t let the government into your head. If they can simulate you, don’t you think they can simulate other people as well?”
I brought the image of Rylan impaled to the front of my mind. Moving the image around, I tried to see it clearly. It hadn’t dawned on me before, but that couldn’t have been him. When the government had attacked the compound, Rylan and I were on a date. He was shot in the face. The government wouldn’t have known that detail. There was no scar on the dead body.
 “You’re… right,” I said, the words left my mouth almost in a question. But the more I considered it, the more I was sure. The government was messing with my mind in more ways than one. The pieces of my broken heart warmed. If Rylan was alive, then maybe, Mari and Miko were too.
Crix Clarisse, and her mind games.
I glanced over at Asha. She ran her fingers over her loose, black shirt.
“Do they ever let kids out? I mean, if you don’t want them to grow up in here?” I asked.
“Yes.” She nodded a few times. “If you have family, you can send the children to live with them. As long as they are not orphans, they have a chance. I’m lucky to have a sister since Raj doesn’t have any siblings. She’s agreed to take our baby.”
My muscles relaxed. I didn’t know that I was so tense. Just the thought of a child growing up in a place like this frightened me. Yes, the real world was bad, but only in here did the police give weapons to the bad guys to keep the population under control.
In the wild, newborns and the older animals were killed first. It was easier to pick them off. It seemed logical that in here people would do the same. Kill the weak first so the strong can eat and survive. I couldn’t imagine the horror of having to protect your child twice a year from automatic weapons and people who killed mercilessly.
“Anyway, enough chit-chat. We need to get ready.” Jonas glanced at his PCD. “We’ve got a full eleven hours to prepare.”



CHAPTER 9
Jonas and I left Raj’s house and headed toward the edge of the township. Along the way, he reached down and scooped up a few, heavy-looking sacks. He tossed them over his shoulder without breaking stride.
My gaze wandered beyond the borders of the township. There were trees, small hills, and open fields with a mixture of high grass and red dirt. I saw the artificial stream that Jonas had spoken about. It was too far in the distance to know how wide or shallow it was, but if it was mainly for gathering water, I wouldn’t expect for it to be more than a few feet at its deepest and a few yards at the widest. The prison grounds were no battlefield. There were few places to hide, and no real barriers to keep anyone away.
We came to an open area at the far end of the township. Jonas dropped the two sacks. He grabbed the end of one of them and yanked the back of it high. A few objects rolled out of the sack onto the ground. One was a bow, another was a sword, and finally, there was a whip made of what appeared to be jumpsuits.
He lifted the bow first. He glanced at me while he held the weapon out toward me. “You think you can handle this?”
I glared at the bow and then at his face. I did my best not to roll my eyes. “Let’s cut through this all this drama, okay. I’m a pretty bad shot with a normal gun, unless I’m completely still. I doubt I’ll be able to figure out how to split arrows like Robin Hood in a few hours.”
“Okay. No bow.” He dropped the bow and then picked up the sword.
I glared at the weapon. This was not the time to be a super-hero and boast about skills I didn’t have. I was a thief, not a sure shot, and definitely not a knight in glittering armor. “Honestly, I’m not sure if any of these are really my thing. I’d be likely to get killed trying to force myself to use one of them.”
“Okay, fair enough.” He put the sword down. “Then, what’s your weapon?”
“I think I am.” I stared into his eyes as he tried to understand. “Teach me how to fight. When I use my hands and improvise I do well. So, if I knew a few moves or understood more concepts of hand-to-hand, I think I could get them down before tonight.”
“Well, you are officially my easiest student; probably the dumbest, but the easiest.” He rolled his arms in gigantic circles before stretching his legs. “I haven’t done this in a while, so I don’t want to break anything.”
I wondered if I should be stretching, too. I reached above my head as far as I could. Afterward, I stood with my legs wide and bent down to touch the ground with my hands. There was a slight tightness around my knees that wasn’t there a week ago. I was in pretty good shape. I walked everywhere, but my three days of hospital captivity must have weakened my knees a bit. It wasn’t something I should worry about. I pickpocketed the guard easy enough.
“Ok, where to start.” He walked over to me. “First off, you’re pretty tiny. What, hundred or so pounds?”
My anger flared at his question. I wasn’t proud of being tiny. Food costs money, and I had very little. “Aren’t you supposed to never ask a lady her weight?”
He glared.
I sighed, knowing he meant no harm. “I weighed in at ninety-one pounds.”
“And you’re what, five-two?”
“Five-four,” I said a bit indignant.
He took a step back, and his tone was almost a whine. “Are you even fifteen?”
“Why does everybody say that? I’m sixteen!” I belted. I didn’t like being sized up. What did any of that have to do with teaching me how to fight?
“Ugh,” he retorted. “Well, you won’t be winning any wrestling matches with those numbers. I’m guessing that you attack in spurts of power.” He began to circle me.
He kept rambling on as I rolled my eyes around as many times as I could. “Your attackers probably underestimate you, then you attack them. Before they can think twice, the fight is over. Actually, that makes logical sense from everything that I’ve heard about you.”
He stopped in front of me and ran his fingers over his beard. “Even the guard you stole the gun from, he probably misjudged you and wasn’t prepared. But all of this is good. This is really good.”
“Why?”
“Because it means that you have a secret weapon that no one expects.” He grinned.
“Um, I have no earthly idea what you are saying.”
“Goodness Paeton. It means you have the element of surprise. I bet that’s why the government orchestrated the interview. Even with the video feed of you talking to Rylan and the report of you killing someone—I don’t believe anyone in America thought you could do it. The guy that you stole the car from, he actually posted a selfie of you and him on the Internet. The photo got over half a billion likes—in two days. You’re a teddy bear with a gun, a fashion doll with a razor. You’re innocence and death personified, and it totally fascinates people.”
None of what he was saying was making any sense to me. How could I be both innocent and deadly? But if it was working, I saw no reason to fight it. If staying alive was about people thinking I was weak, then hey, I’d work this angle the same way that I worked my lucky left hand and the ‘imitation game.’
A look of satisfaction filled Jonas’s face. “The interview was to show the American people—the world, that you were a killer.”
“Did it work? Does everybody think that I can kill people?” I asked. I was starting to feel the prickles of fear again. I wondered why I was concerned about this. After all that had happened, did I really want the American people’s, maybe even the world’s, approval?
“I don’t know. I do know that there are a lot of people out there who love you. Good or bad, they love you.”
All of this talk of love and fame was starting to irritate my skin. However, deep within me, I wanted to know the answer. Why me over thousands of others? “But why do you think they love me?”
He paused, and his face brightened. “I don’t know, but I think it might be because you’re what they aspire to be.”
Me? Did they aspire to be me? I aspired to be anything but me.
I wanted to smile and breathe in the fresh aroma of popularity. I thought about the Allison Riley shoes that I had coveted just ten days ago. Maybe, one day they would sell Paeton Washington Assault Rifles. I could see young girls everywhere showing off their sky blue, Paeton knives with pink trim, wear battle boots, or purchase sturdy backpacks instead of purses. I mean a girl’s got to keep her skimmer and lip gloss safe. People might even dress up like me in at one of those Comic-Sci-Fi conventions or on Cosplay Message Boards.
At the same time, I missed how things were. When I was invisible, I gawked at the craziness of fame and the value people put on useless things. Would a pink and blue backpack with a sixteen-year-old convict’s name on the seam change the world?
Even if there were a million people out there who found me even mildly entertaining, what did that really mean? Would these people take a bullet for me? How would this new found popularity get me out of prison? Or, help anyone?
I pushed all of the ideas out of my mind. They wouldn’t help me now. I needed to focus and prepare. I couldn’t take the chance that my mental state could strip away my protection.
“When are you going to teach me how to fight? Or, are you going to use compliments to save me tomorrow?” I was harsh, but I had to get back to work.
“You’re right,” Jonas said. “Okay, first things first, show me your stance.”
I positioned my body the best I knew how. I stood in a position that was half boxer and half martial artist based on the TV shows I’d seen. I really could have used some of Mulan’s fighting skills, but I guess even she had to learn them through a musical montage.
Aside from the skirmishes of the last few days, I had been in few, if any, fights. There were rarely girls around my age. Even at the Stadium, most of the other girls were older. I tried not to give them a reason to bully me.
“Mmmmmm,” Jonas murmured. “Not bad, actually. Maybe, you are a born fighter.”
He circled me. After a few seconds, the side of my foot was nudged outward.
“Widen your stance a bit.”
He pushed my back forward.
“Keep yourself at a slight lean, not too much. When you punch, you want the force to go forward. You don’t want to fall back or be caught off guard,” he said.
Finally, he pushed up on my elbows which made my balled fingers rise higher.
“Your hands should cover your nose and mouth, but not your eyes. If anyone swings at you, you can block if your arms are there.”
I nodded.
“Okay, good, we’ll call this first position for now. So, anytime I say ‘first position,’ this is what you’ll go to. For now, just relax,” he said.
I stood and let my shoulders slump. Before I could get even half way comfortable, he yelled, “First position!”
“Wha?” I asked.
He ran around me and with a light push to my shoulders, knocked me over. My butt rammed into the hard ground. I rolled over and grabbed my hip bone.
“What did you do that for? Are you trying to kill me before tomorrow?” I asked with as much sarcasm as I could muster.
“You need to act immediately, on instinct. You can’t wait until your emotions catch up. You need to snap to readiness.”
“Oh great, one of those types,” I mumbled and rolled myself up on my knees.
I worked my way up to standing. A heavy force tugged on my shoulder. I fell over onto the ground again. This time my face pounded into the dirt and light grass.
Oh Crix, he really was one of those types where everything is a lesson.
“C’mon Paeton, you have to get up. I would have already killed you by now.”
I lay there with red, Georgia soil in between my fingers, and knew he was right. I was not filled with adrenaline or passion or anything. I wasn’t in any real danger. My advantage was gone, and I had to think or move my way out of this.
I spied around trying to see where he was and tuned my ears to hear his voice.
“What’d you say?” I asked, trying to divert his attention.
“I said…”
Once the words were out of his mouth I rolled away as fast as I could and in one fluid motion pulled my body up to my feet. With a bit of pride brimming over my heart, I glared at him.
He grinned. “Good job Paeton. Lesson number one, your enemies don’t care where the fight starts.”
He reached into the second bag on the ground and pulled out what appeared to be a pillow type thing. He slid a pole into it and stuck the whole thing into a pre-dug hole in the ground.
“Okay, so let’s see you hit this bag,” he said.
With my guard raised, I moved closer to the pillow-dummy. I reared back and punched it as hard as I could. After a second of quiet, I punched with the other arm. I continued the motions. I led with the right and followed with the left for about a half-a-dozen times before I stopped.
My torso heaved, and I pressed my palms to my knees to give my body support. My heart rammed my chest—so much for being in shape.
“You tired?” he asked.
“Uh, yeah,” I said.
“Probably because you put too much into your punches.”
Okay, this lesson was really starting to confuse me. I studied him for a few seconds.
“Some fights are like checkers, others are like chess—” he started.
I was tired of his ancient, wise man sayings that I barely understood. “No offense, but I do better without the metaphors.”
He smiled again, but this time his eyebrows were twisted on his forehead. “You need to figure out the type of fight you are in. There will be times when you should punch with all of your might and try to knock out an opponent before they get started. But there are other times when you won’t be able to beat someone so quickly. Those times you have to pace yourself. Punch with two-thirds of your power and keep some energy within yourself. If you exhaust your energy, it’s as good as if someone knocked you out. There are multiple ways to beat someone. Exhaustion is a way to win.”
I thought about all my battles and about what Rylan had said about tricky tech. Rylan didn’t like the fancy technology that gave someone literal superpowers because it drained the person of their energy. Sun Hi could move like lightning in her magna-boots, but she only had a two-to-three minute window to win. After that, a five-year-old could have beaten her because she was so tired.
When I attacked Ms. Roller-Eyes, I did it quickly and was almost able to get away. However, with the police officer, I was barely able to wrestle his gun away from him. I used up all of my energy trying to push off the wall. If the fight had lasted thirty seconds longer, I may not have made it. I remembered the look in his eyes. He knew I was exhausted.
When I killed Governor Read, it was with my brain, not with my body. I couldn’t physically beat him. He was too strong. Like Jonas said, he was pacing himself.
I forced myself to remember these things, to etch them at the forefront of my mind.
Jonas reviewed a few other concepts with me, such as using the landscape around me as a weapon, knowing when to attack an enemy, throwing a weapon properly, and a few other fighting tidbits. Most of the time, he explained a concept and then gave me a real world example, like giving me three knives and having me toss them at a post. As with half of what I had been taught over the last ten days, I remembered the concept but my execution was poor.
Depression filled my chest like a thick fog. It choked my lungs and made my chest tired. I tried to focus the depression and turn it into anger. If I could stay angry and keep my mind on Clarisse, then I could make it.
After three hours, Jonas sat on the ground and gestured with his hand for me to sit down as well. I followed and sat on the cold ground as the sun began its descent into the sky.
“If everything else fails, find a quiet place and blend into the background,” he said.
“What’d you mean?”
“Camouflage. Most of the time, you don’t need some fancy, multi-colored suit, you just need to find a place, cover your body with as much of the surrounding area as possible, and be extremely quiet.”
I tried to picture what he was saying in my mind, but all I could think about was movies where the hero would cover themselves in mud or something weird like that.
“If someone is in a rush, they aren’t considering everything. They’re just running and looking for movement. So if you can just be still, many times they’ll zip right past you. Now if they see you, it’s another story, but most of the time they won’t. People get caught because at the last minute they make some kind of noise when they are afraid. But if you find you’re becoming worried, try to look somewhere else or close your eyes for a moment and think of something nice to calm yourself.”
I nodded. “Anything else?” I had a feeling that my training was done. I wasn’t sure how much of this would actually help me. I had only practiced each move a few times. No muscle memory would be created in three hours.
Jonas leaned back on his arms. His face angled toward the setting sun. “Dalton wants you dead. No doubt he’s paid off several circles to do the job. The fact that Vogel from the Rattlers wanted you let me know that he’s on the take.”
“How do you know that?”
“The Originals want anybody who has any kind of moxie, but the Rattlers usually take the Originals’ leftovers. People who for whatever reason had been kicked out of the Originals. The Rattlers will go after a new recruit, but they do it grudgingly. When Vogel, that’s the name of the old man who requested you, then I understood they had to be in on it.”
“Is that why it took so long for you to claim me?”
“Yep. We needed to know who was in and who was out. The Circle of Life generally tries not to participate in the Death Days, saying that if God wants to protect them He will, if not they’re okay with dying. I’ve seen them fight before. I won’t put it past them, but they don’t have the high-ranking criminals in their midst. And believe it or not, many of the people in here are worried about where they will spend eternity. Killing off the only group who lives below their means, prays every day, and even aids those who have been abandoned, is hard to do.”
Jonas ran his fingers across his lips. “The Capones tend not to like the police and in the past have been just as quick to stab the police in the back as they are to join them. The same goes for the Originals, so that leaves only the Razorbacks. I know the Rattlers want you dead, and I’m betting the Razorbacks want the same, but I can’t be sure.”
I considered Jonas’s words. He didn’t sugarcoat my situation. As far as he was concerned, there were more people in here against me than for me.
I glanced off into the distance before returning my gaze to him. “Then, I’m going to assume they all want me dead.”
Jonas stifled a laugh. “Now, that would be wise.”



CHAPTER 10
The sun set and small fires flowered around the camp casting the surrounding buildings in a bright, orange glow. The temperature cooled, which was normal for this time in March, but it was crisper than what I was used to.
I was given a coat made from old jumpsuits and burlap bags. It had been dyed black and for the first time I fit in with the rest of Escerica or Nobodys, or whatever they decided they were called for the time being. I sat on a log that had been cut from the forest to be used for a bench. Around me, the members of the Nobodys ate, prepared, and most importantly huddled together. Couples were everywhere, holding each other, kissing, and running their fingers through the other’s hair. At first, it was a bit disturbing. However, the more I watched, the more I recognized they were all saying their goodbyes. No one knew who would make it through the next forty-eight hours. It was best to say all that could be said, to steal a kiss before it was too late, and to make sure the person they loved knew it.
My heart bled.
While I wasn't in love with Rylan, watching everyone else did make me miss him. In the few days we spent together, I became connected to him. The more I fought against the feelings growing within me, the more I longed to see his face. It was no wonder that a small touch from him could make me melt into a puddle of emotional goo.
I prayed that he was okay. He was mobile during the raid, and Jonas seemed to think Rylan was alive. All I could do was hold on to that hope and continue to believe. I didn’t know if I’d ever see him again, but honestly, I wouldn’t want him to be in here. He should be free and safe.
It must have been really hard for Jonas to be in jail while his son was out in the world, growing up without him. That must have been hard on Rylan, too. Jonas said that he was in jail for at least five years, which means Rylan was without his dad at least since he was twelve or thirteen. I had been without my mom since I was nine. I understood the longing, the angst, and the desire to blame anyone so that some of the hurt would go away.
An older lady brought me some food inside a circular cake pan. After thanking her, I glanced down at the healthy portion of baked potatoes, steamed spinach, and a roasted chicken thigh. After a few bites, I couldn’t believe the food was as tasty as it was.
Jonas strode across the camp and sat down next to me, his expression tight. “You okay?”
“Yeah, I guess so.” I fought off the flurry of questions and half-understood ideas in my head. Despite all my logic and contemplation, I still had a few of the concerns from two days ago. In fact, they were worsening. A deeper loneliness was filling me from the loss of Dhyla. As much as I tried to fight the feeling, it bit at my soul, corroding what was left of my heart. I didn’t get the time to grieve, and my emotions welled up inside of me, ready to burst at any moment.
My gaze slid over the camp before returning to him. “Do you miss Rylan?”
He took a sip of something in a metal cup, licked his lips, and rolled his tongue around in his mouth. “Yes.”
Silence stretched between us. The one tiny statement made me feel more alone, not comforted. It was a simple word, but there was a cracking in his voice that let me know that a heavy weight, one that I wasn't strong enough to bear, was pressing on Jonas.
The same weight was there over my heart for Mari and Miko. I worried about their safety and wished that they were okay.
“There's not a moment,” he started, “that I don't think about him, wonder about him, pray for him.”
“It's been five years, right?”
“Closer to six.” He cleared his throat. “I didn't go down without a fight, Paeton. It took the government a while before they caught me. In those days, I couldn't carry along a wife and two children.”
“Rylan told me that his mom—your wife, that she didn’t…”
He glanced away from me as I studied his profile. His cheeks tightened just a bit to let me know that the five years wasn’t enough time for him to get over losing someone.
He exhaled. “We all lose someone we love sooner or later. My daughter made it; my wife didn’t.”
“I'm sorry...” I didn't know what else to say.
“It's okay. She died during the Five-Day R. I was already in prison. She got the kids out, and that's what's important.”
“Where's your daughter?”
“That I don't know. She was angry with me for being captured. She believed, like my wife, that politics were the way to peace. Rebellions lead to anger and death. It didn’t help when her mother died, and she had to find a way to care for her younger brother. I got a few messages to her, but it’s difficult when you’re in here. And what could I do anyway?”
He paused and took a sip from his cup. “After a few months, she stopped responding.”
“How old is she?”
“Noriah is a little over six years older than Rylan. She should be turning twenty-three this year,” he said. “You remind me a lot of her. She has a bit of fire in her, a lot like you do. She doesn't trust just anybody either. That may have been what Rylan initially saw in you.”
My first meeting with Rylan at Perimeter Market flashed in the front of my mind. When I held my ground, Rylan wasn't upset. He smiled. Maybe, he hadn't seen many girls act that way.
Jonas continued, “Rylan has a softer heart than his sister. He takes after his mother, I think. Noriah, unfortunately, takes after me, which is why she's so damn stubborn.”
“But you don't seem like that at all,” I joked.
He looked at me and smiled. “Years of life behind bars can make you reevaluate what is important. What's the point of anything if you have to spend life alone?”
Life alone—it was my biggest fear, beyond even androids. It was hard for me to be alone for so long. In the Stadium, I leaned on Ms. Cooper, who could barely keep up with all of the kids under her protection. She had done her best, but I never felt like I belonged so I drifted away.
Jonas glanced over the grounds toward the two girls in his group. He thinned his eyes for a moment and his lips tightened. A thought passed through his mind, but I didn’t know what it was. After a moment his eyes shifted away.
We sat in silence for a few seconds watching the flames bounce out of dirt pits. Jonas’s words weren't a revelation. I had discovered the family he spoke of when I found Dhyla. She filled a void in me that had existed since my mother had died. She put so much love and hope inside of me that when Mari and Miko's aunt disappeared, I was able to pass some of those feelings onto them.
As I gazed around the camp at parents holding their children, husbands embracing their wives, and young lovers stealing kisses, my heart crumpled. I would be in this place for the rest of my life with everything I loved far away from me.
Jonas left after he finished eating. He seemed to meld into the shadows as he walked away. My eyes searched the darkness. Most of the faces I didn’t know. My gaze settled on Raj and his wife Asha. Both of them were in a far corner of the camp. Raj leaned against a wall with Asha in front of him. She guided his hands over her large belly, seeking out a heartbeat or maybe the baby’s kick.
I wondered if I would ever have that—if I could one day give in and have a swollen stomach of my own filled with a tiny child. I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t see finding anyone who I could trust that much.
Someone dashed over to Raj. I couldn’t tell exactly who the stranger was, but I didn’t know anyone anyway. Raj and the stranger left Asha and went over to the side of one of the buildings to have a private conversation. After a few minutes of conversation, the stranger left. Raj went to Asha and let her know something. She seemed slightly upset, but she nodded as though she was giving in.
My guess was that they were preparing the last few moments. The stranger must have been some kind of messenger, but for what I didn’t know. I could only imagine that Vogel was making his move, and they had discovered something that may help them.
Raj left Asha and dashed over to me. “Have you seen Jonas?”
“A few minutes ago, why?”
“Just have some minor details to go over with him.”
“Is it about tonight? Are there people coming for me?” For the first time in the last twenty-four hours, a snap of fear bit my neck. I rolled my shoulders back as soon as the words escaped me. I sought my anger against Clarisse and tried to magnify it.
Raj narrowed his eyes and patted my shoulder. “I’m not going to sugarcoat the obvious. No one wants you alive. You represent what Dalton and Norwood don’t want, an innocent face at the forefront of a rebellion.”
My emotions wrestled under my skin. “So, they are coming for me?”
“We seem to think so.” He rubbed his hands together. “But no worries, you seem to find a way to keep on living. It’s what you do. Focus on that.”
He patted my shoulder again and walked into the center of the camp. After circling a few times looking for Jonas, he returned to his home.
I didn’t know what to make of his words, or Jonas’s for that matter. The next forty-eight hours would be an uphill battle, and I wasn’t sure I could make it.
The night’s crisp wind stole away the onlookers. Loose dirt snuffed out the fires. While all of this was going on, I sat still, not knowing where to go or what I could do. Darkness engulfed me. The friendly expressions of an hour ago were replaced with ones of anticipation and fear. Clean faces were dirtied with camouflage. Hands, which moments ago held food and loved ones, were filled with weapons.
The whole metamorphosis was creepy. All the trepidation I had been storing inside was washing over me. I could handle what was coming. I had to. Like Jonas, I had to live, not for Escerica, but for the promises I had made to Mari and Miko, and to Dhyla.
Jonas stood in the light of one of the buildings. He waved at me for me to join him next to the small building. I stood, dusted myself off, and jogged over.
“You alright?” he asked.
“Yeah.” I rubbed a hand across my eye, making sure no dried tears were settled there. Old Paeton couldn’t be seen anymore by anyone.
He held back a tarp so I could enter the house. I ducked and walked inside. Four people sat on folded chairs. I immediately recognized them from the group around Circle One when I entered the prison. They were the archers who threatened the Vogel guy and the seven-foot Rattler champion.
I took a side step and leaned against the wall. I still wasn’t used to making friends. The four people appeared to be just a few years older than me, although there was one girl who looked like she was my age. My stomach flipped around as I longed to turn my body away from their peering eyes. My skin itched and wished that I had my hoodie to cover my head.
Jonas entered. The tarp fell back into place creating a thick clunking sound, making the silence even more awkward. He stood next to me for a moment and held out his left hand toward me. “Everyone, you know Paeton.”
There were a few nods, murmurs, and yeses as Jonas walked over to the tiny kitchen and poured himself a cup of water. After he took a few sips, he glanced over the five of us.
“Paeton, you’re in the company of four of my most trusted and most kick-ass friends.”
“Got that right, the kick ass part that is,” a burly, white guy I recognized from before said. He sat at the far end of the room.
Jonas toyed with the cup in his hand. “Now, we get to names. The gentleman that just spoke is Travis. The other guy you see is Devin. The two ladies are Shannon and Pyra.” He pointed to each to be certain I understood what name went with what face.
“So, are we on babysitting duty?” Pyra whined, rolling her eyes first at Jonas, then at me. “I’m really hoping not. Babysitters are the ones who die first.”
I stared at her. She flipped her brown hair which was cropped right at her chin. Her eyes were pale blue surrounded by black marker, and her long limbs let me know she was probably on the tall side when she stood.
“I don’t… I don’t need anyone to babysit me if that’s what you’re getting at,” I snapped.
She glanced back at me, her eyes rolling up and down as she sized me up. She sighed and turned her attention back to Jonas as though I wasn’t worth a response.
“We’re not babysitting anyone. This year Raj believes it’ll be better if we all just lay low. We already have six of the twelve of twelve about a mile north,” Jonas said.
My hand rose like a child in school. My mind was still confused over the whole twelve of twelve thing.
“Only six?” Devin said.
“Yes.”
“You sure that’s enough?”
“Raj’s strategy, not mine.” Jonas glanced around the room. His gaze finally landed on me. All the other faces turned in my direction. I balled my fist and lowered my hand while my neck tightened from the awkwardness. “Yeah, Paeton what’s up?”
“Um, what’s a twelve of twelve?” I asked.
Even though she was the older of the girls, at least twenty, Pyra whined and rolled her eyes again. The nickname “Whiny” slid into my head. I didn’t understand why she was so upset over my question. I didn’t have a language translator app in my brain.
Jonas glared at the Pyra girl for a moment. She shrugged and huffed like she was barely older than twelve. He shook his head at her then turned to me.  “We have twelve groups of people who are like our guards. Each of the twelve groups has twelve members, therefore you have twelve of twelve.”
“Are those the only fighters?” I asked.
“You see us, right?” Pyra blurted.
“Everyone fights,” Jonas said. “It’s just that they are our first and last defense.”
He took another sip and walked around the half-wall made of concrete that was between the kitchen and the living area.
“Raj has three of the T.O.T. That’s twelve of twelve again, Paeton.”
My cheeks burned. I wasn’t an idiot. He was just trying to make sure I understood their acronym, but I was still a bit on edge especially because of the Whiny girl, ugh, the Pyra girl.
“Three of the T.O.T. will be protecting the camp and the few kids that we have here. Two of them will be patrolling, and the final set will be right outside of Raj’s home to make sure he can use them as messengers if needed.”
“Seems funny that he has a whole, mini platoon ready at his disposal,” Devin said.
“Meaning?” Jonas glanced down over his nose.
“I don’t know. I thought you were our leader.”
“Jonas doesn’t need protection outside of us.” Shannon lifted her bow and smiled.
“Just seems weird,” Devin said.
Jonas shrugged. “Thanks for your concern. But Shannon’s right. We do fine, and besides, I like a smaller group. It makes finding gifts for you guys at Christmas a little bit easier.”
He smiled the same grin that Rylan does and laughed.
“Well, this year I want a model train set!” Travis yelled.
All of a sudden they started naming impossible gifts for Jonas to find. “I want a Hidden Hills Poppy doll!” “Can I get a military action figure? No, wait, two action figures.” “I want a princess dress and a pony.”
I couldn’t believe this—again with the silliness. Was I the only person who wasn’t born with a funny bone? Guilt swished inside of me as I wondered if I could ever take life so lightly. On the streets, I kept my head down and my mouth shut. Why were none of the people I ran into acting the same way?
I fought off my growing frustration. Everything I had heard about prison was the opposite. I had to make alliances to survive. I needed to figure out what to do to make these people want to help me for the next two days.
“Can I uh, have an Ally Riley Cookie Maker?” I asked, trying to join in their joke. Allison Riley was my world, even her kids line of toys, the Ally Riley items.
Pyra turned toward me and rolled her eyes again. Shannon smiled, and Devin shrugged.
I felt weird and embarrassed, but I was trying. I had to act a little quicker than with AJ and Josalyn because they had vested interest in me. These people didn’t.
“So, what’s the plan?” Devin asked.
“Right now, nothing.” Jonas took another sip. “We just relax and pray the next two days come and go.”
“Works for me,” Travis said and made his way to his feet. He walked into the kitchen and poured himself a glass of water.
Devin stood, folded and placed his chair against the wall, and then slid down to the floor. After laying his bow across his lap, he leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes. Pyra jumped to her feet, leaned her chair against the wall, and shot out of the room. After Travis returned to the living room patting his belly, Shannon finally made it over to me.
She had black hair that barely brushed her shoulders. There was a green streak in her hair a lot like Josalyn’s blonde streak, except the green streak was on both sides of her face. She had wide eyes and pink skin that had been sunburned along her chin as though the sun didn’t agree with her. Her face was youthful, and her smile welcoming.
“What a day, huh?” she asked.
“Yeah, crazy,” I said.
She glanced toward the door. “Don’t worry about Pyra. She’s good peoples. Nobody likes the Death Days.” Her gaze focused on me. “So, is it true that you killed the governor, right?”
I didn’t want to answer that question. I hated even thinking about it. But despite what I wanted my reality to be, I had done it. I had killed him. After a few seconds to gather myself I responded, “Yeah.”
“Wow.” Her right eye narrowed a bit as her cheek raised.
I guessed she must be thinking about it, the possibility that someone like me could kill the governor. Maybe, Jonas was right, and people didn’t think I could fight. They had forgotten that I had to survive for two years on the streets of Atlanta.
Shannon’s expression tightened. “I haven’t killed anybody… yet, that is. I’ve shot a lot of people though. It’s not that I wouldn’t kill because I would. I just haven’t… ya know?”
I glanced into her dark, brown eyes and knew that she may be physically my age, but emotionally she was much younger. I had experienced things that many adults had yet to go through. Shannon was still innocent.
“If you didn’t, well, kill anybody, then how did you get put in prison?” I asked.
Her eyes shifted. “Selling R-Eye-P.”
Confusion poured over me. R-Eye-P was one of the most addictive and deadly drugs in the world. “You didn’t… You’re not.”
“No, never. I’d never take the drug.” She sighed. “It was my brother. He was selling it for this guy and was making like two thousand creds a week. Our mom was having trouble with the house payments, and my brother convinced me to sell just for like a month. Just so we could help mom, ya know. I could get into places my brother couldn’t because I was a girl. I sold to a few strippers and prostitutes at this place called Emerald City. Wouldn’t you know it, my second day there was this raid, and I was caught in the middle. Prostitution is legal, but…”
Her expression darkened. “They had a few VR machines in the basement. Just my luck, right?”
The Virtual Reality machines were a stroke of bad luck. My heart went out to her. The government had outlawed the VR machines because many of the simulations displayed an Upper-C lifestyle which users could barely discriminate from reality. Users would plug into the machines in places like Emerald City and instantly become doctors, lawyers, businessmen, and the like. They’d have spouses who loved them, kids who jumped into their laps, and jobs that appreciated them.
The problem was when users came out of the simulation. The desire to have these things didn’t make the users want to find the proper routes to gain them but increased the stress of not having them. Users found themselves depressed and agitated. Many of the users began breaking into houses, raping wives, kidnapping children, stealing cars, bullying employers to give them lost jobs. The VR machines twisted minds because the users couldn’t have what burned in their hearts.
I glanced back at Shannon. “Where’s your brother?”
“Lucky bastard was across the street in a warehouse and didn’t get caught. I was mad at first, like so mad I wanted to kill him.” I watched the anger in her eyes blaze before she calmed. Her eyes dipped for a moment and then she spoke barely above a whisper. “But, I’m glad someone is still out there with momma. Don’t want her to be alone, ya know?”
Her passion fueled me with a desire to wrap her up in my arms. She was a lot like me. When I was stealing from ATMs, I was doing what I had to do to stay alive. Over the years I stole, I took precautions to keep myself from being caught. The problem with drugs is that you have to rely on people. Rely on dealers to give you the drugs. Rely on users to buy the drugs. Rely on places to let you linger and sell the drugs. There is too much outside your control. The money is better in drugs, and there are no paper trails or cameras to deal with, but you’re at the mercy of others.
If I didn’t have my imitation game, I might have had to sell drugs like Shannon. Even through it all, she seemed content to know her mother would be okay. I understood her because I’d give my life for Mari and Miko. I just wanted them to be safe.
“How long have you been here?” I asked.
“Almost a year. Jonas took me in when only the Rattlers seemed to want me. The Circle of Life prayed for me, but said they didn’t have enough food. The Originals seemed to have interest, but I think it was for the wrong reason.”
I glanced at her. She was pretty. I understood that she didn’t want to be reduced to selling her body for food and safety.
“Seems like Jonas has a history with the Rattlers,” I said.
She glanced over her shoulder at Jonas who was in the kitchen making a pot of some kind of food. “I know he doesn’t like Vogel all that much. I’m not sure what happened, but I know the Nobodys weren’t a recognized circle when Jonas was put into prison. They only got their township like three years before I got caught.”
I exchanged glances with Shannon before my gaze lingered on Jonas. I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of curiosity at the new information. What happened between him and Vogel? Was Jonas a Rattler before he became a Nobody? There was no way Jonas would have survived in prison alone for three years through all of those Death Days.



CHAPTER 11
Shannon placed a half-smile on her lips. Her face was relaxed, but she kept dropping eye contact. Her fingers fiddled along her bow.
“How many Death Days have you been through?” I asked.
“Just the two. I wasn’t lucky enough to come in right after one passed, but I made it, kinda like you, just in time. Sometimes, I think I’m just super unlucky.”
I gave her my best grin, hoping to lift her spirits. “Well, you’re alive.”
“Barely.” She stifled a thin laugh. “Last year, I almost didn’t make it.” Her left hand went to an area right under her ribs. She rubbed the spot with the edges of her fingers. “Stabbed—right here. I lost a lot of blood. Even when the Death Days were over, I still had to recover—two weeks just to open my eyes. It’s not like there is an emergency room in this place. A bad injury can kill you, too.”
My motherly instincts or whatever drive I had to touch this girl was aflame. Without thinking, I put my arms around her and pulled her toward me. I don’t really know why I did it. Maybe, I saw her like I saw Mari and Miko. Maybe, I was scared myself, but she was able to express what was buried deep within me. Either way, I tugged her to me. She relaxed and tightened a hand around my back.
“I don’t know anything,” I said. “But I think we are going to make it. We will make it.”
I let her go. Her eyes were glossy.
“If you, um, want to talk to Jonas about anything, you’d better do it now,” she said. “Once we get to midnight, it’ll be a bit crazy around here. Just remember that he’s survived this, a lot of times. So, he’s pretty good at it.”
“Thanks,” I said.
Shannon walked away. It took a second for me to come to grips with what had happened. I wasn’t the hugging type. I was hugged by others: Dhyla, Sun Hi, even Rylan, but for me to initiate a hug from anyone outside of Mari and Miko gave me a weird shiver along my back. I was happy I did it, though. I was proud of myself for trying to connect with another person instead of being the person everyone else was connecting to.
I gathered myself and went to the kitchen. Jonas lifted up a pot of what looked like vegetables and rice. The food didn’t look bad, but it was unappealing after the great dinner from less than an hour ago.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Provisions for later. You don’t think anyone will just let us take a break and cook breakfast, do you?”
“No, I guess not.”
He took a towel and wiped off the countertop before spreading the rice dish over the cleaned area. After a moment, he raised an eyebrow. “So what’s up?”
“Nothing really. I guess a few of the troops are going through their motions.”
“It’s normal. No one likes unknowns. And you’re a big unknown.”
“Do you think we will make it through this?”
He pressed the rice down and made a large square that seemed to jell together like a cake. “If I thought I was going to die, I’d just go out and get it over with. There’s no point in suffering. Don’t think about death. Think about living. We’ll make it through if we focus on living and act smart.”
What he said made sense. I was learning to focus on what I could do versus hoping that something bad wouldn’t happen.
“So, the Rattlers, huh?” I asked, not knowing how to lead into the question.
“Sorry?”
“Vogel. You seem to know a lot about him. Were you a part of the Rattlers first? I mean before the Nobodys started.”
Jonas laughed and looked away for a few seconds. He slid his hand through the rice cutting it with his palm and began to make six mounds. “No matter what this place looks like Paeton, it’s still a prison. If you don’t have connections, you die. So to answer your question, yes I was a Rattler first. Vogel and I were never friends. He respected me, and I him. I did lots of bad things that Vogel told me to.”
Every word he said was spoken with precision like he was trying to remove the notion that we were in some poor township on the edge of a larger city. “I’ve done a lot of things I’m not proud of, but the desire to live, if not just for me but for my kids, is worth all that I’ve been through.”
A pinch pricked in my chest. I wondered what he had done. What horrid skeletons did he have in his closet?
His gaze locked onto mine before it pierced through me. After a moment, the intensity faded.
I sighed and tried to force a smile. “So Vogel, what’s he like?”
“He’s an old, cranky fart. But he’s lived in this place since he was a young man. He’s smart. Even smart enough to stay away from the Originals.”
“He was never a part of the Originals?” I asked.
“The only people that are part of the Originals are the ones the Originals choose. And they only choose the best.”
He rolled the rice into what looked like sushi rolls. He took out a few pieces of cloth and wrapped the rolls up in them.
I tried to lighten the conversation. “They don’t have you, right?”
“I’m not the best. If I was the best, I wouldn’t be in here.”
“So, who’s the best in here, then?” I plastered a fake smile on my face to hide my increasing fear.
“Vogel is intelligent. He keeps his people alive and finds a way to suffer minimal losses during the Death Days. Raj is smart too. He’s just not a perfect people person. He can make rash decisions sometimes. His mindset is save the many, lose the few. Luckily, he has me to save his butt and curve his decisions. However, both of them are walking Neanderthals to Trivet.”
“Trivet?” I asked, making sure I had the name right. It sounded so odd. “Who is he?”
His expression tightened. “Trivet is the only person in this whole place who has a plan to escape. That’s why he’s smarter than all of us.”
“So is he with the Rattlers?”
“No, he’s with the Razorbacks.” He slid the last of the rolls to the side and wiped off his hands.
Confusion flooded me. “So… how is that working?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, this guy Trivet is like the smartest guy in here, but he’s with the Razorbacks. I haven’t even heard you mention them in a sentence.”
“Things in here are just like on the outside. They don’t always work like you think they will. The Originals are strong but are dumb. They are set in their ways. The Rattlers are a bit smarter, but not quite as strong. That’s why those two are always at each other’s throats. The Razorbacks are a lot like us. They try to keep a low profile. The difference is they are filled with families and people who have resolved to change their lives.”
He put the rolls in a satchel and grabbed a stack of cups. After he placed them into the bag, he focused on me. “Trivet has worked on finding a way around the gates since he first got here. In three months, he mapped out the whole complex, examined the water supply, and found ways to test both the electric field and the stone wall for weaknesses. He even calculated the force needed to levitate one person up or down Circle One.”
“Wow.”
“Yes, wow is right.”
“What did he find out?” I asked.
“When I talked with him last, he seemed to believe that he was close, very close. He said if it worked, we could get out.”
I glanced over at Jonas. There was more to what he was saying. Anticipation tickled my stomach. “But…”
“But, there is a cost.”
“Human cost,” I said.
“Of course. Do you think I’d be having this conversation with you if I could have been out of here weeks ago?” His eyes shifted, and his jaw clenched.
I considered stopping my questions, but I felt out of the know when I first started with Escerica. Later when I needed their information, I had to catch up. This time I didn’t have the luxury of time, so I pressed further. “You said earlier that the Razorbacks are a lot like the Nobodys, that they have decided to be better people. Is that what you guys want?”
 “Paeton,” Jonas started, standing to his full height. His presence thickened as though he were twice the size. Everything within me said that I should be backing out of the kitchen. “We are not like the Razorbacks. We like who we are. I like who I am and what I believe. I don’t want to change. I want the world to change, and I’m not be intimidated by those who are afraid of that change.”
His response reminded me a lot of Rylan’s words. The same words I had repeated at Perimeter Market because they sounded appropriate. “Change is coming. Fear nor pacification will stop change. It is inalienable,” were Rylan’s exact words. Jonas was giving me the other side of it. The side that said that those who wanted change had an idea of the world they wanted and refused to budge on their beliefs.
“Why are you so passionate about changing the world?” Anger stirred inside of me. Sure, I didn’t like when I was living on the street or the struggle I had in my former life, but I had almost died. Mari and Miko, not to mention Rylan, could be dead. There was no way to know for sure. And Dhyla… she did die.
A blast of air shot through my nostrils. “What will all of this do? Do you think the mega rich will ever care about people like me? I’ve had people… I’ve had people tell me that I was better off dead, that I should be ashamed to even draw breath in their presence. Why would these people ever care about us—about me?”
Jonas angled his body away. He seemed to deflate as the words streamed from my mouth, but there was something else within him. Something I didn’t understand. He had Rylan’s strength, but it was stronger in him—purer, more powerful. Jonas was the source.
He turned back toward me and stood six inches taller. “I’ve lost my wife. My son is a fugitive. I’ve been locked up in a prison for five years.” His eyes met mine. His stare sliced into my back. “I was rich, Paeton. I was mega rich as you call it. I lived at the edge of the Summit, high above everything. I could have easily paid a guy on the street, almost any random idiot I found, a measly five thousand credits to put a gun to your head and use your brain as graffiti.”
I took a step back. My eyes glossed over from frustration that I didn’t even know I had. Why was this bothering me so much?
He took another step so his breath blasted into my face. I stared into the same eyes as Rylan, except these weren’t cool gray; they were a fiery brown. I forced myself to hold his stare. His face rose over mine like a mountain—a mountain that I couldn’t climb, or even see the top because of all the dark clouds floating around it.
“I gave up everything,” he growled. “For people like you. For deadbeats, winos, prostitutes, drug dealers, and even thieves. I’ve killed plenty of innocent people just to survive, listened to them beg for their lives as I ripped it away from them.”
Guilt flooded me, radiating my cheeks with heat.
“Before the Five Day R, I had everything. Don’t lecture me or even think you can come close to me when it comes to sacrifice, my dear. You’ve just begun to feel pain. When all of this is over, there won’t be a part of you that won’t cry out daily for relief. If you don’t go crazy, you will. If you haven’t thought of suicide, you will. If you haven’t smelled the scent of the blood of those you hold dear, trust me, you will.”
Tears broke over the surface of my lower eyelids and ran down my heated cheeks. My voice cracked as I spoke. “I’ve already smelled it. I’ve already cried out. I’ve already gone crazy!”
“Good,” he said. “Then, you’ll be ready when it happens again, and again, and again.”
I dropped my gaze, and he stepped past me. Anger burned in my body filling every pore with flames. The tension inside of me intensified until my body twitched in frustration.
I didn’t hate Jonas. I didn’t hate Escerica. I hated this struggle, this process, this fight. This wasn’t my fight. I didn’t want to fight. I would benefit if I did, and it was for my benefit. But I didn’t want this. 



CHAPTER 12
Jonas walked out of the building. I followed him with my eyes and put my palm to my nose to contain any residuals from crying. Travis and Devin slept against the wall or at least appeared to. They were at least kind enough not to embarrass me with laughter. After a few seconds, I flipped back the tarp at the doorway and went outside.
Everything was quiet. The moon was three-quarters full and bathed the township in a greenish-blue light. A few crickets chirped in the distance, and a faint smell of roasted meat lingering on the breeze.
I spun around looking for anyone I knew. I spotted Pyra talking with Shannon. Both of them were sitting on one of the log-style benches about fifty yards away. Pyra glared at me for a moment, and Shannon turned around to see. Confused, I waved three, weak fingers at them. Pyra leaned back and turned her gaze away from me. Shannon smiled, but she was dedicating this time to Pyra and not me. After a moment, Shannon returned her attention to Pyra and wrapped a caring arm around Pyra’s shoulders.
Jonas wasn’t in sight. I decided to sit down on the closest, log bench thing. I made sure it was one that was far enough from Pyra where she wouldn’t have to see me. The cold of the log slid through my clothes and stung my legs. I wrapped my new, blackish coat the Nobodys had given me around my shoulders and stared at the sky.
Tiny stars sparkled like the windows of the Atlanta skyline. A deep blue haze settled over the black sky like a lake floating above me.
I sat there for a long time watching people come and go. Jonas walked past my sight as he went from building to building. I thought about going to him, but decided to keep my distance. I didn’t know if I had angered him, and I was embarrassed about our conversation. I recognized that there were rich people that did try to help Lower-Cs. It was hard for me to understand because I never knew any of them. All I knew was Sarah Graham, her stupid car, and her stupid statement that I should just go jump off a bridge and kill myself.
I still couldn’t believe that I had actually contemplated doing it. I stared into that blonde bitch’s eyes and thought about jumping. I hated being a Lower-C so badly that I was willing to end it all because an Upper-C told me to. Even after two, long years, the memory of it stung.
I glanced back at Shannon and Pyra huddled together against the March chill and the sharp sting of loneliness cut into my skin. I missed Rylan. I longed for his warm arms to wrap around me and for his passionate kisses to force back the solitude. I glanced at Shannon and Pyra and jealousy sizzled on my heart. I wished Shannon was the only girl in Jonas’s group. Maybe then, we would’ve had a conversation, and I wouldn’t have been by myself.
At least in the city, I could escape. I could leave and find some other place to help me deal with any pinned up emotions. In prison, I was forced to face my demons, ones that I had been running away from for far too long.
Clouds sprang from my lips, blocking my view. Jonas continued his back and forth. I didn’t know what he was doing. I guessed that he was off gathering supplies, but his hands were empty.
After an hour or so of watching him, he left one of the little houses. The doorway tarp moved to the side. A man and a woman stood in the tangerine glow of the interior light. The man’s face was sad, his eyes worried. The woman’s face was distraught. She used every ounce of her being to keep herself together. Jonas put a hand on the man’s shoulder, and he hugged the woman. That’s when I knew. Jonas wasn’t gathering supplies or preparing himself for battle. He reassured the others, helping them to stay calm even with Death looming at their doorstep.
I was no leader. I was nothing—an innocent face for politics, not a steady heart for a movement. The thought made me hate myself and detest everything that had happened.
A sniffle tightened my nose. I didn’t know if I was sniffling because of the cold or because a frightened, little girl lived behind this facade of strength. I glanced away from Jonas. Watching him be a real leader felt like someone ran their fingernails across my heart.
An alarm blared. It was similar to the alarm I had heard inside of the Stadium when Captain Davis had got our attention. The sound was a constant whine of Do-Re-Mi-Re-Do in a harsh, cracking tone.
I gazed into the blackness as the last of the people dashed inside their homes. 
“The Death Days have started,” I mumbled to myself.
The awful Do-Re-Mi sound continued for ten minutes, echoing through the trees and off the distant, concrete walls. It was as if the police force wanted every inmate up for inspection. I imagined small children waking up to the sound and then rolling over to see their parent’s terrified eyes.
I pressed my hands over my heart in a futile attempt to slow it, while my gaze drifted into the bluish-black darkness. I wasn’t sure what I was searching for. I wanted peace, but I wasn’t sure where to find it or even where I needed to start looking. I didn’t know how this would begin or what would be the ignition point.
The tap of light footsteps echoed into my ears. I perked up. My vision instinctively turned my head to see who or what was coming.
Two men appeared from the shadows. One ran a few yards behind the other. Sweat poured off their faces. The first carried an axe, the other had a… it couldn’t be. It was a gun. It was a basic automatic weapon, similar to a nine millimeter, but it had an orange stripe along the side. Inside the stripe was the animated zebra pattern that the jumpsuits had. My mind contemplated why it would be marked that way.
By the time it dawned on me that the stripe was for tracking purposes, the first man yelled, “Jonas, get inside!”
Jonas spun around. He pushed the two people he spoke with into the house. The intruder turned and flung the axe through the air. The gun fired from the hand of the second intruder. Three shots thundered through the township. The sound was everywhere at once as it bounced around the stone walls. Both men disappeared in two mounds of dust.
Jonas’s head slid out of the doorway. He glanced around. He said something, yelled something. My eyes transfixed on him while my mind loomed, trying to piece everything together. All of a sudden, thud pounded next to me. I spun my head around as someone groaned on the ground. Pyra stood from her previous location and sent arrows into two men. Shannon grabbed my shoulders and yanked me from my seat before I could even realize what was happening.
Travis lifted one of the men that Pyra had shot, yanked out the arrow and stabbed the man with it three more times. Shannon tugged my face forward. I gazed into her brown eyes as they seemed to vibrate back and forth in their sockets.
Her lips moved but my mind was catching up. Soon, her voice asked, “You okay? You shot?”
I blinked a few times which seemed to spur the adrenaline in my body. “I’m fine.”
Shannon stood and fired off an arrow. Someone cried. I turned to a man with a knife. The knife sliced through the air. A gleam flickered as the knife headed for Shannon. I knocked her out of the way. A rip sounded. A sting cut into my right arm. The knife thudded into a wall a few feet behind us.
“You alright?” I asked.
“Yeah, thanks,” she said.
“Would you two stop gossiping and help me out?” Pyra said, her voice high and annoying.
Shannon jolted up and fired in the same direction as Pyra. Several men and women dashed left and right, throwing all types of objects at Pyra and Shannon. Most of the objects were knives, or some other sharp object. A bent fork thudded into the ground at my feet.
Another two gunshots echoed. I glanced to my left, just in time to see the muzzle flash of the second shot. The guy with the gun recovered in the dust. He looked up from the ground.
I dashed across the alley. On the other side of the street, I put my body against the wall of the house that Jonas was inside with the two people. My heart was steadier than it should be. I waited for the surge of power from the chemical release of my body saving itself, but it didn’t come.
A deep breath expanded my lungs. I dashed around the corner and saw the man with the gun. He was still on the ground. A huge gash was in his right arm. He held the gun weakly in his left with blood pooling around his body. The gap between us tightened as I ran at him. I knew exactly what I was doing and what I wanted. 
I wanted the gun. I wanted that power. I could feel it. My joy increased the closer I came to him.
The man’s head craned toward mine. He glanced at me for a brief moment and the barrel fired. A bloom of bright orange lit up the surrounding area. In that brief moment, every house, the puffs of warm air blasting from my mouth, and people fighting in the distance came into sharp focus. A moment later the area was in darkness again.
The gun aimed at my chest, but I didn’t care. I lunged at the man. A few clicking sounds slid into my ears before I snatched the man’s head up toward me and rammed it down into the ground, over and over again. 
Vibrations rocked my bones. I trembled all over, but I had to keep going. I had to eliminate the threat. I would yank this man’s life away before he hurt anyone else.
Georgia clay was not as hard as concrete or wood, but after a few moments, the man’s body slacked. The gun rolled from his fingers.
I crawled over and grabbed the gun. Without a second thought, I aimed it at his head and tugged back on the silver trigger. I snatched the trigger back again and again.
His skull didn’t explode into fragments. My face wasn’t sprayed with blood.
Nothing happened.
I slid off of him and sat on the ground. The screams around me settled and my body relaxed. I pointed the gun off into the distance and pulled the trigger several times to make sure I wasn’t crazy. I fiddled around the back of the weapon. These things came with clips for bullets. I had to make sure. It didn’t take me long to find the release mechanism. I pulled out the long strip of metal and gazed inside. There were no bullets.
My heart steadied while I considered the dead man next to me. He tried to shoot me, but he couldn’t. I wasn’t sure how many bullets he shot before he came to the township. I believed he had shot six while he was here: three at the axe carrying guy, two when I stood with Pyra and Shannon, and one more when I came around the corner. He shot six times.
I wasn’t an expert on guns, but from movies, rap songs, and my run-in with the governor, most guns like this had somewhere between 20 to 30 bullets. The man only had six.
Some voices rattled behind me. Most of the voices asked if the next person was okay or how severe was a wound.
I wondered why I had so much anxiety about the dead man next to me. Why did I want to hurt him so badly? What had Clarisse done to me? I was never like this before. Life was precious. People were precious. However, I was some kind of an animal who only wanted to kill—who needed to kill, even if it was just to protect myself. Even though I had decided to let anger fuel me, a shiver slid through me from my behavior.
Shannon walked over and smiled down at me. “You’re not shot, right?”
My chest deflated as I glanced at her. “There were only six bullets.”
“Yeah, the cops don’t give anybody a full clip. They give us just enough to kill a person in here, but not to wage war on the guards.”
“Crix,” I said, but then I thought about the three clicks I had heard. I’d probably be dead or at least bleeding from my stomach if it wasn’t for the few shot system.
Shannon reached her hand down. I put my hand in hers and smiled as she lifted me to my feet. I was about to toss the gun when she put her hand over mine.
“No. You gotta keep the gun. There might be more clips or guns that jam. Guns are valuable.” Her expression brightened. “I’m… I’m kinda glad you got the gun. I saw you on TV with it. You’re pretty good.”
“I kinda suck from a distance. But you put somebody within ten feet of me and BAM, I got ‘em.” I aimed the gun and acted like I shot the air.
Shannon laughed.
“Thanks for saving me,” I said.
“No problem. We all have to stick together.” The skin around her eyes tightened. “Are all the bats gone from the belfry? You seemed like you were out of it.”
“Believe it or not, I’ve got a lot on my mind,” I said.
“You?” she asked as if what I had said was going around like the flu. “I can’t turn this thing off.” She pointed at her head. “I’m trying to focus, but I keep running ‘what if’ scenarios in my head. What if I die, and my brother gets caught? What if I get maimed but don’t die? It’s like I can’t focus through all the garbles in my noggin.”
She wiggled her head and for the first time in a long while I laughed. Not an outward belly laugh, but an internal pause that puts a smile on your face and makes your worries disappear for a moment.
If Ms. Cooper, my foster mom, was still out there praying for me, like she said she always did, I’d think she’d like Shannon. Ms. Cooper may even believe that someone like Shannon could help me find a better path. Maybe, Ms. Cooper had been praying for me just to have a friend all these years; not a boyfriend, or a mentor, or children to protect, but just somebody kind of like me. Shannon was that type of person. A person Ms. Cooper would be proud of.



CHAPTER 13
Shannon and I stepped over the dead man on the ground and walked around to see Jonas exiting the house. He glanced over, but his eyes were serious like they had been in the kitchen.
“You guys alright?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Shannon said.
I nodded but kept my lips sealed. Nervous shivers vibrated at various intervals through my neck and arms. I didn’t want to be a killer. I wanted to protect myself and those I loved, but I didn’t understand my sudden behavior. Sure, this lined up with my attitude when I was with Clarisse and Norwood in his office; but this latest event seemed wrong somehow, like I wasn’t in control.
Pyra jumped in front Jonas, waving her hands around like a lunatic. “What-the-what? It just started. No one has ever attacked this quickly before!”
His shoulders relaxed as he stared into her panicked face, but he had a twinge of concern at the edges of his temples, too. This was my first time experiencing the Death Days. I didn’t know what to expect. Having the first attack thirty seconds into it didn’t give me the warm fuzzies.
Shannon noticed my twitches and wrapped her hand around mine. I glanced at her smiling eyes and was able to calm down.
“Things are changing,” Jonas said. His voice carried emptiness of thought.
“No duh!” Pyra yelled.
Devin stepped forward and stretched. “You think this has anything to do with our new acquisition? If so, then maybe we shouldn’t be protecting her.”
Everyone looked at me. Devin’s eyes seemed to ignite in his sockets.
Jonas put a hand on Devin’s shoulder. “If it is, then it’s more reason to protect her.”
“Why? What has she done worth anything? We didn’t make her the poster child for anyone. Crix, is she even a part of us? I mean really?”
I wanted to yell at Devin and let him know that I did officially join Escerica. I was a rebel, technically. However, my mind reeled over my behavior and the way I killed the man, beating his head into the dirt. It wasn’t… it wasn’t me.
Jonas stretched his arms wide. “It doesn’t matter if she is or isn’t a part. All of that is irrelevant. What matters now is that the world sees Paeton as a reason to fight. If Norwood and Dalton can put her head on a spike and say, here’s your dead hero, it can demoralize everything. But if she’s alive and well, then it’s like spitting in their faces.”
Travis walked over and ran his hand over his head. “I like the idea of spitting in their faces.”
“Good. Cause while I’m not planning on dying tonight or tomorrow night, I do want us to at least attempt to keep Paeton alive.” Jonas walked back to his house.
The others glanced me over and one by one turned to follow him.
I didn’t want to be some crutch. I also didn’t like the idea that people would die for my behalf. There was enough death already. They didn’t need to treat me like Sun Hi and Dhyla had. I had grown up a lot in the last week.
Shannon put an arm around my shoulders. “Everybody’s just scared.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said.
My chest expanded and contracted in hard pulses. I turned away from Shannon and felt like I was suffocating. I slid down to my knees but Shannon stayed with me.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Something’s wrong. I don’t know what.” I tried to regain control of my lungs and stop hyperventilating.
“You’re afraid.”
“How can I be? I don’t feel afraid… I feel… different. I don’t know how else to explain it.”
“What is it like?”
I turned toward her. My back was tight, legs weak. “I didn’t just want to kill that guy, I wanted to… it was like I wanted to destroy him, cut him open, and keep ripping at him until there was nothing left.”
She paused for a moment. I was the monster under her childhood bed. The expression faded, and she forced a weak smile. “It’s okay. You’ve been through a lot.”
“When will I be me again?” I dropped my gaze while her hands stroked my arms.
“Don’t worry, you’ll come back. We always come back,” she said.
I stumbled to my feet, and she guided me back to the house. Before I went in, I wiped my face with the coat. Once inside, I leaned against the far wall. Shannon stayed with me for a moment, making sure that I was okay. After a few seconds, I nodded as an encouragement for her to leave me. As much as I tried, I had a hard time just being one of them all of a sudden. I hadn’t gone through what they had. I hadn’t trained with them. They didn’t know me and didn’t trust me. I didn’t want Shannon to be ostracized from them because of the demons plaguing me.
Shannon gave me the brightest face she could muster before sitting on a chair next to the others. Even though she was trying, Shannon still had her loyalties. Not that I blamed her, but it would be nice to have someone truly on my side.
I wrapped my arms around my shoulders and concentrated on Clarisse. She had done this to me, and one day I would take my revenge out on her. 
The man’s death from a few minutes ago flashed in my mind. The first time I realized someone was dead because of me, I felt sick. To feel a person’s soul escaping their body was numbing. Honestly, I didn’t want that for Shannon. I didn’t want her to lose her concern for human life.
My body grew colder with each thought. As much as I tried, I couldn’t rub enough warmth into my body, even though I was wearing a coat. I had to find a way to fight this. I didn’t save Mari and Miko to lose myself in the process.
“Jonas!” A voice from outside startled me. My body tensed, and I glared at the doorway.
A dark-brown hand slid under the tarp and pulled it back. “Jonas, Jonas.” The voice was hurried. It cracked as it grew louder. The tarp slid to the side. Raj’s head slid forward. His eyes were wide.
When Raj’s gaze found Jonas, Raj’s shoulders and legs relaxed. “You’re okay.”
Raj took a step into the room. Jonas was as calm as he could be. His four followers weren’t though. Every single one of them displayed heightened emotions.
Both Pyra and Devin had their bows raised toward Raj even as he began walking inside. Shannon had her bow in hand, arrow knotted to the string, but her aim was at the ground.
“Calm,” Jonas said as he glanced at first Devin and then Pyra.
Devin loosened his bow and dropped it immediately. Pyra bit her lip and slowly allowed the bow to angle down toward the floor.
Raj closed the gap between him and Jonas. Without taking a second glance, he grabbed Jonas’s shoulders. “Are you good?”
“Yeah, far as I can tell.”
“And your people?”
“Light scratches,” Jonas said.
Raj took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Thank all the gods.” He let go and drew himself back. “I heard the commotion. When I realized that you were attacked, I had to make sure you were okay. How many were there?”
“I don’t know,” Jonas said. “I was talking with Cantrell and his wife when it happened.”
“There were six of them,” Devin said. “One for each of us.”
“That’s like, super convenient,” Pyra added.
Jonas didn’t say anything. He just turned his attention back to Raj.
“I can’t believe this is happening. Why is this happening so early?” Raj asked.
“Cause they want us dead.” Pyra’s head appeared as if it would wiggle off her neck.
“They want Jonas dead. No one gives a flipper about the rest of us,” Devin said.
“They care about her. She’s half our problem.” Pyra twisted her head in my direction.
Raj didn’t say anything. He took a long look at me, before facing Jonas. “You said it was a possibility.” 
“It looks like it’s a reality,” Jonas replied.
Raj turned around. His eyes twitched back and forth. After rubbing his chin, he took a step back toward Jonas. “What do you think about going on the offensive?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, why sit here like ducks, waiting to be picked off? Why not at least infiltrate who did this and take them out?”
“But we’ve never done that.” Jonas’s eyes seemed unsteady. The intensity had slipped away.
“Maybe, it’s time. Do we know who did this—who attacked you?”
“I smell Rattler,” Devin said.
“Blue jumpsuits.” Travis put his hands behind his head and relaxed against the wall.
“Why not attack Vogel? If we could attack the Rattlers and get rid of their weapons, you guys could fade into the shadows, at least until morning. That one maneuver may alleviate much of the strain.” Raj slammed a hand onto the counter.
Jonas thinned his eyes. “It could work. I doubt they’d be expecting it.”
“Exactly.”
Jonas gazed into the room. He found everyone’s eyes. “So… what do you say, guys? You up for a little hunting for once?”
The others nodded quickly. Shannon’s shoulders slumped. A second later, she nodded her head in agreement.
“So, we take the new girl?” Devin asked.
“I think she’ll be safer with you,” Raj said.
“What?”
Raj glanced at Devin and then turned back to Jonas. “If Vogel is looking for her here, then I bet he’ll be sending half his attack force. If she’s with you, she’ll have a better chance.”
Devin’s eyes rotated toward me before his face cracked into a horrid expression. Frustration boiled inside of me under the weight of it.
“I don’t need a babysitter,” I said. “I can take care of myself.”
“No offense, Miss Paeton, but surviving in here is much more than a few, lucky punches and shots,” Raj said.
My cheeks heated. “I just killed a guy. Do you think that was a lucky punch?”
His eyebrows twisted as though he couldn’t believe it. “We’ve all seen your abilities. I’m not saying that you can’t handle yourself. I’m just saying that it’s different dealing with trained killers. Going with Jonas right now can save your life. If you want to stay here, that’s fine. I just thought you’d be more comfortable with people you already know. Besides, my goals are to keep Jonas and the township safe. I have no interest in watching you.”
Something in my stomach turned. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but this whole attack first thing bothered me. What would six people be able to do against a whole township? Why couldn’t he give us one of his twelve-of-twelve, T.O.T., or whatever they were called, to help?
Raj continued to stare. He was lucky I was out of bullets. I might have put a few into his chest. I worked my way to my full height. “Rrrrrright,” I said. “Jonas is the concern. We have to keep him safe.”
“Exactly,” Raj said.
He turned away from me. The others stared at me as though I was a lunatic. I turned my gaze away from them and started picking at my fingernails. There was no peace for me. Too much tension and frustration radiated in the room, and my attitude wasn’t helping anything.
I sulked while Raj went over the plan. He was certain that since the Rattlers had a gun already, they must have more. Their township was located north of Circle One in the northeast area of the prison grounds. He believed that if we left now, the other circles wouldn’t bother us. We would get into the Rattler camp, find out where they were storing their weapons, set fire to the building, and leave. He said that he had some kind of bomb made from coal and gas that we could use. The weapons storage place would have to be close to the bomb for it to work. We couldn’t just put it anywhere and hope for the best.
I didn’t hear all the tidbits after that. I just kept thinking about all I had accomplished, but those things weren’t enough. I wasn’t enough. There was always something that I was missing. If I had enough courage, then I wasn’t compassionate. If I tried to be smart, everyone just thought I was an idiot.
“Paeton,” Shannon said, nudging my arm.
I focused on her eyebrows high on her forehead and her tight lips. 
“You ready?” she asked.
I nodded and followed her outside. We made some room, and the others came out one by one into the darkness.
“Take the East-West Stream. That should get you across without going past Circle One,” Raj said. “Once on the other side, remember to stay quiet and head to the farthest part of the township. I believe that’s where they are storing their weapons.” He took a deep breath and exhaled before grabbing Jonas’s wrist with clenched hands. “Stay safe, my friend.”
Raj gave a deep nod toward Jonas and started running back toward his home.
Devin shook his head. “He needs to work on his people. If the battle was still going, his T.O.T. guys would have just let him die. He’s out in the open.” Devin put a hand on Jonas. “But you don’t have to worry big J. We’re here for you. Not sure if I’d take a bullet for you, though.”
He smiled, and Jonas smiled back. 
“Maybe, an arrow,” Devin teased.
“I’d take a stab, but just one,” Travis said.
“Can I just take a punch in the arm?” Pyra asked.
“I’d take two punches, a stab, and an arrow.” Shannon grinned.
Jonas’s face brightened for a moment which seemed to echo on his followers. His eyebrows deepened, and he glanced out into the darkness. “This is how this is going to work. We are going to go in fast and silent. Once we reach the river, no more talking and no more noise. We don’t shoot anyone but our targets unless we are threatened. Got it?”
They nodded and gave a quick confirmation. “Yes.” “Yes-sir.” “No probs.” “You’re the boss.”
He glanced at me. “You good?”
“Yeah,” I said. “We follow your plan.”
“Do you still have the gun?” he asked.
I lifted it up and let it dangle on my index finger by the trigger loop.
“Good. Maybe, we can find you some bullets. If not, it’ll work as a mini hammer.”
I spun the gun in my hand so that the grip was sticking outward where the muzzle generally is. I mimicked hitting something.
“See, you do have some brains,” he said. “Okay, let’s go.”



CHAPTER 14
We left the township and headed north. The moon was still bright, but a few clouds began rolling in. Their silvery edges were barely visible on the horizon.
“You know, I’ve been thinking that we should have a name for our group,” Shannon said.
“We have a name, the Nobodys.” Devin glared at Shannon, who was prancing beside me.
“No, I mean, for our little group. The six of us. Like we could be the Secret Six or something.”
“Secret Six, that’s kinda neat,” I said.
Travis stretched and released a yawn. “As long as we don’t have to wear costumes, I’m okay with it.”
“What do you think Jonas?” Shannon asked.
Jonas tightened his lip as he thought about it. After a moment he shrugged. “Sounds good to me. Military platoons sometimes have nicknames.”
“Real?” Devin asked, shortening the word. “Then, let’s come up with an awesome one.”
“I just did—the Secret Six,” Shannon said.
“Shouldn’t it have more bite to it, like the Killer Bees or the Ghostly Assassins?” Devin said.
Shannon’s forehead furrowed. “You like my name right, Paeton?”
“Yeah, it’s great,” I said.
Shannon was like a kid. Every time I looked at her, it was like we were years apart. I couldn’t believe she was sixteen. Outwardly, she definitely looked that way, but youthfulness bubbled inside of her. Somewhere I had lost mine. I don’t know if it was from living as a Lower-C scraping by, or if my innocence ebbed out of me with every person I killed. 
“But Paeton, you have to admit Ghostly Assassins is cooler, right?” Devin asked.
I glanced over at him and gave him a smile. “Well, I don’t know. You guys decide.”
“It doesn’t matter. Why does it matter? Just pick something already.” Pyra said.
“We can vote on it. Me and Paeton are for the Secret Six.” Shannon bumped me on the arm. I hurriedly lifted my hand.
The two guys nodded to one another before Devin said, “Well, me and Travis are for the Ghostly Assassins.”
“It’s up to Pyra and Jonas,” Shannon said.
“Ugh, fine, Secret Six,” Pyra said.
Shannon grinned. “Thank you PHY-ra. Jonas?”
He turned his head. A wicked smile was on his lips. “I was thinking of something more along the lines of the Toe-Fungus Fighters.”
Vocal cries spread through the night. Giggles formed in my throat, but I coughed them back into my stomach.
Before anyone could give him a hard time about it, the stream that Raj called the East-West River came into view. Jonas raised his hand as if we were on a military mission. The group fell silent.
After a few glances to make sure the area was clear, we headed east using the line of trees that bordered the river for cover. The trip wasn’t difficult, but we had to be cautious of twigs and crunching leaves. Ninety minutes later, the Rattler Township came into view.
The scope of the prison was starting to take shape in my mind. Townships were stationed miles apart. Going back and forth to Circle One must take hours. Moving food and supplies with no wagons, carts, or wheel barrows would eat up days of prisoners’ time. Whoever was the originator of this prison concept must have wanted inmates to gain feelings of accomplishment as they labored. I wasn’t sure if it was working, but according to Jonas, there were few fights, except over cheating spouses, relationships outside of circles, and the Death Days.
We paused about a hundred yards outside the Rattler Township. It was exactly like the Nobody Township except there were a lot more homes. Jonas hadn’t explained how the homes were built, but I suspected that materials were dropped down with instructions at Circle One. There were two houses in the Nobody Township that weren’t finished with wood stacked on the side. Having inmates build their own homes would be another way to keep the inmates busy.
In the Rattler Township, over 200 homes nestled together in what appeared to be square blocks. The Rattlers built in perfect blocks making it easy to see down the alleys and streets. There were two types of homes: singles that looked like most of what I saw back at the Nobody Township, and what appeared to be doubles, or just two of the single homes placed side by side with no break in the middle. At first glance, the second home must be used to hold the children’s rooms.
The Rattler Township was quiet. A few people scurried back and forth carrying lanterns, torches, or flashlights. There were a few guards patrolling the edges, but not enough to keep anyone from sneaking inside. Jonas glanced down at his watch.
“We need to be in and out in five minutes,” he whispered. “We’ll need to split up to cover more ground, entering through the far side.”
I glanced at the hundred-yard, grassy plain between us and the Rattler Township. For the first time, I started to have doubts about this plan. We were too open out here. While the clouds did provide a bit of cover from the bright moon, it took far too long to get to this point. There was also the guard around the township, and we had to search for the right building.
I didn’t know all of what Jonas and his team could do. I didn’t want to underestimate them, but I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.
“Jonas…” The word drifted out despite my desire to hold it in.
He turned and lifted an eyebrow. “What?”
“Doesn’t this feel weird—the low patrols, the distance?”
“What are you saying, Paeton?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just—”
“You don’t know how good we are at this. You just need to shut up and watch,” Devin said.
A whistle lingered on the breeze. It was faint but increased quickly. A thunking sound stole my attention. Devin collapsed backward in anguish. He fell away from my view and immediately the familiar anxiety of adrenaline surged into my blood. As my senses heightened and my muscles tightened, a few more hollow sounds drifted into the air, moving fast.
We left our crouching positions and spread out. I dashed behind a tree as a flurry of arrows, knives, and other various metal objects flew past. The objects whizzed through the air and thumped into the tree trunks.
Part of me was terrified. I hadn’t been attacked like this since Sun Hi had saved me from the scrappers in the trailer park. This time, things were different. My stomach turned. My temple was sweaty, but my gaze glossed over the weapons. It was just like in the township. Something inside of me was changing. I wanted a weapon, not to defend myself, but to use.
I wanted to throw it back and eradicate anything and anyone who was a threat. I didn’t like this feeling which cut into my moral sensibilities and made me more weapon than human.
My torso leaned forward. My hands itched to grasp the metal. Saliva filled my mouth, and I licked my lips.
A few feet away was a metal shard with black tape wrapped around the handle. It would fit perfectly in my hand. I could feel my fingers wrapping around it.
I would strike and strike and strike again. Maybe, I’d throw it after I killed the first person. There were always more to kill. I had to kill them all. Only in their death would I have peace. I needed peace. Peace where they had died and that I was safe.
Travis yelled.
My gaze locked onto him. He drew back against a tree. A dark arrow protruded from his stomach. He dropped his bow and grabbed the arrow with both hands, trying to pull it out of him. Before he could get it half way out, another two arrows struck him in the chest. He jerked a second, then his body relaxed and slid down the tree. He was dead.
Pyra returned a few arrows into the darkness. Jonas disappeared from sight. I searched for him, but he was nowhere to be found.
My body shook as I restrained my actions. I pressed my hands against my head as panic flooded my body. I wanted to kill them, kill them all.
 “Paeton!” Shannon screamed. I glanced across to my right. She hid behind a tree like me. She lifted her bow and aimed into the darkness. “Where are they?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “All around.”
“It’s too dark. I can’t see them,” she said.
“Just shoot into the direction of incoming weapons.”
“Right, right.”
I glanced at her face. Her skin was pale, and she fumbled with the arrow. I didn’t understand what was so different from what had happened an hour ago. Even with my fear throbbing and arguing with my new blood lust, I still wanted to help Shannon. I didn’t want her hurt. The more I thought about it, the more the erratic my thoughts became.
An arrow shot by her leg and scraped her thigh. The arrow thudded into the ground. 
She cried out in pain. Blood burst from the wound and onto her dark pants. She dropped the bow and cradled her thigh with her hands before she slid down to the tree’s base.
I locked onto her. I didn’t see Shannon. I saw something else—something much worse—a pawn. I could use Shannon to lure out who was doing this to kill them. Excitement churned inside me.
“No,” I said, aloud. “No.”
Shannon’s body trembled. Fear had her in its cold grasp. I remember when fear first held me, first with the cops, next with Ms. Roller-Eyes, then with the scrappers. Every time, I wanted to give up. I was lucky all three times. The love I had for Mari and Miko saved me in the first two instances. Sun Hi saved me in the third. Maybe, my hope for Shannon would save me, keep me sane.
I focused on her sunburned face. She was someone like me. She wasn’t an animal. She wasn’t my lure. She was my reason to fight.
“I will protect Shannon. I will help her,” I said over and over to myself.
Her eyes turned toward me. They were filled with tears. Her head shook from side to side.
I would be Shannon’s Sun Hi. I would save her and give this volatile state of mind purpose.
Shannon pointed at me. “Paeton, behind you!”
I turned. Fifteen yards away was a man in a blue jumpsuit that had been covered with some kind of dark substance like mud. A knife spun through the air. I ducked. The knife scraped the tree that I stood behind and fell onto the ground. Without stopping, he tossed three more makeshift knives. They shimmered as they whizzed by. I avoided two of them, but the third cut me along my shoulder.
There was nowhere to go. The tree was my shelter from the storm of arrows and throwing weapons. I furiously glanced around looking for some way to get to this man before he chopped me into bits. As I was gone, he’d make quick work of Shannon.
As though by magic, the whistling weapons slowed. There was an occasional flying object, but only about a third of what was there before. At first, I thought maybe, the main archer was moving positions, like the guy throwing the knives. Shannon made me realize why the weapons were slowing.
“Jonas,” she said.
What was Jonas made of that allowed him to get around dozens of sharp, flying objects? I guess if he trained four people to be his guard that he must be smart enough to keep them alive long enough for them to be of service.
A knife shot out at me. I barely dodged it. Too many ideas warped my mind. Something nicked my left hand. I raised it and saw a thin line of blood forming on the outside. It was enough to get my adrenaline pumping again.
“You’re going to die,” I said to the man. I didn’t care if he heard me. His death played in my mind.
I shot out into the open. The trees warped themselves toward me, folding the distance between me and my would-be assassin into mere inches. He slid back into the darkness. I caught him with my left arm and let my body swing upward. I flew around his body and landed with my full weight on his right side, covering his right arm and weighing him down. He skidded forward and tried to rebalance. I rocked my weight, and he fell backward. Half of my body was pinned underneath him, but my right arm was free. I grabbed my empty gun that I had taken from the guy I killed in the Nobody Township. With the trigger loop, I spun the gun around. Like Jonas told me to, I beat him in the face with the grip.
His hand slapped my face. Five high-pitched yelps radiated from his mouth. As we struggled, I crawled out from under him. I pressed my right elbow down and used my weight to pin his arm. With my left hand, I continued to beat him in any open area that I could find.
“Stop, please,” he yelped.
Fear mixed with anger surged inside of me. I wanted him dead. I wanted to see his blood. I needed for him to never come back and haunt me. If he was dead, he was no longer a threat to hurt me or Shannon or Jonas or anyone else anymore.
“Die. Die. Die!” I yelled.
Blood splattered into my face, a few drops falling into my mouth.
“I give up. Please, stop!” my assassin begged.
Realization shocked me. When did I become the bad girl? When did I want to kill someone so bad that I wouldn’t listen to their plea for help? I yanked back my hand and relaxed my legs. Panic flooded me, mixing with the fear, only this time concerned pressed its way into my mind.
I scrambled around to look at his face. There were knots over the forehead and a large blue scrape across the nose. The bright green eyes rotated toward me. A chill drifted from the eyes, growing in intensity until it smacked me with its full power.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I mumbled. “I should’ve stopped.”
The eyes closed. The emptiness that comes with a soul releasing its host chilled me. I fell over, my head tucking into my shoulders. I reached out and rubbed the man’s wrists, looking for signs of life, but there were none. What had I done?
Weak, I gazed at my hands and the bloody grip of the gun. Before I could come to grips with what happened, a body flung into me. My legs tucked as I hit the cold earth. The world spun. The new attacker and I tumbled forward. After a few loops, we rolled to a stop. The attacker pinned my arms. Bulging arms and a massive chest hovered over me. Wet drops of something splashed into my face. I thought it was spit, but the liquid was salty. My torso flopped side to side as he reached for my arms and shoulders. Crushing weight pressed into my legs and stomach. I couldn’t do anything. He had me.
“Why?” he asked. “Why? You murderer!”
His voice trembled. I had never heard anyone sound like this before. Through the constant rocking and my struggles to get free, I couldn’t focus on anything but the sound of his voice. It was muffled and strained. Every other second, he took a deep breath to resettle himself. It was around this time I understood what was wrong—he was crying.
I had no idea why. Continuous tears splashed onto my face. There were so many of them, I wasn’t even sure he could see me.
“You’re going to die. I’m going to kill you. Murderer!” He continued to say things like that over and over between his sobs. Every other breath, he let me know that he saw me as nothing more than a killer.
In the back of my mind, I deserved this. Even though I was defending myself, I should have heard the pleas for help. I should have known something was wrong.
The attacker grabbed my wrist and thrust it into the ground repeatedly. Sharp pains shot up my arm. After a few moments, the gun flew from my hand.
He went for the gun, releasing my left hand. I balled my fist and punched his jaw as hard as I could. Nothing happened. He continued to fumble for the gun. I threw my legs up to try to kick him in the back, but it was no use. I lifted my pelvis to gain some room. He put his full weight on top of me, and I could barely breathe.
He would have the gun soon. He would beat me to death with it just like I had just done the other guy. I squirmed beneath him as my panic howled like a desperate ghost within my soul. I continued to hit him with my left fist, over and over again in the jaw as my own tears flooded my eyes. He shuffled to the left, and I pulled my arm back and started to hit him in the back of the neck. It didn’t seem like anything I did hurt him.
He took a break from his mumbles about me being a killer, and a scary laugh came from his throat. At that point, I knew that he had the gun in hand. His torso rose from my body. His weight lifted from my stomach. He put enough distance between us to force the gun’s grip down with the most massive blow he could. He wanted to break my skull in half.
His increased height drove my right hand into the ground. It felt impossible to move. My eyes zigzagged left and right. My heart exploded inside my chest. In the tiny bits of moonlight that scattered through the trees, his eyes were full of rage. His eyelids were as high as they could be. His face was open, muscles spread, and his mouth was pulled into a small smile.
As his arm reached its highest position, I saw the glimmer of the gun’s metal in his hand. The fight was over. I had lost.
I trembled on the ground, but my mind was caught in his stare. His dead-pan eyes had seen my death. He just hadn’t tasted it yet.
A wail tore inside my throat and burst through my mouth. I didn’t think about Mari and Miko or Rylan or Dhyla. I didn’t think about anyone but me and my killer. We were alone, entangled in a death lock that he would likely forget, but my spirit would remember for eternity.
His face darkened. His lips tightened. The grip around my right wrist intensified. This was it.
I closed my eyes, resolved that I would not witness my own demise. He had beaten me. I only hoped that I would lose consciousness in the first blow and not feel the constant pain as my skull was broken.
A weight hit me. My head popped back. My chest felt crushed. A moment passed, and I didn’t feel anything else. I was confused until I heard a familiar voice calling my name.
“Paeton.”
I opened my eyes. My attacker lay on top of me with an arrow through his head.
My heart thumped against my chest as if it was trying to force him off me.
“Paeton, are you okay?”
I turned my head to the right and saw Shannon propped against a tree about twenty yards away. Her bow was shaking wildly in her hands.
I rolled the guy off me and scrambled backward to free myself. I yanked the gun from his hand and drew it back just in case.
“Is he… is he dead?” Shannon asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. I turned him over and slapped my bruised left hand against his throat, trying to find signs of a pulse. After a few seconds, I glanced at Shannon.
She didn’t say anything. She looked at me with hollow eyes. Her body vibrated as though she was freezing. I understood. She had made her first kill, had tasted her first death. The man’s soul was gone, and she had caused it.
Her gaze slid everywhere and attached to mine every few moments. I needed to get to her and try to give her some comfort. I stood and took a step in her direction. Three, shiny objects shot by in front of me. I slammed into the ground, my breath pulsing from my mouth.
The fight wasn’t over. People were still trying to kill us.
Shannon fell against the tree. Her eyes were vacant, as though she couldn’t see me. I couldn’t get to her. I tried to think of something to say, and my heart broke as I watched. She was experiencing this alone, just as I had with Governor Read. Her mind scrambled to find a place where it could rationalize killing another human being.
Someone slid out from behind her. An axe gleamed from his hand. He knotted his face as he made a step toward Shannon. My gaze zigzagged over the area. I needed a weapon that would kill instantly. I saw the arrow in my attacker’s head. I grabbed it and pulled, but it wouldn’t yank free. It was stuck through two, hard pieces of skull.
I had to protect Shannon. She had saved me. She was cracking. We were both teetering on the edge of madness.
I broke the arrow off, leaving the point and half of the shaft in my attacker’s head. I dashed over the twenty yards between me and Shannon. The guy behind her was already upon her. I screamed her name. “Shannon! Shannon, watch out!”
She slunk down the tree. Her muscles froze. The man lifted the axe high and slightly to the right. He was going to decapitate her with his first swing. It seemed like an eternity for me to get over the distance. No matter how fast I ran, it wouldn’t be fast enough to save her.
Panic flooded me. I lost control. My fury exploded under my skin. My body dashed forward, aching to reach Shannon’s assailant.
The man swung the axe as soon as I arrived. The blade’s gleam shone into my eyes. I slid and kicked Shannon forward into the man. The axe struck the tree and buried itself deep. With Shannon sliding into the man’s legs, he fell forward. I raised the broken arrow and pressed it hard against his torso. A popping noise sounded as the splintered tip of the arrow shot into the man’s chest. He heaved a few times as his body continued its descent on top of me.
He jerked and reeled a few feet back. His hands grabbed the arrow, trying to yank it from his chest. I stood. My legs felt like jelly beneath me. I could barely think. The world faded into a blob of nothing. All I could see was this man and a redness that spread over everything else. This man wasn’t going to come back for Shannon or me or anyone. I had to protect everyone I cared about, no matter the cost.
I yanked on the axe stuck in the tree. The handle moved forward but the blade didn’t budge. I rocked the axe side to side, but it was in deep. I tugged at it over and over to get it to release, placing my foot against the trunk and pulling with all my might. The axe head broke free.
Shannon screamed. I glanced over. The man had her by the ankle and pulled her toward him.
I dragged the axe behind me, trying to find the strength to lift it. The man’s right hand gripped the broken arrow. He had yanked it free of his torso and was going to stab Shannon with it. I took a few quick steps and swung the axe as hard as I could.
The axe blade caught the man between his left shoulder and his neck. With the one blow, the axe cut into him about six or seven inches before stopping. The man released Shannon. I abandoned the axe, grabbed her body, and pulled her a few feet away.
The man fell over, screaming. It was a torturous yell which sounded into the distance and echoed back into my ears. His agony continued for several minutes as I held onto Shannon. An explosion of air escaped his mouth, a heavy whishing sound. Afterward, he lay still.
I glanced around. There were no more weapons in the air. The forest was quiet.
A shadow fell across my face. My vision sought out the owner. I wished it was Jonas and that he was still alive. I heard something to my left. Someone stood there, motionless, watching us. My head swiveled side to side as I took in no less than eight people surrounding me and Shannon.
They all had weapons in their hands: knives, axes, pitchforks, bows and arrows. The last bits of my energy faded. Jonas was right. I hadn’t paced myself. I needed to find reserve somewhere, to keep fighting, to save Shannon. 
I pulled away from Shannon and grabbed the first thing I saw lying on the ground. The smooth metal of a homemade knife twirled in my hands as I lunged at the closest person to me. I refused to just give up and die. I had gone through too much.
Someone grabbed my left wrist. I swung around, about to drive the knife into the chest of this new enemy. The enemy caught my right arm and stopped the knife from moving forward.
“It’s over, Paeton,” the enemy said.
“No!” The word oscillated up and down the melodic spectrum, shaky and rough. Flames burst from my arms and chest from anger that I didn’t know I had. It couldn’t be over. We had to win, to live.
“Paeton, calm down,” the enemy said. “We’re safe, it’s over.”
I glared into the new enemy’s face as a few drops of moonlight spilled down through the trees. I forced my vision beyond the bubbling blur of tears and saw Jonas’s eyes.
“We’re safe. Relax,” he continued.
“Jonas?”
I dropped the knife, and my knees weakened. Before I could fall over, he grabbed me and held me tight against his body. I was cold and tired. Sweat slid from my temples and mixed with my tears. That’s when I realized that, like Shannon, I was trembling, too.



CHAPTER 15
I could barely focus. My body felt like a thousand pounds, yet I only had the same ninety or so pounds of muscle to hold myself up. Jonas was breathing hard as he held me. He was covered in sticky blood and smelled like death. The same, horrendous smell that I could never forget.
“We need to go,” one of the strangers said. He was a white man, no taller than a young boy, but with a full beard. “We don’t need the Rattler Township to start sending help.”
“Okay.” Jonas adjusted his weight.
By instinct, I pulled away to look into his face.
“Can you stand?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I said.
I broke free of him and felt the slight tug of our blood-stained clothes sticking together, before breaking free. I went to Shannon, who held a taut hand over her leg.
“Where’s Pyra?” I asked.
“She’s alive. She’ll just need a bit more help,” Jonas said.
“And Travis and Devin?”
“They didn’t make it.”
I went to Shannon. She smelled like trees, grass, and all kinds of natural things. Her breath was short, and every move she made was accompanied by groans. I put her arm over my shoulder and helped her walk. We made our way west but didn’t follow the East-West River. The moon had completely disappeared behind the clouds, creating a thick darkness that seemed to loom around us. 
“How bad’s your leg?” I asked.
“Not too bad, I think.” She brightened her expression. “It’s not that deep, just surface.”
I took a deep breath and felt a weight lift off me. “Thank you for saving me back there.”
“You saved me first. I thought I’d try to be neighborly and do the same for you.” Her face warped into a confused expression, and her eyebrows tightened on her forehead. After a second, her gaze drifted away.
“Was that the first—”
She nodded before I could finish. Her body deflated under the weight of her actions. It was the same as a few moments ago when she had killed the guy. She had lain against the tree, asking her mind whether or not she had done the right thing. When Captain Davis, Governor Read, and Dhyla died, I felt a vacant void that I couldn’t explain. The void expanded inside of me, drawing on any emotion that it could find and wrestled with it. With Captain Davis, the void filled me with fear. With Governor Read, I had struggled to hold on to my sanity. I didn’t know I was capable of hurting someone to the point of death. The way I killed him still sent jolts of anxiety through me. It was even worse when I saw it on video.
Dhyla’s death was the one that hurt—that ripped at my heart and seemed to claw at my flesh. When the light in her eyes faded, I wanted to fade away with her. The world was too upside-down, too backward, too obscure. Somehow, I had been hidden from the depths of the world’s evil, but at that point, I was thrust in too fast without enough time to comprehend my place.
“It’ll be alright. You did the right thing,” I said.
I didn’t want her to feel the guilt I had festering inside of me. I wanted her to be free and not to use drugs or something else just to find relief. Emotions were a slippery slope. I had seen it with Mr. Palmer and others at the Stadium. Pain and confusion can wreck a person’s soul.
“I’m glad you’re alive.” Her voice cracked as she said the words.
I forced myself to giggle. “I am, too. You have pretty good aim.”
Her lips tightened into something pleasant, but her eyes were vacant.
“Don’t worry… it gets easier,” I said.
“Are we murderers?” she asked.
I was shocked by her question, and my body deflated under the power of the words.
The man’s screams radiated in my ears, stirring my emotions. I didn’t want to think about the man’s rant right now. We could be attacked again. I couldn’t be weakened by emotion.
“We defended ourselves, nothing more,” I said.
Despite myself, the echoes of his words haunted me. I didn’t want my mind to piece together the mystery of the strong man yelling “murderer” and the smaller person with the higher-pitched feminine voice. Even as I contemplated it, the answer rang in the forefront of my mind. I had killed a woman, his woman, probably his wife. She could have been pregnant with his child.
He wasn’t angry with me. He was enraged. There was something deep within him that gave him strength that I didn’t have. Yes, I was a ninety-pound nothing next to a two-hundred-pound man, but I was quick and smart. He overtook me faster than I could blink, removing all of my options of escape.
He just wanted to save his wife. He wanted the same thing I wanted, and I killed him for it. I killed both of them. It didn’t matter that she had tried to hurt me first. In his mind, we were just an invading force, someone coming to snuff them out in the darkness. I wish I had stopped when I first heard his wife’s cries. Where was my compassion?
My torso heaved and a wrenching pain spread through my chest.
I wanted to keep walking. I wanted to get Shannon to the short man’s township. I wanted to feel safe even if it was just for ten minutes, but it was too late. My anger and resolve had faded. Regret oozed into my veins and slid out of my eyes. I had killed someone’s love. I had killed someone who represented everything that I wanted in my own life. I had taken away someone’s heart.
Tears slid down my cheeks, and my lungs continued to tighten until I couldn’t control them any longer. My strength was gone. I took a step forward and began sobbing. Soft whines came from my throat, mixed with a gargling sound from mucus forming.
I stopped moving. Shame spread through me and with it I second guessed every move I had made, from killing Governor Read to the guy in the Nobody Township to the woman in the woods. I was a murderer. I had killed people, lots of people.
I had killed when I was afraid. I had killed to save my life. I had killed to save others. I had killed. I had killed. I had… killed.
If I had just gone home… if I wasn’t curious about other teenagers… if I had just gone back to the Stadium, none of this would have happened. All of them would be alive. Everyone would be alive. I’d be safe with Mari and Miko. Dhyla would still be here. It was all my fault. Everything was my fault.
Shannon grabbed me and held me. I felt like a fool. She was wounded, but she was holding me up. How could she be so strong? Why was I so weak? I was secure just a minute ago. What happened?
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s okay. We all need to let it out sometimes. You can’t hold it in forever.”
Shannon stopped and wrapped her arms around me. I held onto her, working to find her warmth in the chill of the night and searching for my connection to humanity. Shannon shushed my whimpers and rubbed my back.
I couldn’t stay here. We couldn’t stop in the middle of danger, but death’s cold voice had caught up with me. Its laugh echoed in my ears and pierced my soul.
I pulled myself away. I had to be stronger than this. I stared into Shannon’s sunburned face. Why was she so nice to me? She just met me. Her warm nature made me feel worse.
Jonas walked over a put a hand on my shoulder. “You okay?”
I glanced over at him. The party had stopped moving forward. Everyone was staring at me.
“Can you keep going?” His face was full of concern.
I nodded a few times, increasing my strength with each bob of my head.
“Then, let’s get to it. We’re sitting ducks out here,” he said.
I forced myself to move forward. I had to be strong for others. I did my best to lift some of Shannon’s weight, but she wasn’t leaning on me as much as she was a few moments ago. I wanted to complain, even to scream at her that it was okay, that I was fine. Deep down, I think she knew I wasn’t okay, and she wanted to show me her own resolve.
I tugged at her wrist and hefted up my body a little more to force her to lean on me. “I’m okay. I’m here for you.”
She glanced at me, acknowledged my words, and a few moments later my body was weighed down with another fifteen pounds of Shannon’s weight. Through my struggle, a tear slid down my cheek. It was warm, but I was happy and proud that I could be there for someone else. That I could possibly be the Dhyla that Shannon needed in her life.
After another half mile, we reached the Razorback Township. Our escort guided us into a small house near the center. He stood outside for a minute as another group of people made their way toward us.
The short man stood in front of Jonas. “He wants to see you and the girl.” The man pointed a flattened hand at me.
Jonas turned his eyes toward me, and then back at the man. “That’s fine.”
“We will tend to the other two. No harm will come to them.”
Several people came out from the crowd and gently put their arms around Shannon.
“Will they be okay?” I asked the man, but he didn’t answer. I turned to Shannon. “Will you be okay? Do you want me to come with you?” I asked. The words seemed weird coming from my mouth, but I needed to be with Shannon. I didn’t want to let her go.
“I’ll be fine,” Shannon said. “Get in there and find out what this guy wants?”
I nodded and wiped my face with my sleeves. I still wasn’t myself. Irrationality and fear tore at my bones and joints. I needed to pull myself together.
I watched a few women move Shannon and Pyra into a building close by. Pyra had a severe wound in her side, and her right arm was limp.
Jonas called out to me as my gaze lingered. “You’re not hurt are you—cause if you need to—”
“No… no, I’m fine. I’m just a bit shaken up.” I wanted to lie down and give my mind a few minutes to reel my heart back in, but we needed to go.
Jonas came and rested his hands on my shoulders. I glanced up into his face. He looked so much like Rylan that it was almost scary. “You sure you’re alright?”
“Yes,” I said. There was no doubt where Rylan got his caring nature from. “I’m not hurt.”
“So, on the way here…”
He was referring to my breakdown with Shannon. I shook my head. “It was nothing. I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine. I was a wreck. At the worst possible time, I had fallen apart. I had to be stronger than this.
“Okay, let’s go,” he said.
The short man held back the drape to the house behind him. Jonas and I exchanged glances and walked in. The house was just the same as all the others: a small kitchen, a living area, and a bathroom in the corner. Everything was where it should be, except there was no one in the house.
The short man walked around to the kitchen and, as weird as it sounds, he opened the small oven and crawled inside, feet first. I thought this was a joke, but soon his whole body disappeared.
“Whenever you’re ready,” he called in a monotone with no hint at comedy.
Jonas shrugged and followed him.
I had to be losing my mind. Maybe, I did die, and I was in some kind of out-of-body dream where up was down, and down was up, maybe there would be “drink me” bottles and “eat me” cookies.
I spun my body around to put my feet inside. After a few seconds, my toes hit a few rungs stuck in some kind of hard rock surface. The more I wiggled inside, the more I understood that I was on some kind of ladder.
I crawled down until it ended and found myself in a sort of basement area about twice the size of the house above me. The ceiling was low, but it was comfortable for me. Jonas however, had to hunch over. There were wood beams holding up the roof and a pile of supplies in one corner. Everything from food to concrete was stacked there.
The room was dark, lit up only by two oil lamps and a flurry of LED lights that radiated from the far corner. It smelled of loose soil, motor oil, and root vegetables. I saw at least two tunnels that were just large enough for a narrow man to fit inside. I almost laughed aloud. Jonas was right. Whoever this guy was, he was obsessed with finding a way out of this prison—if that was even possible.
“Trivet, I brought Jonas and the girl,” the short man said.
Trivet had his back to us. In front of him was a pixelated projection of what appeared to be a video game. A large, square sphere was eating dots backward on the screen. It was as if the back of the square’s head was absorbing the square dots. It reminded me a lot of the game Yellow Man, but the game was older somehow, antiquated.
 The square player shot around the screen until a blue square with eyes killed it.
“Damn,” Trivet said. His voice was low but sharp.
He spun around on his chair before he flew into a standing position. He was a little younger than Jonas, maybe thirty, with a thick goatee. Under a bush of hair was skin so fair that I could see a few veins along his temple. He had a slim build and sharp, green eyes that seemed to move around constantly in his head, as though the whole room was a video game and he didn’t want to miss any secret moves.
He stared at Jonas for a minute before his gaze fell on me. His expression widened, and he took a few, quick steps until he was right in front of me.
“You did good, Jonas,” he said. “She’s still alive.”
I didn’t understand Trivet’s words. Why was he so concerned about me?
“It’s not that I don’t appreciate you saving our lives and all, but what is this all about?” Jonas asked.
“About?” Trivet turned to face Jonas. “What it’s always been about. If I’m one thing, my friend, I think I’m pretty persistent.”
“So, you have a way out?”
“No, my friend, you have the way. I’m just going to show you how to use it.” He turned back toward me, a toothy smile on his face.
I took a step back. He was crowding me. His eyes seemed as though they had some x-ray vision, and suddenly I felt like I didn’t have any clothes on. Before I could get too far away, he grabbed my left hand and kneeled down to examine it closely. I was shocked and exchanged glances with Jonas. It was as if he were going to propose.
“Don’t worry, I don’t bite,” he said.
His nimble fingers slid over my hand. His movements were soft but accurate. I could only imagine that it was from playing videos games from days on end. Jonas hadn’t told me Trivet was a gamer. It didn’t take long for me to figure it out from his pale skin, the basement-like room, and the mounds of computer equipment.
“Ahh, there it is,” he said to himself. “It’s much smaller than I thought.”
I concentrated on what he was touching. It was near the center of my hand, almost where the two joints of my middle and ring finger came together in a V-shape.
“What is it?” Jonas asked.
“It’s the way out,” Trivet replied. “Your friend Paeton was blessed by somebody a long time ago with one of only a few Master Keys.”
“Master Key? What are you talking about?” I asked and pulled my hand back.
He looked slightly offended that I had retrieved my left hand. He eyed my hand longingly as I held it over my chest and covered my left hand with my right.
“How did you think you were robbing all those banks, Paeton? Good luck?” he asked.
Standing, he twisted his head and glanced into my eyes. My embarrassment ripped into my back.
“Wow, funny. You didn’t know—weird,” he said.
His words cut into me, but I didn’t know why. He was accusing me of knowing something that there is no way I could know.
“Okay, explanation please, for the technology challenged,” Jonas said.
Trivet walked back toward his seat. “Your friend, Paeton, was given a gift of precious technology years ago. When, who knows? Why, who knows? But it’s big, and it changes everything.”
“Again, need more details.” Jonas wagged his head and put a hand on his hip.
Trivet sighed, and his face darkened. He spun around in his seat and picked up a PCD.
“It works like this. Everything has a key. Like a key to a door, a password is a key to a computer. When the D-Tags were created, the purpose was to track people. Seems easy enough, but tracking data needed to be constantly uploaded to computer systems. Real-time data is different than true tracking data. Real-time data is passed into RAM and sent to destinations. Government tracking needs to be stored in databases, which have to save each bit of information. Millions of people multiplied by date and place and class is a lot of information. Not to mention, the information is taken at places where thousands of people gather, overloading the computers at the capture site. Because of these problems, most computers track with delayed algorithms.
“By the time someone or something has moved through the system, sure the computers can find them, but sometimes they find the person too late or give them access to something special too late. So, in order to move faster, the great and powerful ‘they’ created the class chip. Class chips mainly are RAM based computers that store not only class data but also the last purchasing data from any registered capture site. In this way, computers can gain quick access to who a person is and how much money they have. So basically, you go buy a stick of gum. The computer at the store checks the credit of the person, delivers the money to the vendor, but at the same time updates the class chip with location, class, and most importantly, how much money is in the account.”
“So, what’s a Master Key?” Jonas asked.
“A Master Key is simply an override chip to a class chip. If a computer sees the Master Key, it ignores all other data and assumes that the person with the key is an administrator to the computer and therefore gains full, unrestricted access.”
Jonas stared at Trivet for a long time before the weight of their stares shifted onto me. I glanced down at my left hand. I didn’t understand everything that Trivet was saying.
“So, what you are telling me is that Paeton can open any computer-based lock?” Jonas asked.
“Yes, provided that the computer system allows for a Master Key override.”
I stood there in shock. Dhyla had told me about this, but I never understood it until now. This key, this computer inside my hand, really was the way into the Summit.
My mind spun with a million questions. I took a step forward. “Are there more Master Keys?”
“Yes, I’d say hundreds of them,” Trivet said.
His answer should’ve made me feel better, but I deflated. I was special to Dhyla, Sun Hi, and Escerica, but if they could get another key, why would they need me?
“But…” he started. “I’d never heard of one inside a human before you. What you have is different, because it can be snuck past all types of detection equipment.”
I perked a bit. I’m not sure why exactly. A few days ago I was ready to abandon this rebel world, maybe even a few hours ago. Escerica needed me, but I was starting to feel like I needed them.
Trivet turned around and faced his computer. Grabbing a keyboard, he started to type in a few words on the screen, and to my surprise, my face appeared in the pixilated projection, and not just one. There were dozens upon dozens of images of my face. These weren’t random pictures. They were stills from video feeds. The same video feeds from all the ATMs that I had stolen from over the last two years. In some images, it was just me and my hoodie. In other video feeds, I had large glasses and heavy makeup. Every disguise that I had thought up was now displayed, from the elaborate to the simple. They were all there.
Trivet saw through me into my sins and displayed them for anyone to see. My stomach tightened with the constant worry.
“When Dhyla first told me about you, I was curious,” he said.
Dhyla? Had this guy talked with Dhyla? I tried to remember. When Dhyla showed up at the Escerica Compound a few days after me and Sun Hi, she said she had been out talking to a few, important people. I couldn’t believe this was one of those people. In the back of my mind, I was thinking maybe she was talking to a senator or some wealthy stockholder that secretly wanted to help. I never thought she’d be conversing with a prisoner.
The more I was in the Escerica world, the more I believed that everything I had seen in movies or in an online series was just a big lie.
Trivet continued, “It took a while, but I was able to call in a few favors to find out that there was a mysterious person who had been stealing from all over Atlanta.”
He turned his head toward me. “And just so you know, Dhyla didn’t tell me you were a thief. She just said that there was a girl who had the ability to hack into random computer systems.” He put his attention back on the screen. “Then, I remembered a news feed about a few small robberies and thought, what would I do if I was a Lower-C on the street? I’d go get me some money!” He said the last part like he was some kind of redneck comedian. “I started my research from there. When you ended up on TV at the Perimeter Market, I had my first visual. I tracked your photograph back through a few files that my hacker friends gave me access to.”
I wondered, what kind of friends did he have? How was he doing all of this—while in prison no less? I had heard of criminals running drug cartels while in prison, but he was following leads that he could only get through computer access to secure systems.
“Once I located your mom—”
“Stop!” I said. “You… You don’t have the right to spy on my mother.” Anger coursed through my veins and blasted me with surges of adrenaline. The regret I felt over killing the woman in the woods faded as the new emotions flooded my body.
“I don’t want to hear this,” I said. “Don’t mention my mother!”
My mind cooled as I stared at him, but my fingers tightened into fists. I wasn’t sure if I would strike him, so I took a step back.
“But—” Trivet started.
“No. You say what you want about me, but not about my mom.” It didn’t feel right for him to give me a play-by-play of my life. To go through all of what I had been through like it was some kind of book that needed a quick recap for the reader. I knew who I was. I didn’t want to remember my mother in any way except how she was in my memories.
Trivet made a gesture toward Jonas. I couldn’t see his lips or anything, but I had the feeling that it was about me, about my attitude.
I didn’t like talking about my mother. I had made up in my mind to remember what I wanted and to keep away from anything that was even closely related to her death. I already had my android phobia, and I was coping with Dhyla’s death. I didn’t need any more extra baggage. One day that I’d deal it—all of it, but at that moment, it was too painful.
Trivet’s tone became agitated. “Fine, I’ll stop talking about you. At this point, your family doesn’t matter all that much anyway.”
He said his last sentence like he was a five-year-old. My blood boiled. I wanted to reach over and yank his arms off.
Trivet completed a few turns on his chair before stopping with his foot pressed against an old computer. “Jonas, do you remember someone named Ricardo Diaz?”
Jonas’s face darkened. “Yes, there’s not a day when I don’t remember that crackpot.”
“He was no crackpot.” Trivet smiled. He typed six or seven quick strokes on his keyboard, and a Latino man showed up on the screen. The screen was separated into four sections. In the first section, there was a headshot of Ricardo Diaz. He looked normal except his hair was a little on the unkempt side, and he wore thick-rimmed glasses.
In the second screen, he was giving a lecture at an unnamed university to a thousand or so students.
“Diaz came to me seven—no, maybe eight years ago, saying he had the key to removing the class system for good,” Jonas said. 
He took a few steps toward Trivet and rested his hand on Trivet’s shoulder. Jonas eyed the screen as though he was remembering an old conversation. “I requested his literature and ended up investing a few million in him. I heard later that he raised some crazy amount of money via one of those crowd-funding websites. Fast-forward to now, and where is he? Gone with all that money.”
“What if I tell you that he succeeded, well, sort-of?” Trivet asked.
“What are you talking about?”
“Check this out.” Trivet tapped a few more keystrokes.
The bottom quarter of the split-screen magnified. Inside, there was a class of children. Ricardo Diaz stood at the front of the room. Off to the side were two people, an older man and a woman who I supposed was the teacher. Both for whatever reason appeared familiar, but I didn’t remember anyone named Ricardo Diaz. So why did the other two adults seem so familiar to me?
I drew closer to the screen. Trivet giggled in his seat, and I exchanged a glance with Jonas, who looked more puzzled than I was.
“You notice anything?” Trivet asked.
“Nothing. I have no idea what this is,” Jonas said.
“I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to Paaaay-ton.” Trivet’s voice pitched high as though he was dangling a great mystery over my head.
Involuntarily, my body moved closer to the screen. My stomach tightened, and my hands fumbled at my shoulders trying to grasp my backpack straps which weren’t there. “Is that… is that…” My words fumbled around in my mouth.
Trivet tapped a few buttons. The screen zoomed into one of the kids sitting in the class near the front. It was a little girl. Her eyes were fixed on Ricardo Diaz as she listened to his every word. The more I gazed at her image, the more I couldn’t believe it. She had brown hair, brown eyes, and a round, little face. She sat up high with her butt firmly pressing down on her right calf because her leg was tucked under her body.
My mouth felt dry. My heart rattled against my ribcage.
“Is that me?”



CHAPTER 16
I stood transfixed. There I was in pixelated color as an eight-year-old child, watching this Ricardo Diaz guy. I didn’t know what to say or think.
Trivet laughed, then zoomed back out so we could see the whole scene again. “Bingo, that’s you Miss Paeton. It’s the great circle of destiny.”
I replayed the actual event in my mind, but it was all a blur. I searched the classroom for any other clues. After a few moments, I saw something else that I had a hard time understanding.
“Can you zoom in on those two people, just there at the front of the class?” I asked.
“Sure,” Trivet said.
A few moments later, I realized the person who was a principal was actually…
“Mr. Palmer?” I asked myself, trying to confirm with my own memories of what had happened in this scene from my past.
He was slightly younger with a bit less, gray hair and sober. He had on a navy-blue suit that looked like it was pretty expensive. I had only thought about Mr. Palmer a few times since he had killed himself to save my life. I didn’t want to think about his sacrifice. Too many people were dead, and it was hard for me to digest all of the painful information.
An idea shot through my brain—oh my God. Were these people watching over me?
Before I could say anything, Trivet started talking again. “Palmer, huh, well that makes sense. I was working on the link between Diaz and you. Now, all the pieces are in place.” Trivet leaned back and exhaled. “Finally.”
He seemed pleased with himself as if my whole life was a jigsaw puzzle that he’d spent the last few days piecing together.
“Wha—What is all of this? What does this mean?” I asked.
“It’s simple.” Trivet said, spinning back around in his chair. He eyed me and Jonas before his expression widened. “You two are different sides of the same coin.”
I glanced over at Jonas, not quite understanding what Trivet meant.
Trivet leaned back, his hands resting on the back of his head. “Diaz knew that to change things he had to create something that would disrupt the current status quo. To do so, he got some money to create a chip that could be powered by a human electrical field. Then, he got twenty-nine test subjects to host the chip.”
“So, what you’re saying is—” I began.
“Yes my dear, you are the subject of an experiment in social structure.”
“B-B-But how? Why?”
“I’m not sure what was Diaz’s end game. I can only speculate that he wanted to create anomalies in the security system, not unlike many of the Trojans and worm-like viruses for computers.”
“Computer viruses.” Jonas took a step forward. “You’re saying I paid for Paeton to be a walking, talking computer virus.”
I eyed Jonas, but I understood his disdain.
Trivet ran his finger under his nose. “Yes. Well, you paid for it by mistake—sort of.”
“What happened to this guy?” I asked.
“He’s dead. Died in the Five-Day-R. He was on the brink of mass production of the chips when everything went bad.”
“So besides me, there are twenty-eight others who have this ability?”
“As far as we know, yes. I did find out that Diaz had been in contact with a few, elementary schools. Who knows if he implanted any of those other kids or not? As far as we know, there could be a mini army of people out there like you, Paeton.”
“Or,” Jonas narrowed his eyes. “Or, you could be the only one.”
“That too,” Trivet said. “I did create a list of the twenty-nine students from Paeton’s class. I have been trying to track them down. So far I’ve only been able to locate seven of them. Only one lives in Georgia. Like Paeton, he has stayed off the grid. I’m not sure if any of them are helping the national branches of Escerica or not. They could just be petty thieves, never living up to their potential as a true superhero.”
A twinge of sarcasm laced Trivet’s voice. A crawling itchiness slid up my back, making me feel the awkwardness of this whole situation. Part of me wanted to be the super, badass chick that saved the kingdom, er, the state. However, I still had doubts that I was anything more than just a Lower-C who was lucky enough to get some kind of technological, mutant power.
With my past not only catching up to me but whopping me over the head, my brain spun. I stumbled over to a nearby wall. My fingers grasped the rough surface as my world began to blur into orbs of muted color. I didn’t understand why this information was so overwhelming, but my body was shaking. I couldn’t wrap enough intelligence around it for things to seem logical. 
Jonas came over. 
“You okay?” he asked.
“I think… I think I need some air.”
He guided me back to the ladder, and I fumbled my way back up to the main floor. I made my way outside and almost collapsed three feet from the door. Both my hands and my knees were in the cold dirt, my back arched over the ground.
Jonas reached me and kneeled down beside me as tears streaked down my face.
“I don’t want this,” I said. “I never wanted any of this. I just want to be normal, to paint my toes, and like boy bands. This is too much. I’m just sixteen.”
He wrapped his arms around me and tightened them until I couldn’t move. My arms were pressed against my chest but for whatever reason, it felt good, felt safe. He didn’t say anything. He just held me, like any good parent would.
“I need help—I still need someone. I still needed her. Why did she have to die? Why did she leave me like this? Why couldn’t she be here?”
My mental flood gate blasted open. Every single thing I had successfully held back spilled out. Seeing myself and knowing how the puzzle fit together was hard for me to comprehend at eight-years-old, but it was worse now that I was sixteen. It meant that my mother knew. She knew what Diaz was doing, and she signed me up.
“Why would she let Diaz implant me? Didn’t she know what trouble that would cause? Didn’t she know the government would be after me all my life? Why didn’t she tell me? Why did she hide me? Why did she… get herself killed?”
I rattled on a million “whys” but Jonas didn’t have the answers. No one did. Everyone who knew the truth was dead. My mother, Diaz, even Dhyla knew more than what she told me. I was the one who was clueless.
The shutters atop my bones stopped, and I reigned in my emotions. “I’m okay,” I said. “I’m just… just…”
Jonas released me.
I dabbed my palms to the bottoms of my eyes to remove the tears. I rolled onto my butt and sat forward. “I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Jonas said. “You’re stronger than you know.”
I glanced at him for a moment before turning my eyes away. I needed to find the strength, but it wasn’t coming. A second or two later, his voice cracked and he began talking. “What I did, before—when I was with Vogel and the Rattlers.”
I turned my gaze back toward him. My heart tightened as his eyes turned glossy.
“I killed someone—a boy, barely fifteen, I think. I did it because Vogel told me to, because it was either the boy or me. I told myself that I was doing it for Rylan and Noriah. I told myself that I had to survive to get back to them. I told myself a million lies, but at the end of it all… I did as I was told.”
“Is that why you left?” I asked, my words slow and cautious.
“No, that’s what I had to do to join. The true horror came later. If Vogel is anything, he’s efficient. I was his number one, military trained, smart and resourceful. After two years, I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t say I wanted to help people if all I did was hurt them. I’d rather die than live like that.”
His words rattled the corners of my mind. He had knowingly killed, and someone barely older than Rylan was at the time. I didn’t know what to think. I was still trying to figure everything out. I admired Jonas, his strength, and his dream.
His face tightened, and I could see his previous emotions boiling on his skin. “I left and asked for a new township. We had twenty people when we started. Before the Death Days that fall, we had ballooned to fifty. After that first Death Days, we were barely nine. Vogel had made us—me—his mission. He did exactly what he said he would do, and hurt me in every way possible. But we grew despite him, and now we are over two hundred strong. We’re the smallest of the townships, but agile, smart, and lean.”
I watched his body clam up and wanted to reach out to assure him. What he had done was terrible, but he found a way to get over it. He had helped Shannon and Pyra and the others. He made them happy and safe. Maybe, I could do that, too.
I forced a smile. “Can you give me a minute, please? I’ll be okay. I promise.”
He nodded a few times, stood, and walked back into the house. I stared into the darkness around the township. I was embarrassed. I had made a fool of myself. What would Dhyla think of me right now? What would my mother think? They both had made sacrifices for me, and I was letting them down. It was just so hard. Having millions of people counting on me to change the world was bad enough. Add to that the fact that I was in jail, where I could die at any moment, and I find out that all of this was some sort of elaborate plan, maybe even made by my mother. How else could Diaz implant me?
After a few moments, I searched for the building that Shannon was taken to. It didn’t take me long to discover which one it was. I went over, pulled back the tarp at the door, and entered a double house. Where the kitchen should have been was an open area which connected to the living quarters of the second part of the building. A kitchen and bathroom were at the very far end. This gave the place enough room for about twenty-four cots to cover the floor.
Pyra and Shannon were both near the kitchen area. They had two cots separating them and someone was working to complete the bandages around Pyra’s stomach.
I made my way through the cots and sat down next to Shannon. Her sleepy eyelids raised a bit as she watched me.
“Hey, Paeton. Just my luck, right?” Her words came out slow. “You walk away virtually unhurt, and I have a huge gash in my leg.”
She was trying to sound upbeat. For all of her talk about being unlucky, she always found a way to survive.
“How bad is it?” I asked.
“Not that bad. I can walk and possibly run, but they did put six stitches in it. The arrow cut about a quarter inch of the outside muscle. So it hurts something awful, but I don’t have to lie around.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“What’d you mean?”
“I mean, you’re hurt so, why not just sit this one out? Ya know, the Death Days. Why not just sit out the next forty-eight hours?”
I don’t know what I was saying. I think I wanted validation for my feelings. Maybe I was worried about succeeding or about failure. I couldn’t tell what it was. My mind was so jumbled, and I still didn’t understand what it all truly meant. I wanted someone to tell me that it was okay to not want to fight.
Shannon released a nervous giggle. “Sit it out? I wish, but no one is spared in a war. If someone comes through that door down there…” She pointed to the exit. “And wants to kill me, they are not going to say, ‘Oh she’s hurt, let’s move on.’” Her face tightened as though her leg were bothering her. Once the feeling passed, she glanced at me with a bright smile. “Until everyone is safe, none of us are.”
My gaze roamed around the room, avoiding Shannon. I was ashamed. Why wasn’t I as strong as Shannon? Why couldn’t she carry one of the Master Keys?
“Have you ever felt safe? I mean, ever, like before you were in here?” I asked.
“Sure. I felt pretty safe in my house with my mom and brother. It did help that we all kept a baseball bat under each of our beds.” She laughed. “What about you?”
“I don’t remember… Before the Five-Day-R, when I was nine, I did. I don’t remember having nightmares before that, and I know I didn’t have my phobia back then.”
“You have a phobia? I do too. Can’t stand snakes, or ducks for that matter. Everyone understands the snakes, but they never get the ducks. But those little, green and brown bastards bite.”
The mood lightened a bit, and I was glad that she had mentioned the ducks even though it did seem like a weird phobia.
She rolled her body forward on the cot. “What are you afraid of?”
“Androids.”
“Eck, I can understand that. I hate them, too. Don’t you know they put people in them? Gross, right?” Her face scrunched up as though she could see one in her mind.
“I had one fall on me when I was nine. The helmet was off.”
Her face widened, and she leaned over to rub my arm. “Ooh, I can only imagine. You were nine. Yeah, I think I’d have a phobia, too.” Her eyebrows tightened. “Is that what’s wrong? Are you thinking about androids? If you are, don’t worry, only prisoners participate in the Death Days.”
“No, that’s not it.”
She stared at me for a long time. My eyes met hers, but I had a hard time holding my gaze.
“You… You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” she said.
I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to talk about anything. I wanted to go back into my little world where I had built a brick wall to keep people out. I didn’t care if they were good or bad people. I liked my wall. It kept me safe, but I wasn’t safe anymore.
I had to find a way to break it down, but removing the imaginary bricks frightened me. Each one had been placed there for a specific reason, even if I couldn’t remember why.
I stared at Shannon. Her face longed to know the truth.
“When I… When I lost my mom, it was really hard for me,” I started. “I was sent to live with another lady and taken away from my friends at school. I had no one. When I was afraid, I was just afraid. When I was lonely, I was alone. I stopped wanting to make friends. I didn’t want to love anyone.”
I stopped. I had to gather my strength. Tears welled in my eyes. Shannon reached out and grabbed my hand.
“If I didn’t love people then when they left me or died or whatever, it wouldn’t hurt. That was my life. I only let a few people in, just enough to keep myself sane. That’s why this is so hard…”
“What… What is so hard?”
“Being this person that everyone thinks can save them. And it’s worse now… because there might be more people like me, which means I have a choice. I didn’t have a choice before.”
A ton of weight seemed to be crushing my heart. I wanted to rip it out, tear the pain out of me, but I had to focus. I had to stay in control.
“Paeton, I’m not sure I’m with you. I’m like, really confused.”
I stared at her patchy, red marks. There was something about Shannon, her innocence that made me feel better. “I am too…”
I glanced at her eyebrows twitching. With more Master Key holders, I didn’t have to be the one to take down the Summit. Someone else could come forward and take my place. I wasn’t the proverbial chosen one anymore. I had a choice. While it might be difficult to find someone else, it was possible.
That’s why I was so afraid. When Trivet told me I wasn’t the only one, I should’ve been relieved. Someone else could pick up this burden I had been carrying for the last week. But for some reason, I felt worse. It was almost like I wasn’t needed. My new friends could abandon me to try and find a better Paeton, like my doppelgänger on the news.
Shannon waved me closer to her with her left hand. I kneeled down, and we held each other for a few seconds. It was nice to feel like I had a friend, even if we did just meet. She didn’t understand everything. My mind was just starting to put all the pieces together. She probably thought I was a blabbering idiot, if not just a regular idiot. I was just glad that she’d listened. It did feel better to tell someone.
“You should get some rest,” Shannon said.
I didn’t argue. I pulled away and lay down on the cot next to hers. I made myself comfortable and faced the ceiling. She gave me three encouraging pats on my shoulder and after a few seconds, my eyes closed.



CHAPTER 17
After few deep breaths, I was able to calm down and drift into a world of complete darkness away from the turmoil of the prison.
A few flashes of harsh light struck my eyes. I winced against the sun as it poured down through crisp, green trees. The smell of polish sausage and freshly baked bread drifted on the breeze with a hint of magnolia.
It didn’t take me long to remember where I was. This was the second tier of the city. Gray sidewalks ran next to the street where dozens of magnacars flew along quietly. Trees grew out of brick terraces surrounded by all sorts of flowers and grasses. In the distance were the tops of buildings, because the bulk of the buildings were beneath this level. Everything was clean, neat, and manicured. Street vendors dotted the sidewalks. They were probably Lower-Cs selling wares with authorized visas, but there were no repugnant smells, trash, graffiti, or homeless people.
A tug on my arm drew my attention, and I glanced up to my right. My mother smiled.
“C’mon Paety. Once our visit with Dr. Diaz is over, we’ll go get some ice cream. How’s that sound?”
“Good,” I said. The voice was like mine, but with the higher register of younger vocal cords.
We entered into a building that appeared much like the others. The building’s glass was washed to a perfect shine, and the sky reflected back toward me with a light green hue. For whatever reason, the green sky bothered me.
My mother and I entered an elevator and traveled down to the twenty-fourth floor where we exited. After turning a few corners, we came to a door with the title “Nanorobotics and Applied Electronic Medicine.” Once inside, I saw a little girl with hair colored in blonde and brown streaks. I recognized her immediately and lit up from the inside out.
“Chloe!” I yelled.
I broke free from my mom’s grasp and ran over to her.
“Hey, Paeton.” She smiled and gave me a hug, but her eyes stared at the floor. Her pink face was flush, and her nose was red.
“What’s wrong?”
I watched her green eyes zigzag for a second before they focused back on me. “I had to get a shot. It was in my hand. It’s supposed to protect me from a new kind of virus that’s spreading.”
“Oh, my mom says I’m here for something like that, too.”
“I don’t like shots.”
“Can I see?” I asked.
She held out her hand, and I grasped it in mine. In the center of her left palm was a red dot with dark pink circling it.
“It looks like it hurt,” I said.
“It did. Momma says they put a little robot in me that will keep me safe.”
“Is it like our neck trackers?” I asked pointing to my clavicle.
She shrugged. “I’m tired of getting shots and stuff. I just wanna go home.”
“Well, my mom says that she’s taking me for ice cream afterward. Maybe, you can ask your mom to meet us?”
“We’ve got ice cream at home, and I’m tired. I’ll see you on Monday in class.”
“Oh, okay.” All of my enthusiasm drained away as I stared into her tormented face.
Her mother finished up at the admittance station then turned around toward Chloe. “Ready to go?” her mother asked.
“Yes, ma’am,” Chloe said, before turning to me. “See you later.”
“Okay, see you.”
Her mother clasped her daughter’s right hand and guided her out of the office waiting area.
I walked over to my mother, who was standing at the admittance station, signing some paperwork.
“Why do I have to get another shot?” I asked.
“It’s for your protection, Paety,” she said.
“But what if I don’t want to be protected?”
“Did your little friend tell you something?”
“Yes…”
“What did she say?”
“She said it hurt.” I avoided my mother’s eyes as she glanced down from the computerized clipboard that she was signing.
She put the pen on top of the clipboard and passed it to the woman on the other side of the desk. A warm smile appeared on my mother’s lips. “C’mon,” she said and outstretched a hand toward a few chairs near the windows.
We sat down, and I took a brief look outside. The world on the other side looked dirty and dark. It had to be noon. The sun was shining when we entered the building, but I didn’t understand why it so dark in the office. My mother had told me that we lived on the second tier of the city and anything below it wasn’t as nice, but I didn’t know what she meant.
“Are you afraid, Paeton?” my mother asked.
“Yes,” I said. “I don’t want to be hurt. I don’t want something inside me that will hurt.”
Her face brightened, but her forehead tightened.
“Do you know that you started off inside of me?” she asked.
“Yes, I know that.”
“And do you know how much pain it was to get you out?”
“No…”
“Well, it was a lot of pain. I had a lot of shots, and that was just the beginning.”
I stared at her and adjusted in my seat. My leg slid back and underneath my butt.
She put her hand on my head and ran her thumb over my eyebrows. “I went through a lot of pain, but in the end I had you. And I’m so happy that I did. Aren’t you happy I had you?”
I nodded. “Yes.”
“All the pain that I thought was so bad left as soon as I saw your face. Even if it was a hundred times as bad, I’d do it all over again just to have my little Paeton. You were worth it.”
She opened her arms, and I pulled myself into her embrace. I laid my head on her shoulder and smelled her perfume of black cherries and wine. As her arms wrapped tightly around me, I gazed out into the gloomy world beyond the green glass.
A door thumped open behind us, and I turned to see Dr. Diaz. He stood, focused with his hair slightly out of place on his head. He had a long white coat on over some khaki pants and brown, loafer-type shoes that looked almost like house slippers.
“Paeton Washington,” he said.
My mother released me.
“You ready?” she asked.
I nodded.
My mother and I followed Dr. Diaz through the waiting room door into a mini-maze of hallways. A few other doctors and nurses were there along with a few more children. I recognized a few of them, but there was at least one boy that I didn’t know.
We stopped at a room with a desk, cabinets, and faucet. In the middle of the room was an exam table that reminded me of a kitchen island. There were two chairs, one next to the exam table, and another under the desk. Dr. Diaz pulled the chair out from under the desk and sat down.
“Can you climb up here for me, Paeton?” he asked, gesturing to the exam table.
I glanced at my mother. Her eyebrows arched high on her head. “C’mon Paety.”
I nodded and climbed up on the table.
“Do you need help?” Dr. Diaz asked.
“No, I got it,” I said.
After I was settled and nervously kicking my legs against the yellow plywood on the base of the exam table, Dr. Diaz rolled his chair closer to me. He put his hands out and gently touched my calves, stopping me from kicking the table.
“Do you know why you are here, Paeton?” he asked.
“Cause I need to get a shot for some electronic disease,” I said.
He chuckled. “Sort of. I’ve known your mother for a few years. I told her about…” he paused and glanced over at my mother. She sat down, keeping eye-contact with Dr. Diaz.
My mother finished his broken sentence. “Paeton, the world is a bad place. And people’s ideas can be like diseases. In our world you have …” She glanced up as though she were trying to figure out the perfect words. “…Selfie-itis, Social-Mediocrity, Panic-plasia, Gover-D.C. Worry-ity. But right now, we’re more worried about Big Brother mixed with Social Hierarchy Aphasia.”
I didn’t understand any of the words that she was saying. They seemed garbled. I wondered if she was talking about diseases at all, but I couldn’t comprehend anything else. I knew what a selfie was, and that was far from some kind of sickness.
“Dr. Diaz has created something that may help you to be immune. This shot will make it so that all those things won’t hurt you, and maybe one day, you can pass your immunity on to others,” she said.
“Okay,” I said.
“Do you have any questions for Dr. Diaz?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Okay. Remember, we’ll go for ice cream right after.”
I nodded again.
“You’re a brave girl,” Dr. Diaz said.
He pulled out a syringe and rotated around in the seat. After opening a drawer, he reached in and pulled out a vial. He held it up. Something inside it sparkled. I only saw it for a second, but something had reflected the light in the room into my eyes.
He put the syringe into the vial and drew what looked like clear gel into the syringe. Then, he spun back around and gave me a half-hearted smile. I glanced back at my mother for support.
She rubbed my shoulder. “I’m right here.” 
He reached for my left hand. My stomach twisted inside of me. I didn’t want the pain that Chloe had felt. I didn’t understand why this was happening or what these odd diseases were that my mother was talking about.
“It’ll be alright, Paety,” my mother said.
I gulped and held out my hand. The needle pricked my skin, and a wave of pain fired into my arm. The muscles in my arm fought against my mind. The needle screwed into my hand.
After a second, it was over and Dr. Diaz wiped the area with an alcohol swab.
“See, all done,” he said. “Not too bad.”
I shook my head, but a few tears ran down my cheeks.
My mother guided me to the front of the office. She and Dr. Diaz talked on the way.
“Thanks again for the introduction to Paeton’s class,” he said.
“Let’s just hope that you are right,” my mother said.
“Either way, this is an experiment in time, not technology.”
My eight-year-old mind couldn’t grasp the meaning behind their conversation. All I knew was that my hand was hurting, I was in a doctor’s office, and I was going for ice cream because I had been a good girl.
I held onto my mother’s waist as she signed out. After she exchanged hopeful glances with Dr. Diaz, my mother and I left the twenty-fourth floor. We used the elevator to rise back to the Middle Tier and the world that I understood.
 
***
 
My eyelids flew open. The dark ceiling flickered with orange lamplight. My skin felt sticky and sweat beads pooled on my skin. I sat up on the cot and put one leg over the side. My other leg, I pulled underneath me. I was in the emergency room of the Razorback Township.
My subconscious mind had found some of the information that I had forgotten for all of these years. There was no way that I would remember a random doctor’s visit. Especially if I received ice cream at the end, happy memories don’t always stick like sad ones do.
I grinned to myself. It was nice to see my mother again. I never recognized how much we looked like. We weren’t twins by any means, but we had the same color hair and the same baby face.
Despite my warm affection for my mother, I felt cold. My hands wrapped around my arms even though I was still covered in the dark gray coat. For a long time, I didn’t understand any of what had happened when I was eight, but the understanding took hold in my mind. I don’t think my mother and Dr. Diaz were speaking garbled ideas about some odd disease; really they were discussing the way people were, saying that people can sometimes become the disease itself. So in a way, Trivet was wrong. I wasn’t a walking virus. I was the cure.
Everyone in my class and anybody else who had been injected with this Master Key-thing was now a part of an experiment to place us into every social group. It didn’t matter if the test subjects had money in the bank or not. We could move in and out of any social world we wanted.
The concept was crazy. I had watched visa holding women get up in the middle of the night just to go to work. I had seen people’s bodies thrown in the trash because they were Lower-C.
Everything in my world made me believe that there was a group that was better than me. Although I tried to fight it, I wanted to be Upper-C. I wanted to look like them, act like them, have a billion followers on social media like them. My mind told me that I didn’t want those things, that I was content. However, deep within my heart, I was just as shallow as an Upper-C. I even wondered if things had been different if I would have been like Sarah Graham, the blonde brat who told me I would be better off dead.
With the Master Key, I wasn’t a Lower-C or Middle-C or an Upper-C. I wasn’t a part of any class. If I was a part of one then it was because I chose to be. The concept of Class Zero meant a place where everyone ended up. It was the class of death, the great equalizer. With this new information, things were different. I was Class Zero, but I wasn’t dead. I could be anything I wanted.
My emotions fought for peace. Part of my mind was angry, another part was sad. I was being torn apart. No matter where I went or whom I talked to, they all knew what I was just discovering—that I had to fight.
I had to help Escerica, not just because I had an instant computer hack in my hand, but because I understood that a person’s worth is not based on where they have been, but on what they are willing to do to make a difference. When I fought for Mari and Miko, it was because I wanted something better for them. I wasn’t special because I had some chip in my hand. If I had anything worthwhile inside of me, it was the fact that I cared. Even the people I had killed, I still cared about them. I didn’t want any of them to die or to hurt because of me. This was the thing that made me different and that, in my mind, made it important to fight.
As I sat in the dark room with a few ladies whispering off to my far right and Shannon sleeping on my left, a new kind of strength blossomed within me. If I truly wanted to feel safe again or give Mari and Miko a better life, I needed to start acting with courage and hope instead of indifference.
The tarp at the door flopped back. Jonas entered but no light entered with him, letting me know that it was still night. He walked toward me and sat down on the cot between me and Pyra, who was resting. Shannon was still asleep on the opposite cot.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Trivet has a plan to get us out of here,” he whispered.
I was hopeful, but my forehead tightened as I looked at him. “We’re in a maximum security prison. I know he’s smart, but how is that going to happen?”
“The prison design is simple but effective. At the edges of the complex, there is the sixteen-foot-tall, concrete wall. On the other side of it are two, electric fields. Even if we got past the wall, the fields would fry us. The fields can be turned off, but security protocol keeps them active for five minutes by running them on two separate generators. One of the generators is located right on the outside of the north wall. The other is located right next to Circle One. Both are behind the wall,” he said.
My brain pulsed like it was going to explode. This wasn’t information that I could use, and he wasn’t getting to the point fast enough for my mind to piece everything together.
He gave me a dark look and continued. “Trivet and his crew will break through the north wall and take out the secondary generator. All we have to do is take out the first generator and then break into Norwood’s office to disable the final piece of the security system.”
“Okaaaaaaaay, and how are we going to do this? We don’t have a password or anything,” I said.
He reached out and grabbed my left hand. “Remember, you’re the Master Key.”
I stared at my hand and then back into his face. Crix, I hated when obvious things slipped my mind.
He grinned. “Trivet believes that you can unlock the security system and disengage both the alarms and the fence.”
“I know there’s a ‘but’ coming, cause my life is never that easy.”
“Yeah well, we are in the middle of the Death Days, and Trivet is sure that the attack in the Nobody Township wasn’t a coincidence. He believes someone is watching you and that Norwood wants you dead.”
I didn’t flinch when he told me that. I had a feeling ever since I was invited into Norwood’s office that Dalton had given Norwood the task of killing me. Why else would Norwood be so upset about it when he had his own teenage daughter at home?
 “Do we know who he’s given the job to? The Originals? The Rattlers?” I asked.
“No clue. But Trivet believes that his people are still uncompromised because all of them hold onto the dream that he can free them. So, they will protect you because—”
“I’m the key to getting them out—pun intended,” I said.
“You act like it’s a bad thing, Paeton.” Jonas’s eyebrows tightened.
“It’s not. I’m just… I’m trying. I’m sorry. They’ll protect me.” I wish I could have taken those last words back. It was the old Paeton trying to come back out, but I had to find a way to keep her in check. The lone-wolf Paeton needed to disappear, and I needed to be what everyone else was: strong, confident, self-assured.
Jonas sighed. “I’ve sent three of Trivet’s people to Raj to let him know that we’ll be attacking Circle One. I’d have felt more comfortable if we still had Devin, Travis, Pyra, and Shannon, but—”
“Hey, I’m not dead.” Shannon grumbled and sat up in her bed, before placing her arms behind her for support.
I couldn’t believe this girl. I craned my head around to see her wide eyes and hopeful smile. Did she ever give up? Did she ever stop going forward?
Jonas leaned to the side to see around me. “Shannon, you’re hurt.”
“So, it’s not like you stop fighting when you’re hurt.” She thrust out her head and waved her arm around, showing her displeasure in his words.
“Look, this is not going to be easy. As far as we know, every inmate in this place is going to be coming after us, to kill us all.”
“Duh, so it makes sense that you’ll need my bow. It’s not like Paeton can shoot.” She turned to me and smiled. “No offense.”
“None taken,” I said.
“I agree,” another voice said. A few coughs followed.
We all turned around to see Pyra rising up out of bed.
“I think this is the dumbest plan I’ve ever heard of but, I really don’t want to be left in here if you guys make it out,” she said.
“Guys…” Jonas started.
“Ladies,” Pyra corrected him. “You’re the only guy here.”
“Ladies, look, you two are in bad shape.”
“So, you’d trust complete strangers with your life? We may be beaten up, but I think we can still make it.” Shannon grinned.
I turned to Shannon and then looked at Pyra. “We won’t be able to slow down. We’ll be running the whole time.”
Pyra’s face pruned, and her back twisted in anger. “Ohhh, why is she taking his side?”
“Look, just give us whatever pain meds they have in here that won’t affect our aim, and we can get moving,” Shannon said.
Jonas’s mouth opened and closed in repeated movements as he tried to figure out what to say.
I laughed and leaned over to him. “I don’t think we have a choice. I think they might shoot us if we don’t let them save our lives.”



CHAPTER 18
I helped Shannon out of her cot. She still favored her right leg. After a few steps, she pushed me away. “Now, I can’t have you helping me. I’ve got to do this on my own.”
I noticed a quick grin at the corners of her lips.
“Great,” I said. “But let me help you now, so you’ll have the strength to save me later.”
She laughed. “Yeah well, I guess that makes sense.”
I still felt bad that she had aided me during my mental breakdown a few hours ago. She wouldn’t mention it, but I wanted to prove to her—well, prove to myself that I was going to be a better person. I didn’t care if I had to become like Shannon’s clone with a side of Sun Hi and Rylan. I would be the person everyone needed me to be.
Jonas helped Pyra up. I still wasn’t that good of a person to let her whiny butt lean on me. She was stronger than she looked and moved pretty easily despite the hole in her side.
Trivet joined us on the main floor of his house. He had six more people with him, which caused the tiny space to become almost suffocating, especially with the faint, metallic blood smell in the air from Pyra and Shannon’s wounds.
Shannon slid down into a chair and removed her arm from around my neck. Pyra did the same maneuver with Jonas. I know both of them wanted to help, but I had my doubts that either would be much good in a real fight.
As Jonas walked closer to Trivet, I sat down on the floor, close to Shannon. There was an irritation near my lower back. I pulled out the empty gun, the same one I had beaten the woman in the woods to death with. I had almost forgotten I had it. I laid it on my thigh and tried to focus on Trivet.
“If you guys can, by some miraculous maneuver, make it to Circle One before the sun rises, then you’ll be in better shape,” he said.
My hand rose barely above my shoulder. “What happens when the sun rises?”
“Norwood has his morning coffee.” He glanced with eyes so intense, I couldn’t believe this was the same person. Sure, the sarcasm existed within the actual words, but there was no inflection in his voice. The words cut into me. It was almost spooky.
“He looks out over the prison in the morning. Sits right at his window and stares until he’s had two, full cups of coffee,” Jonas added.
“And how long does that take?” I asked.
“About forty-five minutes. But he does read the local news via a holo-panel or two. Unless some major event happened last night that we don’t know of, he’s going to want to see what’s happening with the Death Days in his prison.” Trivet’s stare relaxed as he glanced back and forth between me and Jonas.
“So, we’ve got about an hour,” Jonas said.
“Sure, we’ll go with that.” Trivet motioned toward the other, six people in the room. “These guys are some of my best. They ain’t Originals quality, but they can hold their own.”
A thin, Asian guy gave me a slight nod. He stood in front of four white men and one Indian man, all in their mid-twenties. The Asian guy whispered something in Trivet’s ear. 
Trivet nodded with the information and continued. “We’ve already sent a large group to the north wall. I figure they should get there around the time you guys make it to Circle One. I’ll get the last of my people moving. The thing that you have to remember is that once you destroy the generator, climb the outside wall, and break into Norwood’s office to take out the security…” He said the events as though they were some kind of grocery list. Each one of those things was more dangerous than anything I had ever done. “…then our Master Key girl here has to get into the computer and disable the main security. After that, you’ll just have a nice three mile run to the north wall to escape. Simple, really.”
I glared at him, hoping he would feel my disdain. There was nothing simple about this plan. While I did appreciate Trivet’s enthusiasm and his intelligence, I still didn’t agree with Jonas that he was smarter than anyone else in the prison. I mean Crix, I could have said, “Yeah, you twenty people go die for me so I can break through the outer wall—it’ll be a piece of cake.”
Trivet grinned and leaned back in his chair. “Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, and since this is the Death Days, you can’t let the probably hundred or so people out there with real weapons kill you. It would be bad if you died.”
Jonas sighed. He released a bit of dread as he added, “Yeah, it would be.”
Trivet slapped his hands together and stood. “Alright well, I’ll get my people together and we’ll head toward the—”
An alarm blared in the distance, a continuous whining noise that increased steadily. Soon, another joined it with the same sound, but closer and more ragged. A final one joined in so that all three of them wailed around the township.
“Shit,” the Asian guy said and shot past me. He threw the tarp at the doorway back and spun back toward the rest of us.
“What is it?” Trivet asked.
“We’re being attacked. Half the township is on fire.”
Trivet put a hand on Jonas’s shoulder. “You need to go. My people will take care of you.”
“Can you make it on your own?” Jonas asked.
Trivet cracked a smile. “Of course. Just get to Circle One.”
After a glance at the rest of us, Trivet shot out of the small house to gather any stragglers together, moving them north. I exchanged looks with Jonas and ran outside. 
“This way,” the Asian guy said. 
We followed him, crouching down and dashing across open areas.
“We have some supplies. We shouldn’t leave them if we don’t have to. Taking Circle One will be difficult.”
“Paeton go with them and try to find some weapons.” Jonas stared over the camp. He was thinking the same thing as I was—that we wouldn’t get out of there if we didn’t start fighting back. He took a step toward Shannon and Pyra. “Kill anything that moves.”
Pyra grabbed his arm. Her hand slid down, and she gripped his hand in hers. “What about you?”
“I’m going to kill anything that doesn’t move so make sure you don’t shoot me.”
“Roger that,” Shannon said.
Jonas pulled away but Pyra held on. A moment passed before she released his hand. I was a little confused by the exchange, but then again, Pyra’s injuries kept her from being as mobile. She was a sitting duck if anyone made it past her arrows.
“We need to go,” the Asian guy said.
I nodded and sped off after him. I glanced back as Jonas disappeared into the flickering night. Shannon rubbed Pyra’s shoulder as Pyra raised her bow, then Shannon did the same. 
I followed the Asian guy, and we dashed into a double house near the center of the township. It was filled to the brim with all types of weapons, from darts, to knives, to bows and arrows. 
“See anything?” he asked.
I glanced over the weapons, but none of them were right for me. I wasn’t trained in anything. “No, nothing.”
A loud noise startled him and then he turned to glance out of the window. “We need to hurry. Um…” He contracted and stretched his fingers in repeated motions. “I’m guessing that you’re not an old-fashioned kind of girl,” he said.
I shook my head. “Nahhhh. I’m uh, kinda new at this.”
“I couldn’t tell. From everything I’ve seen, you seem like you’ve been doing this all your life.” He maneuvered through the piles of equipment on the floor and hanging from the ceiling. I followed him staying at his heels.
“Surviving, yes. Killing, no.” I was trying to get back to my more sarcastic self. The irony of life fueled my soul.
“I have something that may work for you,” he said.
At an empty space near one of the walls, he leaned down and moved a few floorboards. A small box was brought up from the hole and opened. He took two metal objects out before handing them over to me.
“There’s not many, so use them sparingly. I mean, really sparingly.” His eyebrows were twisted as though he were both worried and contemplative.
I glanced down at his hands. There were two clips that should fit into my gun. My heart leaped inside of me. I had just won the Death Days lottery.
“How many bullets?” I asked.
“Each clip has eight in them.”
“Sixteen shots.” It would be enough. I refused to complain when just a moment ago I was trying to figure out the best way to bludgeon someone to death from fifty yards away. I glanced up at him and gave him my best smile. “What’s your name by the way? I’m Paeton.”
“I know. Everybody knows who you are. I’m not really important, but most people around here call me Ares.”
“Alright, easy to remember,” I said.
Another explosion rattled the ground, almost toppling me over. I pulled myself up and tried to ignore the sensation of my stomach working its way into my intestines. The familiar feeling of anxiousness slid into my body, the sounds around me sharpening, my vision narrowing.
“We need to get out of here,” Ares said. “The township is lost. All backup is heading north with Trivet.”
Without waiting for any more prompts, I spun toward the door and dashed through it. A second later I was back in the middle of the street. Half the township was on fire. My eyes caught a glimpse of a huge dome of white and yellow as another building in the distance ignited. 
Ares ran up beside me. He slid two, long knives into his belt. He hefted a small bundle of swords and other sharp weapons on his back. “You see anyone?”
“No. We might need to—”
My words caught. The building behind us erupted into a ball flames. Heat roared forward belting my back. I tumbled through the street. A sound like a crack of thunder erased my hearing and sent whistling noises into my brain.
I flipped over and managed to wrap my arms around my head before my body struck the ground. I rolled a few times with the stinging heat frying the back of my legs. Blurry brown strands covered half of my vision as my gaze zigzagged over the entire area. Heavy footfalls vibrated underneath my body and in a matter of seconds, I could hear the thick breath of someone running.
I gazed at the sky, just in time to see a figure raise something over his head. Without stopping, he forced the object down toward my face. I slid out of the way, flipping my hair back to get a better view.
The man was about thirty-five with dark clothing on. A few flashes of orange let me know this was someone from the Originals. The man yanked on what looked like a baseball bat that was stuck in the ground. I used my hands to push myself backward as I tried to understand the scene. A glimmer from the tip of the bat passed through my vision. Some kind of metal was attached to the end of the bat. 
The man rocked the bat back and forth and with a yell, yanked it free. Loose dirt powdered the air around him, forming a small cloud. He tossed the bat from his right hand to his left and back again. As he moved closer, I could easily make out the forty or so nails sticking out of the end. He had made a medieval weapon—a mace.
He circled his head with the homemade mace and prepared to strike me with it. My mind flashed white before my eyes, and my back turned into a soggy, pudding mess. I leaned back against the ground, searching for an answer. My gun bent with the odd position of my arm and pinched my fingers against the ground.
I had a gun. I had bullets for the first time. This guy was about to have a bad day.
My arm flew up and aimed.
A shower of shivers washed over my skin as the corners of my mouth lifted.
I pulled back on the trigger. A blast of powder burned through the air in a vibrant cloud, carrying a metal bullet with it. The man fell back grasping his chest while the mace bounced twice beside him on the ground. I rolled myself forward onto my knees and released another bullet into him. This time, part of his face burst into wet redness.
As the glowing embers of the burning wood floated up around me, I jumped to my feet and ran toward someone who I thought was Ares. Three men surrounded him. He crouched with a knife in each hand. The guy closest to him lunged at him with some kind of sword. Ares bent backward, dodging the first swipe. As the guy turned the sword for an overhead cut, Ares moved to the side and sliced the man. The first strike landed across the back while the next hit under the ribcage.
Ares rotated his body around and kicked his first attacker to the ground. After the two blows, I didn’t think the first guy would be getting up anytime soon. I didn’t wait for the next two to make their move. I steadied my feet and fired two more shots. The gun howled as it forced two more bullets into the night. One found its mark, leaving only one person for Ares to fight.
Ares spun toward me. “Save your bullets!” he demanded.
That was gratitude for you. However, he was right. I needed to save as many bullets as possible. I drew back, my mouth dry. Two more guys appeared, moving out of the shadows.
Four shots were gone. I was down to twelve. I stood helpless, watching Ares as the men surrounded him. I aimed at the closest guy to Ares. If for whatever reason something went wrong, I’d pick off the attacker. Ares was worth more than a clip of bullets.
I inched closer, aiming the gun between two of Ares’ attackers. A rush of something moved outside of my vision. I turned, but someone struck me in the side and sent me flying. A man hulked over me. My hand flew up, but the gun wasn’t in my hands. It was gone. My head swiveled as I searched. A second passed as I searched for the gun. The man didn’t wait for me to find it and pummeled me across the face.
“Paeton,” Ares yelled. 
My head pounded into the dirt. I glanced at Ares for a moment as everyone around Ares blurred. I blinked, trying to clear my head. A few more strikes rolled me over the ground. Dust settled and my body fell limp, but my vision was back.
 The man lifted a foot and stomped into my side. In the same instant, Jonas appeared from the shadows. He flew around two of the Ares’ attackers. In a moment, two of the three men fell into the dust. Their hands wrapped around their waist to control the bleeding. Jonas didn’t slow down or stop. He continued in one fluid motion until he reached me. He threw himself into my attacker. Both tumbled clean over me. There was a rumble for a few minutes before a snapping sound echoed into the night.
My mind swirled, and I tried to regain my composure from the man’s strikes. Jonas dashed up from behind me. I saw him swoop down toward the ground for an instant before he grabbed a blade off the ground. He ran a few yards away and flung the blade toward Ares, who was tangled with someone. The blade struck the man fighting with Ares in the back. The man shuddered, and Ares pulled back and slit the man’s throat.
Jonas leaned forward his hands on his knees. His body rose and fell as he caught his breath.
I had never seen anyone move like that. Even military style training wasn’t that advanced. He was part ninja and the other part super spy.
Jonas raised his body to his full height and turned toward me. “Let’s go. We’ve lost too much time.”



CHAPTER 19
I groaned as I forced my body to stand. Jonas wasted no time and left me to find the others. 
“You okay?” Ares asked.
“Yeah, having the time of my life,” I said. 
He found his bundle of weapons just as two of the others from his group joined us. We traced our steps back toward Shannon and Pyra. When we arrived, there were at least twelve men skewered in various places. From their various locations, a few enemies moaned. They weren’t dead but had arrows through body parts.
Jonas lifted Pyra onto his back as we arrived. 
“I thought you said only the Rattlers wanted me dead,” I mumbled.
Jonas spun around toward me. “I don’t think the Originals wanted anything. I think they are just here for the normal Death Days. It’s lucky we made it when we did.”
I tucked my lips into my mouth and tasted my blood. I wasn’t in bad shape. I had a few more cuts, a busted lip, and a massive headache.
Ares stole a few, deep breaths. His eyes pierced the night air with a twinge of dread.
I patted him on the shoulder. “You’re pretty handy. I’m glad that you’re on my team, I’d hate to be on the other end of those knives.”
He shrugged.
“We’ll get through this. I’ve been through—” I paused and released a light giggle. “Well, actually this is the worst I’ve ever been through.” I held his gaze and intensified mine. “We’ll make it.”
His expression brightened. “That’s what my wife always says.”
“She sounds like a pretty smart lady.”
“She’s something to put up with me.” A sly grin angled on his lips.
I gave my best smile. “When I’m in trouble, I think the people I love give me an extra boost—strength, I think. I don’t know how it happens, but it’s like they keep me alive.”
There was no point in arguing about the fact that love was in my heart. Yes, I pushed it away. Yes, I was afraid of it, but it gave me something that I couldn’t understand. It drove me to fight for the right reasons.
At this point, we had to be all in. The Razorbacks Township was destroyed. We had lost a few, key people on our side and several more people were injured. I wanted to make sure Ares and maybe a few others still had a bit of hope left.
My quick speech sounded pretty corny. I was sure that Jonas would have said it much more eloquently, but Ares nodded. A second later, his shoulders squared. Dread ebbed away into the night. Even Pyra had a more readied look.
Maybe, I could be this better person. I just had to give my one-hundred percent and remember the parts of me that I liked the best: my compassion, my love, my eighty percent accuracy with a gun, and my dry sense of humor—like the Sahara Desert dry.
I took a step toward Shannon. “You ready?”
“Sure little Jonas, I’m ready,” she said.
I caught a laugh in my throat with her reference. I was nothing like Jonas, but for some reason, I was excited to hear those words.
Ares climbed to the top of one of the few buildings that weren’t burned and checked the activity north. After his okay, the rest of us jogged south over the thick grasses toward Circle One. Shannon did her best to keep up, but Pyra had to jump on Jonas’s back because her injuries were too severe.
Within minutes, the sky turned a crisp blue. The sun slid under the horizon taking with it the last of the red-orange rays. The arch drop over Circle One and Norwood’s office appeared in the distance. The landscape was quiet. The breeze was calm but still biting, with a mild, dewy scent.
Pyra groaned a little as we strolled along. With her tightened face and clenched teeth, I could only imagine the pain she was going through. I had been lucky so far to end up with a few scratches. Shannon whispered something to Pyra before hobbling over to join me.
“How is she?” I asked.
“She’s… Well, she’s alive and ready to fight.”
“How about you? You okay?” I asked. I hoped that she felt the sincerity in my words. I really liked Shannon and wanted her to know I would be there for her.
Her face lit up, and she arched her back. “My worst Death Days are behind me. I’m in the presence of the great Jonas and the girl who could. We’re on our way to break free of this place. I’m more than okay.”
“Are you planning to see your mother when we get out?”
She nodded with a flat smile on her face. Her body rose and fell with expanded lungs. “Yep, I can’t wait to see her again. I know she misses me. She sent me some cookies a few months back. I’ll probably have to meet her in secret, but that’s okay. I just want to be in her arms again and to be a little girl for a few minutes.”
I brightened my expression, but an agonizing pinch cut into my heart. I would never have what Shannon had. My mother was dead. I focused my eyes forward. I wasn’t going to break down again.
“You okay?” Shannon asked.
Before I could say anything, she wrapped her arm around me. Somehow, she knew I needed to be held. Maybe, she understood that I needed to be held in someone’s arms, someone who cared about me without judgment. I quickstepped forward, moving away from her embrace.
I didn’t want to lean on Shannon. I couldn’t be the one who was always taking. I had to give and be stronger.
“Thanks,” I said. “But, I’m okay.”
“It’s okay. We all have our demons. I’m just hoping once we get out of here I can trade mine in for something better.”
I nodded. She was right. I did have my demons. I hadn’t truly gotten over the death of my mother or Dhyla. It was evident from my anger with Trivet. I hadn’t recognized how important parents were to me until I lost the last glimmer of one.
A faint, high-pitched tone echoed into the air. It was just enough to make me open my eyelids to their widest.
Ares turned around and gasped in the loudest whisper I had ever heard in my life, “Get down!”
I hit the ground, forcing Shannon down with me. I don’t think she was ready, and I wasn’t. She released a soft scream as we hit the hard, Georgia clay. I put my hand over her mouth to quiet her, but I saw the anguish in her face from the sudden blow. Her leg had to be burning, and I hoped that we didn’t rip out one of the stitches.
Ten, brown blurs warped through the air above us with such speed that I couldn’t tell what they were. However, one of the six people from Trivet’s group let us know that whatever they were, they were lethal. A young guy about my age screamed as at least two of the objects tore into his body. I released Shannon and shuffled around with my heart pounding in my chest. My arms windmilled forward as I tried to get a better view of what had happened.
“What was that?” Shannon asked.
“I don’t know. I’m trying to find out,” I said.
The wailing guy fell over, blood spurting from his left arm. Everything below his bicep was missing. His right arm grasped his neck as blood spewed from an unseen wound.
Whatever that was, it wasn’t a gun. It was something else, quieter with a wider attack radius. If it could cut his arm off in one blow, then it may be a bit more dangerous than a simple bullet. A second passed, and I could faintly hear a rolling thump in the far distance. A second glance, and I knew exactly what it was—a catapult.
Yeah, a cat-a-pult.
It wasn’t enough that I had to be dropped into the stone ages, but these prisoners had figured out a way to make a stupid catapult. It was a perfect match to the mace I had battled earlier. At that point if I had seen a fire-breathing dragon, I wouldn’t have been surprised at all. In fact, I kind of wanted to meet a few warlocks or elves.
The more I thought about it, the more I recognized that fashioning a catapult in the primitive setting of the prison would be relatively easy, especially with the information from the Internet at the builder’s disposal. Whether I was wrong or right in my assumption didn’t remove any of the danger. Catapults killed people hundreds of years ago. I was pretty sure they would have no problems today.
My body trembled as I turned back around and tugged on Shannon. Her face was red and her skin was dry. I probably looked the same. We both were tired and trying to stay calm enough to survive.
Everyone, including Jonas and Ares, stayed on our stomachs, crawling forward for a few dozen yards. A few more whistling objects shot overhead. I couldn’t tell if the aim was starting to worsen or not, but I had a feeling it would only be a matter of time before someone thought to aim into the grass.
I didn’t like being out in the open. Even with my gun and twelve bullets, I didn’t feel any more comfortable than if I was in a house made of tissue paper.
“We’ll have to make a run for it,” Jonas said.
“Those things are coming too fast,” someone said, I’m not sure exactly who.
“They’ll cut us to shreds if we stay here.”
A deep exhale came from up ahead. I didn’t like the way the exhale was forced into the air. I pressed my fingers against the cold ground and glanced over the top of the grass. Ares swung a piece of wood through the air a few feet from where he was. There was a loud snap and a huge, metal object bounced into the air before falling back into the grass.
Ares turned around. His normal, olive color was gone from his face. “Traps, lots of traps up ahead.”
“Jesus,” I said.
I wasn’t a true believer, “lukewarm” about religion as Ms. Cooper called me, but right then any heavenly help would have been great. With giant, wood spikes catapulting over us and what could only be bear traps on the ground, I was seriously starting to think my one-in-a-million odds were overly optimistic.



CHAPTER 20
“We have to run. That’s our only option,” Jonas said.
“But where?” Ares said.
As my adrenaline increased and death knocked, I fell into the depths of anger. My emotions, including love and sympathy, switched off in favor of a more self-serving rationale. I didn’t like the fact that I had considered using Shannon as bait before. The thought haunted me as the tension over us thickened. I wanted to be the new hopeful Paeton, the one who wanted a better life and was willing to fight for it.
Shannon and I exchanged glances. She grabbed my wrist as though she could see the same vacancy inside of me that I knew was there. She knew my heart was abandoning her, Jonas, and everyone else. Her head slightly moved left to right as though she was warning me to stay with her, on this side. I took a deep breath to calm down. I had to find a way to get my emotions in check, or I might just end up letting her die just to save myself. I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t let Clarisse win.
“I’m not going to leave. We’re going to get out of this together,” I said. My words pressed against my heart. I had said them for me and not for Shannon.
“Sure, you’re the lucky one,” she said.
I glanced through the thick weeds and then cut my eyes back across an opening in the concrete structures about two hundred yards to my left.
“Ares, you think they put those traps everywhere?” I asked.
“Don’t know,” he said. “They can’t have many of them, though, unless they just got them dropped in.”
“Good, then I think maybe the backdoor might work. What do you think?” I nodded toward the far left.
I watched his head pop up and check the area. He craned his head back toward me. We both surveyed the others. Everyone looked nervous but ready to make a move and get out of impending danger.
Ares was quiet for a moment. “Worth a shot. We move on three?”
I nodded.
“One… two… three.”
I yanked on Shannon’s arm, lifting her and me in one movement. We flew from our positions and landed in the high grass, just as several more, whistling blurs shot across the field.
“Run!” I yelled.
My hand fumbled to keep contact with Shannon.
If I dropped her arm, we both could run faster, but I refused. She even seemed to be yanking her arm away, but I held on tighter as though Shannon was the last link to my humanity.
All of us dashed to the left. I spotted the traps sitting on the ground, many just a few yards apart. They looked large enough to snap my leg off.
A loud whistle tapped my eardrums. A large blur barreled toward us. I pushed Shannon in the shoulder and fell down over her. The blur shot over our heads, and the grass swayed in the wake of it.
“You okay?” I asked.
“Still with you.”
I exchanged glances with Shannon, exhaled, and jumped back to my feet, yanking her up with me. The whizzing spray of blurs continued for two hundred yards until we neared our destination. A few yelps came from the others, but everyone was still running when Ares finally made a turn for the gap in the buildings.
Jonas followed him with Pyra on his back. At least two other people were faster than me and Shannon, so we made up the final four.
We came to rest at the staging area near Circle One. When I had first arrived at the prison, the Originals stood in this area, covered by the barn-like structure. There were five structures in all, which created a semi-circle around Circle One. Luckily for us, there were a few thousand pounds of metal and concrete between us and the catapult.
Ares took out some kind of make-shift spyglass. As he surveyed the area, I glanced over our meager troop. Two of the Razorbacks were tending to large gashes on their arms. Nothing appeared to stop the use of any of their limbs.
“We were lucky,” one of them said.
“Well, let’s just hope our luck keeps up,” Jonas replied. He gazed at Pyra, who appeared as though she was half asleep. “You okay?” he asked her.
She nodded, but her breaths were heavy and long.
With glossy eyes, Shannon moved toward Pyra and rubbed Pyra’s arm. “This ain’t nuthin’. Jonas has got you.”
Pyra forced a smile. Shannon ran her hands through Pyra’s hair, but Shannon’s quaking fingers were easily seen from ten-feet away.
Something pinched my heart. I had taken for granted that Pyra was Shannon’s friend. I just saw her as a whiny girl, but Shannon had shared a year of life with her. They had probably been good girlfriends. I was the odd one. I was no closer to Jonas, Shannon, and Pyra than Ares and his crew was to me. It was evident that Shannon loved Pyra as much as I loved Sun Hi or even Mari and Miko.
I could only imagine the anguish within her right now, seeing her friend’s life ebbing away.
Ares’ voice cut through my mental concerns. “There’s no one near Circle One.”
“Then, it’s a trap.” Jonas crawled forward and opened his hand to receive the telescope from Ares.
“Yeah.” Ares’ eyes wiggled in the sockets as he glanced over the group. “Thomas, Delphi, you two will come with me. We’ll either draw their fire or find out how we can stop whatever that shooting thing was.”
“You sure?” Jonas asked.
Ares’s face became hard as he looked at Jonas. “Dude, you guys are the package. We’re just the delivery. But don’t count me out. I’ve got a son who I want to see again.”
Without a reply, the two guys Ares appointed moved over to him. Ares pointed to one of the metal beams that shot up into the roof of the barn-like structure. Without a goodbye or look back, all three of them started climbing the metal beam.
Jonas turned back toward me. “We’ll give them three minutes, then dart across to the area right under Circle One. That’s where the generator is.”
“On the other side of the concrete wall?” Shannon asked.
“Yes. We have three explosives. We need to set one, get the wall open. Toss another at the generator to destroy it, and finally, make it back over to Norwood’s tower.” Jonas pointed from across the open area to the tower, which was about a hundred yards from Circle One.
The tower was a beige concrete and had to be at least four stories off the ground.
“Um, how do we get inside?” I asked.
“We climb.”
My stomach dropped right out of my body. I wasn’t afraid to fall, but it seemed impossible.
“So, if we do somehow survive the first two tasks, we have to climb up that thing?” Shannon asked.
“The tower has an indented, brick-like surface. It should be easy to grab hold and scale. The third explosive is to put a hole near the top. After the hole is there, we can climb into Norwood’s office. Any more questions?” Jonas looked annoyed.
I shook my head and turned to watch Shannon do the same.
“Good.” He stood and slid Pyra down onto the ground. “Pyra, you and Shannon will stay here. If any head pops up looking like it’s going to shoot us, kill it.”
Both of them nodded. I rubbed Shannon’s upper arm. She had shot her first death blow just a few hours earlier.
“The second time is easier,” I whispered.
She didn’t turn to face me, but she nodded her head in acknowledgment.
“I need one of you to stay here,” Jonas told the Razorback guys. “The other one can come with me. Don’t you get my girls killed.” His face studied the other two guys. Once he was satisfied, he glanced at me. “It’s time to put that thing to use.”
Both of our gazes slid down to the gun holstered on my hip. It didn’t feel like the right time to remind Jonas that my aim wasn’t all that great when I was moving. My only consolation was that no one else knew that either. As far as any enemy was concerned, I could be a perfect shot. The sound of a gun can strike fear even without a bullet. I knew that from years on the street. Anytime I heard anything that sounded like a gunshot, even if it was just a car backfiring, I always looked for cover.
“Alright, it’s been enough time for our friend Ares. Let’s get moving.”
Jonas stood, keeping his shoulders bent and glanced around. After a few seconds, he took a deep breath, exchanged glances with me and the taller of the two, last Razorbacks, and started jogging toward Circle One. I followed him, gun extended with both hands.
As soon as we got five feet from our previous position, I felt exposed. This was the kind of situation in which the goofy soldier in war movies ran out and got killed. The soldier that everyone swore they would avenge by the end of the movie. I really did not like being in this situation.
The five barn-like buildings, Norwood’s Office, and the arch over Circle One towered over us. Anyone from anywhere could send a flurry of whatever weapon they wanted toward us. My body twitched. My eyes jumped to any movement, even a blade of grass blowing in the breeze. Every sound pulled my focus until I was just a zombie of nerves jogging blindly behind Jonas.
We reached the area at the back of Circle One. Jonas pulled out some kind of cloth-like thing. It was cylindrical and moved in his hands like gelatin. I didn’t even want to know what that was. It would just boggle my mind. Right then, I needed as much of my brain power as possible to focus.
Jonas placed the cloth-bomb as far up on the wall as he could. He hammered the top into the concrete. The Razorback guy and I stood watch. Each slam of the hammer shot shockwaves through me.
My gaze sought out safe areas, places I could run and be protected. The more I searched, the more I realized there were none. This whole place was made like a Roman arena.
After ten seconds, Jonas turned around. “We’re good. Let’s move back.”
I couldn’t believe that was it, but I didn’t want to wait any longer.
We dashed around the side of the wall. It curved due to the arch above, so we could find a bit more cover around the left side of Circle One.
“Give me the gun,” Jonas said.
I didn’t argue and handed it over. Jonas looked around, took a few steps toward the center of the field, turned, and fired the gun at the bag of goo on the wall. I held my breath and closed my eyes. The first gunshot yielded nothing. He checked the gun, aimed, and fired again.
The ground beneath me rocked, and I fumbled onto my knees. My ears rang. A few seconds later, I couldn’t hear anything. Debris shot out and wrapped dark clouds around us. The area became a giant fog of dust.
I spun around trying to get my bearings. My ears struggled to understand sounds. First, they were distant, but soon they were back to normal levels. I fell forward as I worked my way around the side of the wall. My gaze slid into the dusty mist. Two figures were fighting inside. One of them had to be Jonas.
I dashed over, nearly tripping over my own feet. With my breathing echoing in my head, I shut my eyes tight. My focus was gone. The explosion shocked it right out of me.
Something hit me, and I fell into the dirt. It wasn’t a hard fall, but someone grabbed the back of my head and pressed my nose into the ground. Small granules entered into my nostrils and mouth. I couldn’t breathe. In desperation, I grabbed at my right side where my gun holster was, but the gun wasn’t there. Jonas had my gun. I didn’t have any weapons.
I rocked back and forth trying to get air. My lungs drew tight and bits of dirt cut into my windpipe. My chest heaved and a flow of mucus and grime flowed back and forth within my throat as my body struggled to stay alive.
My arms swung backward. I grabbed something. It felt like a boot. I yanked at it, trying to sweep my attacker off his feet. He stumbled back, which gave me just enough room to flip over and take in a few, needed breaths.
A fist shot down on me. I went into defense mode with my arms protecting my face. My attacker’s hard bones pounded into my wrists. Two more punches came, rattling me. I couldn’t continue like this. I was coughing up dirt, floundering around, and my balance was still slightly off. A few more hits and my face would be exposed from my exhaustion.
I started to fall into myself. My anger flared. As much as I wanted to get back to being myself, the desire for my attacker’s blood filled me. I didn’t want that mental state. I had rejected it, but it flashed into my mind and took over.
I tried to think about my conversation with Jonas. He had explained about different battles and about figuring out what type of one I was in. We also briefly went over misdirection and my attack strategy. In this moment, none of that advice seemed helpful. My thoughts were only on surviving.
I had to get some leverage, but how? That’s when it came to me—I had to do what I’d always done—something unexpected.
My attacker yanked at my right arm, trying to move it away from my face. As soon as his hand touched my arm, I rotated my body around and bit into his wrist. He wailed and started to hit me in the back of my head. Before he could get more than three strikes in, I crawled back as fast as I could, like a crab over the ground, his wrist firmly between my teeth.
His body curled under, and he fell on his back. I released his arm. Clambering to my feet, I yanked off my jacket. Once the jacket was free, I jumped toward my attacker’s head with my heel. He stopped me from stomping into his head and pushed me off. I hit the ground only a few feet above his head. I scrambled back as he tried to readjust. However, I had him where I wanted him. I wrapped the jacket sleeve under his chin and around his neck, and then wedged my tiny body into the gap between his back and the ground. I tightened the sleeve and tucked my body into the smallest ball so he would have nothing to grab.
His arms flailed, trying to grab a part of me. After a long struggle, his body slowed and went limp. I yanked a few extra times on the sleeve just in case. After I was satisfied that he wouldn’t be coming back to haunt me, I released the sleeve from around his neck and pulled back.
In the distance, the light whip of bow strings and the whistle of arrows dotted the air. Shannon and Pyra had to be shooting at something. Since I’d been attacked, I guessed a group of people advanced into the dust cloud. Once it was dissolved, we’d be vulnerable.
As soon as I wondered where Jonas was, a grunt sounded behind me. I spun around and saw someone over Jonas, forcing Jonas’s arm onto the ground in a repeated pattern, trying to get him to release the gun. Jonas’s arm angled toward me. His eyes were desperate. The man he was tumbling with pressed down on Jonas’s fingers. The gun fired. Its explosion echoed through the area. Instinctively, I wrapped my arms and legs around my body.
I was okay.
My focus narrowed on Jonas’s attacker. I searched around me for a weapon. There was nothing. My attacker had assailed me with nothing but his fists, and Jonas had my gun. I searched my attacker’s body, moving him around and looking for any loose object, but there was nothing. He didn’t even have a belt. His body slumped over and went still. His boot, however, rocked a second or two later before stopping.
Without another thought, I yanked off the boot. I dashed over the ten-yard distance between me and Jonas, wrapping a tight fist around the top soft area of the boot. As the last of the dust cleared, I swung the boot across the face of the man attacking Jonas. The man reeled back, just long enough for Jonas to turn and shoot him two times in the stomach.
I stood there for a moment, proud of myself, and trying to regain my breath. My back felt like lead. I smiled at Jonas. I had saved him. A laugh tickled my throat, but I was too tired to release it.
The last of the dust settled. A howling whistle shot through the air. A blur stretched directly at me, but I couldn’t think. I couldn’t move. My reflexes wouldn’t act. I slammed into the hard, Georgia clay, my legs yanked from under me. I glanced up at a monstrous three-foot piece of metal vibrating into what was left of the outer wall.
Jonas stood barely above me as my head rotated to absorb my new position. He took a few, deep breaths. “You’re welcome.”
“Thanks,” I said, my voice high with my embarrassment.
The final clouds of dust slid to the west. I rolled over just in time to see Ares yank a woman off a wooden catapult and throw her to the ground.
I wiped my eyes and pulled my shaky knees under me. Jonas sped away. Before I understood what he was doing, he threw another pouch, just as big and jiggly as the last explosive. The pouch flew onto a cylinder-like structure that had a slight hourglass shape with rings that wrapped around it. The structure wasn’t moving. From what Jonas and Trivet had said, this ringed-thing was some kind of generator.
The pouch hit the ground right at the edge of the generator. Jonas didn’t waste any time. He kicked me out of the blast zone and fired at the pouch. It exploded, but this time a spray of fire and metal parts shot forward.
As I rolled on the ground for the… how many times had it been… fourth time that day? I was appalled that he had kicked me. I was so beaten up that I couldn’t even form any mental sentences to complain. I was alive and that was all that mattered. Two steps had been completed. The generator was gone, and Ares had stopped the catapult and its slice and dice ammo. All we had to do now was climb up to Norwood’s office and disable the fences. I was hoping that this would be the easy part, but everything within me knew that it could only get harder from here.



CHAPTER 21
As the last of generator’s core sparked and then fizzled out, I turned toward Jonas. A few bodies littered the ground near our feet. I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself as he stepped over one of the dead assailant’s arms.
“I’m sure there will be more,” Jonas said.
I was sure of it, too. If these people really wanted me dead and they knew Jonas was protecting me, they would send their best. However, I didn’t know if any assassins knew where I was or what we were attempting. So far, we had only run into two groups of people, one in the forest and one at Circle One. In either case, neither seemed to call out my name or target me individually. If the Death Days were a free for all, then these people could have just been defending themselves.
When I thought back to the woman I had killed and her avenger, I had to consider that they may have believed our end game was to attack the Rattlers. It was possible that the guy didn’t know who I was or why we were there. Maybe they were like the Twelve of Twelve, the TOTs, who protected the Nobody Township.
I wanted to shrivel up and disappear. I didn’t want to consider the possibility that I had killed an innocent person. I wondered if this was how Jonas felt. He had said that he had done horrible things in the past, simply to survive. 
After a moment, Jonas nudged me with his arm and motioned for me to follow him toward the base tower of Norwood’s office. As we went, Shannon and two of the other Razorbacks joined us. Ares carried Pyra, and I scanned around. In various places lay three bodies dressed in red, the color for the Razorback Circle.
Everyone exchanged glances. Their expressions had the same look I was sure I was wearing. It was part shock but mostly held the realization that all of us were on a suicide mission.
“Lucky Seven,” Shannon said.
I speculated that the only reason why we were still alive is that no one would expect a small group of people to head to Circle One. There was nothing here, no weapons, few hiding places, and soon there’d be the watchful eyes of Norwood. What I didn’t know was how the weapons for the Death Days were snuck in or what kinds of communications were used.
I started to go over everything that I knew. There were no watchtowers beyond Norwood’s office. The arch was the only way in or out. The prison covered over twelve square miles of land. The main features were the two rivers, the stone wall, and the electric fields.
 Besides Trivet’s plan, I couldn’t fathom a way to escape. The whole prison might as well have been an island in the middle of the ocean. It was as if the prisoners were dropped off and left to fend for themselves, like in a re-creation of early Australia. So if that was the case, how would Norwood get information into various Circles to even try to get inmates to do their dirty work?
“You alright, Paeton?” Shannon asked, standing next to Ares and Pyra. She touched Pyra’s head with her forearm before running her fingers around Pyra’s temples.
My gaze slid from her to the other three’s faces.
“You were mumbling to yourself,” Shannon continued.
Embarrassment flushed my neck for a brief moment. I didn’t know I was mumbling.
“You’re good, right?” Shannon’s right eyebrow stretched high on her forehead. She turned back to Pyra and whispered a few words to Pyra as she dangled in Ares’ arms.
I drove my worries from my mind. I had to concentrate on the facts at hand. My fingers grabbed a handful of the black jacket I was wearing. For now, the rough cloth would have to take the place of my backpack straps.
“I’m just wondering how information is sent back and forth in this place. It’s not like the prison has some kind of intercom,” I said.
“We have the PCDs,” Jonas’s eyes locked onto mine for a moment. “Norwood contacts the PCDs, then we tell our township what he wants them to know.”
“Yeah,” I mumbled, concentrating once more on the flurry of facts in my head.
Shannon left Pyra and limped over to me. My gaze focused on her wide eyes. “C’mon little Jonas, I want to get out of here as soon as possible. Let’s worry about PCDs later.”
I agreed and we moved to the tower, which was only a few yards away. Without stopping, Jonas and Shannon started climbing. The others kept watch with Pyra, who appeared to be half asleep. I don’t know if Jonas had told them to keep watch or not. I was too wrapped up in my own thoughts. I hadn’t paid attention to anything over the last few minutes and had even ignored the fact that the sun started to peek over the horizon. It would only be a matter of minutes before Norwood would be drinking his morning coffee if he wasn’t already doing so.
“Let’s get up this thing quick. Everyone fan out. I’ll go up the middle and put this bomb at the base,” Jonas said.
Still lost in thought, I followed closely to Jonas. He pushed his leg out a few times to keep me from getting too close to him. I would have been annoyed, but it was my fault for not paying attention.
I couldn’t understand how a death sentence could pass unnoticed into the circles. If Norwood communicated to the circles via PCD, then he would communicate to the leaders of the circles, people like Vogel, Trivet, and Jonas. Someone important would know if Norwood wanted any particular inmate dead.
We scaled the bottom three stories of the four-story tower in a matter of minutes. Like Jonas had said, the jagged brick face was easy to climb. He set the bomb and scooted around the left side in order to detonate it with my gun. Hopefully, the bomb would open up a hole in the floor large enough for us to get into Norwood’s office and not shake us off the tower in the process.
Jonas raised his left arm to shoot around the tower’s cylindrical shape. That’s when I heard the first dozen whips. The sound was all too familiar to me now. Arrows were in the air, but where they were and who they were aimed at I didn’t know.
I heard a few grunts below. My eyes focused three stories below me. Two of the Razorbacks had multiple arrows sticking out of them. Ares lifted Pyra and tried to find a bit of shelter around the wide cylinder of the tower while the final Razorback returned fire.
I turned my attention away from the tower’s edge and saw at least fifteen Rattlers striding forward. Vogel walked on his cane in front of the others.
The last whistle sounded before the soft thunk of an arrow piercing flesh. I had heard all the arrows flying, but this was the only body piercing that was sharp in my ears. Panic buzzing inside of me, I mentally checked my body, slightly moving places that I couldn’t spin my head around to see.
Before I could finish my inventory of personal muscle, bone, and skin, Jonas slumped forward. His arm that held the gun was pressed against the wall. Heavy breaths shot through his gritted teeth.
I could barely see what happened. Jonas’s body blocked my view. Shannon was on my far right and fidgeted trying to figure out what was going on. I wanted Shannon to do something. Unfortunately, she needed both hands to hold on to the wall and would need those same hands to shoot an arrow.
I cursed the world, the wall, and this last stroke of bad luck. I didn’t want Jonas to die like this when we were so close, but I had no idea what to do. The only weapon was the gun, and I didn’t even know if Jonas had dropped it.
“Well, well, well, now who’s on the other side of the proverbial canon.” Vogel’s voice echoed around the empty buildings.
“So, you’re the one.” Jonas’s words and breath spurted at odd intervals. The arrow might have pierced a lung.
I leaned over to see where the arrow was. The wooden shaft and feathery end protruded out of someplace near his shoulder, but I couldn’t be sure.
“The one? What’s that mean?” Vogel asked.
“The one sent to kill Paeton,” Jonas said.
“Paeton?” Vogel’s tone lifted. He quieted for a few moments while he tried to understand what Jonas meant. After a moment his voice sharpened. “Oh, you mean the girl you wanted so badly.” Vogel strode to a few feet from the wall not paying much attention to Pyra, Ares, and the last Razorback, who stood with his hands in the air. “No, don’t know much about the girl. I know everybody’s talking about her, but I try not to watch the news. It’s too depressing for someone like me. Life in prison you see—three consecutive life sentences. I just watch old cartoons like Aladdin and the Lion King.”
He motioned with his head for one of his people to walk forward. They disarmed Ares, Pyra, and the other Razorback.
Vogel continued, “Nope, no—don’t know much about her.”
Jonas grunted. “Then… what do you want?” 
“Simple, I’m here for you.”
Jonas stared down into the brick wall he held onto. His face was tight, but he didn’t seem overly surprised.
“Yeah, the powers-that-be always thought it was weird when you left the Razorbacks and formed your little hovel out there. Didn’t know exactly what Nobodys were, until little miss sunshine over there came. Even with my meager, fifth-grade education, I could tell that anyone who went to bat for her must be someone special.”
A flash of heat shot up my back and turned to ice. How could I have been so—was I that arrogant to believe that I was important, more important than Jonas? The more I gripped the hard bricks beneath my fingers, the more I recognized how I had been used. There had always been bigger fish than me. My image was too easily manipulated by people like Clarisse. However, Jonas’s mind and skills were far too dangerous for Dalton, Norwood, and the other cronies.
Even Governor Read and Captain Davis had let me know that they understood that I was not the leader of Escerica. They simply used my image because it was the only one they had. That’s why it was so important to make me look like a killer, to change the way the world saw me. I had to be seen as a killer, not as a hero or symbol for the lower class. With me behind bars and a real leader like Jonas dead, that could cripple Escerica. Even Trivet was able to affect the outside world, even though he was in prison.
Frustration cut through me and anger surged behind my glossed eyes.
“I’m sorry. Crix, I should have seen this. I should’ve seen the bigger picture.” 
“Paeton… pay attention,” Jonas whispered.
I couldn’t look at him. I stared into the core of his right arm. “I…I…”
“Get the gun. Paeton… get… the… gun.”
My mind snapped to attention as a surge of energy blasted through my veins. I checked his eyes and then glanced at his waist. The gun was pressed against his stomach with his left hand.
His jaw clenched as he mumbled the words. “I can’t hold on forever. Grab… the damn gun.”
Vogel continued to ramble on. “But Jonas, Jonas my friend, you’re worth a whole life sentence. Yes, Norwood’s taking a whole one away. And since I’ve killed over a hundred people during the course of my tenure here, I’m down to a few, good years. Maybe by next year, I’ll be free and clear. Isn’t life ironic?”
I reached over and pulled the gun to me. The sides and grip were covered in blood.
“Finish,” Jonas said.
“How?” Jonas was like the super-ninja-teacher guy, and I was the grasshopper-student. I needed more than a one-word command.
“If I don’t make it, tell Rylan I’m sorry.”
“What? What-do-you-mean?” Something inside of me cracked. My already chipped heart received another fracture. The thought of Rylan and Jonas reuniting warmed me. I stared into Jonas’s eyes. The dream faded as I studied his brown irises. He was willing to sacrifice himself for the prospect of getting as many people out of the prison as possible.
Before I could protest, Jonas pushed off the wall and fell down toward Vogel.
Another piece of my heart snapped and ping-ponged around in my chest. I wanted to say something to scream at him, but my voice was frozen along with the rest of me. I could hear the whips of his clothes as his body rotated through the air, and see each one of the black hairs on his head.
By the time my voice caught up with my worry, I cut the emotion away. I had to find a solution. 
Jonas landed on top of a surprised Vogel. Both of them fell to the ground, rolling in the dirt. Jonas began beating Vogel across the face with his fists despite the fact that Jonas was hurt. Vogel yanked the arrow out of Jonas’s right side, and Jonas screamed in agony.
“Kill him! Shoot him!” Vogel yelled.
The archers behind Vogel raised their bows as Jonas continued to strike Vogel. My mind buzzed weighing my options. I had the gun. I could end at least three of the Rattlers. I was good at this range. I could kill at least three, maybe four, but there were fifteen of them—fifteen. I glanced into the distance, weighing if I could outrun them. 
If I knocked Shannon off the tower, then Vogel and the others might go after her, and I could escape. Maybe, Trivet could find a way out without the computer. I glanced at Shannon. Her face was pale as she watched the fight below. It would be so easy. Her leg was bleeding. She was dead weight. 
A soft word slid from her lips. “Jonas…” She pleaded with God or someone to help him. Sadness filled her eyes and spilled out over her face. I could see her arms trembling and jerking as though she was being struck herself.
I exhaled and fought against the thoughts. I could barely tell whose thoughts they were anymore. What was this inside of me: fear, panic, confused logic?
My gaze spun around and landed on the bomb held in place high on the tower. My arm lifted almost without my control. I didn’t know if I was fully in control, but three gunshots fired toward the bomb. A gigantic fireball shot out over the open area heaving heat into every direction. The tower quaked, and I almost slipped off, dust enveloping everything in sight.
I glanced to my right, but Shannon was gone. Frantically, I searched for her.
“Go!” she yelled.
I looked below me, and she was moving down the tower as fast as she could. Her head popped back toward me at odd intervals as she yelled and glanced at the opening beneath Norwood’s office.
“Go Paeton. Go!”
I couldn’t believe it. Here I was fighting with myself, but like Jonas, she already knew what to do.
“Finish,” Jonas had said. I could do that. I could finish. I had the Master Key. Shannon and Ares would aid Jonas and Pyra. I needed to get to the computer.
“Help Jonas,” I said almost by reflex.
“I will,” Shannon said.
I crawled over to the damaged area of the tower. Large stones jutted out of it with a white powdery dust that floated everywhere. A red, metal beam bent slightly to the left and pieces of what looked like aluminum foil covering yellow cotton was littered around the gigantic gash. My gaze slid around, searching for an opening. Some of the dust settled. Beams of orange burst the dust. Wooden planks sat fractured and smoking.
I raced into small space. Broken bits of rock fumbled under my hands and feet. I wanted to go faster, but I had to force myself to take my time. It wouldn’t do any good for me to fall. After finding a few good hand and footholds, I cracked through two more floorboards and squeezed my tiny frame into the room.
My lungs forced out the dust in quick coughs and my eyes stung. A thick burning smell wrapped around my head. It was stronger than anything I had known, deeper and more concentrated than a typical, house fire. It was filled with all sorts of smells from melted metal to smoking wood. 
Before I could stand, I heard a rumble of feet and an alarm going off in the distance. I grabbed hold to Norwood’s desk and pulled myself up. I was exhausted. My muscles burned, but I had to find the computer and finish.
Once my feet were stable, I started fumbling over the wooden desk, looking for the computer. It wasn’t uncommon for a computer to be the desk itself or a simple monitor or even just a tablet. Anything with a large piece of glass could be a computer.
I stopped and stared. A teenage girl’s eyes focused on me. The edges of her face tightened before loosening into a smile. My heart thumped in my chest but calmed when I recognized the face. I pulled back and stared into the holographic vidpic on Norwood’s desk. His daughter wasn’t looking at me. She was staring at whoever was taking the vidpic. After a few more seconds and a few different versions of smiles, she disappeared. The vidpic of Norwood’s whole family appeared as I had seen it a day ago.
I couldn’t help but stare at the images. Even with my adrenaline surging from the blaring alarms, I glanced at Norwood’s face, and then looked at his wife, his daughter, and the son who was the youngest. They were a normal family. Here in front of me was what I had always wanted. Why couldn’t I have been this girl? Why did she get her life, and I got mine?
Someone yelled behind the door to the office. I almost jumped out of my skin.
I searched around and decided to run toward the door. Before the door opened, I slid to the far left side, placing my back against the wall. I remembered what Jonas had said, that if you can’t hide then be still. Many times people will just walk right past you.
Norwood stormed in, coffee in hand. Like clockwork, he zipped past me, almost throwing the coffee cup onto his desk and examined the hole in the floor. The whole time he never turned around or acknowledged that I was in the room. He waved through the dust and then began slapping something like a paperweight.
In a blink of blue and yellow light, a hole opened in the desk and a monitor rose until it was slightly above the desk. I felt a twinge of worry. I had only knowingly used the Master Key on small things like ATMs. How would I interface with this thing? Would it even detect the Master Key?
I forced down my doubts. I slid over and clicked a red lever under the control panel of the door. I hoped that would lock the door until someone with an override reset it. Maybe, I could get a few minutes of uninterrupted time with Norwood.
He spun around with the noise, and his eyes locked onto mine. “You.”



CHAPTER 22
It didn’t take Norwood a heartbeat before his hand rummaged through one of the drawers in the desk. Before he could reach what he was looking for, I zipped over to a few feet from the desk. Both of my hands wrapped around the gun’s grip, holding it steady. From this distance, I could shoot any part of his body I chose without fail.
“Stop!” I yelled. “Pull your hand out slow—real slow.”
His body froze. A moment later, he brought his right hand back and lifted it. His face contorted into a mix of anger and disappointment. “Well, I guess I’ve underestimated you, Miss Washington.” Sharpness laced his words. He held a tidal wave of rage.
I overestimated my own importance to Escerica. Like Devin said I wasn’t important at all.
His eyes studied me as I circled the desk, moving toward the computer.
“So, have you come to kill me? Is that it? You want to make good on your promise, right?” he asked.
“Get up,” I said. “Move over to the gray circle, and don’t be stupid.”
His expression lightened and he shook his head. He walked around the desk toward the circle on the ground. Even though he didn’t have any magnets on his arms, it was fitting to put him there.
I kept the gun on him and a good five feet between us. When I fought with Governor Read the week before, I was surprised at how strong he was. Norwood appeared to be five to seven years younger and was fit. I didn’t think I could take him directly.
I rounded the desk and stood over what appeared to be a keyboard. It was unique because it was just an impression on a soft, blue cloth-like surface. I waved my hand over the keys. The words “Administrator Security” appeared and faded away in less than three seconds. I searched the desktop for something labeled electric field or prison security. Worry gripped my neck.
“Where is the switch to turn off the outside electric field?” I barked.
“Are you insane?” Norwood asked, anger and shock sharpening every wrinkle on his face.
His hands dropped for a moment. I aimed the gun directly at his face. He took notice and lifted his hands again.
“I know that you believe you are innocent. I know you do. But those people in those gates are not. They have done things to little girls your age that will give you nightmares. You cannot let them out on the street!”
“I don’t have time to care right now. Either you tell me what I want to know, or I start making your life real miserable.”
This was taking forever. I needed to get this done and get back. Sooner or later, someone would either burst through that door or everyone below me would be dead.
“You are a teenager—a child. You don’t know what you are doing. Your mind has been corrupted by who-knows-who. But—”
“I don’t have time for your lectures or monologs or whatever. Please, just tell me!”
“No.”
I didn’t think. The trigger slid back and a deafening recoil echoed off the walls. I stood gazing over the gun, wispy smoke sliding up from the barrel. I took a step forward as my chest tightened, and my throat dried. I didn’t want to shoot him. I didn’t want to hurt anyone else. Why did he make me do it?
Norwood grabbed his left knee, a grimace on his face. Dark blood gushed out onto his dark blue pants. He fumbled around, trying to rebalance himself.
I refused to allow guilt to fill me. “I don’t want to kill you. You have a daughter. She deserves to have her father. She needs her father. But I will shoot you dead, right here, right now, if you don’t tell me how to turn off the damn electric field!”
I wiped my hand across my eyes. Tears slid down my cheeks. I didn’t know why. My chest hurt, and my heart pounded. I didn’t know who Norwood was but for whatever reason, I didn’t want to hurt him. It didn’t matter what anyone, including me, had said.
The hologram of Norwood’s daughter popped back onto his desk. She watched me, smiling as I held the gun toward her father. I couldn’t help but stare at her. For whatever reason, I wanted her forgiveness. I didn’t want this girl angry with me.
“Please…” My word came out soft. “Please help me.” A million ideas shot through my head. The ideas tugged on my focus. I stood staring at the desk, not even looking at the computer. After a second, I turned my gaze back to Norwood. His face was wide, but his expression had changed. The anger was gone, replaced with sympathy.
“Go to the security settings icon. It’s the top one colored blue and black,” he said.
I turned back to the computer. I tapped the icon with my finger hoping the computer was a touch based system. The icon opened.
“Now what?” I asked.
“Look for Perimeter Field A and B, turn them down to zero.”
I followed his instructions. I lifted up on my heels to look outside the windows, not knowing what I was looking for. A gigantic spark crackled in the sky and faded away.
“Is that it?” I asked.
“That’s it. If there is a breach in the outer, physical wall, nothing will stop anyone from escaping.”
I turned back around. Norwood sat on the floor tending to his knee. I walked over to him. My chest hurt seeing him like this.
“I’m sorry that I shot you. I wished—”
I wiped away the tears and mucus dripping out of me. I still had work to do. I could still get Jonas back to Rylan. In all this mess, I could still do something right.
I eyed Norwood. “Your PCD. Throw it over.”
Norwood slid it from his jacket pocket and lifted it, showing me that it was the PCD and not a weapon. He tossed it toward my feet. I reached down and grabbed it.
“Love your daughter. Please love her, okay… please.”
Norwood forced a smile. “You’d better go.”
I spun around and dashed toward the opening in the floor. I put the gun in my holster and angled my body down so I could descend into the hole. Once my body was fully submerged, I took one last look at Norwood. He seemed content. Maybe, he thought that he had reached me—saved me in some way. I wasn’t sure what it was, but something was different.
I half climbed, half fell through the rubble around the opening. It was still dusty, but the sun shone brightly in front of me, illuminating the prison. Once free of the rubble, I crawled backward to the outside tower and the three story drop.
“Paeton!” My name startled me. The voice was familiar and after a second I knew it was Shannon.
I jumbled forward, almost falling. Before I fell over the three-story drop, I grabbed a few rocks and hoisted myself up. As soon as I did, a deep voice growled, “Didn’t I say quiet?” A heavy shriek of pain in Shannon’s tonal range slammed into my eardrums.
Turning around, my gaze fell on a man in blue standing over Shannon. She was bent over and grabbing her stomach. An arrow stuck out of her right leg. Next to Shannon, Pyra lay, barely moving. Ares was alive but bleeding from his face and chest. One guard stood over them, arrow pulled tight on his bow.
I glanced across the field where Vogel hunched over on one knee, with another Rattler tending to him. One final Rattler was present. The last one held a long knife over Jonas’s body. Jonas didn’t look at me or anyone for that matter. He lay, slumped over on the ground with blood pouring onto the ground. Instinctively, I pulled out the gun and aimed it forward, wrapping both hands around the grip.
Vogel smiled at me despite the pain he must have been in. I didn’t know what his end game was. I thought he just wanted Jonas dead, which for all I knew had already happened. I glanced out at the far wall. It was at least three miles away. If we didn’t move in the next few minutes, the last of us would be stuck in here, probably forever.



CHAPTER 23
“Finish,” Jonas had said. The words spun around in my head as I surveyed the situation below me. The smartest man in my little world and the leader of the Nobodys, and possibly Escerica, lay on the ground, a gash across his stomach. Shannon, my link to normality, was oozing blood, one leg in stitches and the other with an arrow through it. She would live if I got her help soon, but one of Vogel’s archers stood over her, his bow a few feet from her head. Pyra was breathing, but not much more. Ares seemed like he could move, but I couldn’t tell how much. Everybody else was dead, and no one on my side held any weapons—so much for Lucky Seven.
The sun rose reluctantly into the sky. It was just a matter of time before Norwood would find a way to get someone to help him. No matter what I did, this was a moment of failure. I had a choice to make. I could try to get a few shots off and kill one or two of the Rattlers before they killed the only two people in this prison that half-way cared about me, or I could climb down and try to think of a plan on the way.
My feet spread before me, and my back rested comfortably on some of the rubble that had fallen in the explosion. My vision was clear. I could kill any one of them I wanted and that was the problem. I’d just have enough time to kill one.
For the first time in a long while, fear’s icy fingers grasped my throat. It wasn’t a fear that I could push away. I cared about Shannon and Jonas, and that was not normal for me. Even though part of me wanted to cut off those ties so I could go back to being alone and protected, the other part of me, the real me, wanted to be better. Despite myself, I wanted Shannon and Jonas safe.
Vogel yelled up at me. “Where’s Norwood? Did you kill him?”
“Why?” I asked.
“It’d be unfortunate if you did. I would have gone through a lot of work and might not get my payoff. He held Jonas’s contract.”
“Someone else would know, right?”
“Know that there was a price on his head, yes. Know who did the deed, no. I’ll be extremely upset with you if I find that Norwood is dead.”
“Well then, plan to be upset,” I said.
Norwood might show up at any time. I had only shot him right below the kneecap. However, if Vogel wanted him alive I would say otherwise. “I killed Norwood, but I have a way for you to still get out of here—get out of prison.”
Vogel leaned forward. He didn’t seem convinced and took a few, sideways glances at his guards. “Okay, I’m listening. However, if I don’t like what I hear, I will make short work of the rest of your little friends down here and then who will protect you for the next thirty-six hours?”
Jonas was right. Vogel was smart. He’d discerned or at least guessed that the likelihood of me having friends in this place was low. He had already killed or badly wounded anyone who would want to keep me alive. There was no telling if anyone in the prison would come to my aid, especially after the stunt I pulled yesterday shooting up Norwood’s office.
Anxiety crawled on my skin. I glanced around, considering the best way to word my current plan. I couldn’t even make up my mind if it would work at all. 
“Fair enough,” I hoped my voice sounded a bit more solid than the crackles in my ears. “On your right, you can see the generator for the electric field has been destroyed. I just disabled all of the electronic security for the complex. Another one of our friends just took out the north wall with the same explosive that you witnessed earlier. All of this means, there is a huge open gap three miles north of here, in the wall. You don’t have to wait for Norwood or anyone else, you can leave right now.”
“Impossible. No one can bypass the class security.”
“I can. I’m—” I stopped myself. I didn’t want to give Vogel any information that he didn’t already have. I still didn’t know all of his contacts. Trivet was able to contact the outside easily, why not Vogel? After a few seconds, I continued, “I um, I have a way with computers.”
Vogel mumbled something under his breath. His people turned to face him, each pleading to leave now and take advantage of the offer.
“Why should I trust you?” he asked.
“Well, why do you think we came all the way down here to blow holes in the walls around Circle One? Plus, I’ll still be around, as you pointed out, for another thirty-six hours if you want to kill me then.”
He smiled and hobbled forward. “What’s stopping me from killing all of you right now and then running out of here?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Except, I’m a great shot. I’ve been sitting here adjusting my aim toward your bald head. If you do anything to them, I’ll make my escape tunnel right through your skull.”
He stopped smiling. He didn’t know how good I was with a gun. No one knew. I had a hunch that he wouldn’t want to take a chance, though.
I nodded my head toward the north wall. “The window for our departure is closing. I’d advise you to get your people and start running now.”
I prayed that he would take the bait. I’d have to deal with any double-crosses later. The thought of him being out of prison made me nervous. Like Norwood had said, some of these people were the worst of the worst. But I was out of options and the prison wasn’t large enough for me to lie and then have to deal with Vogel before I reached the wall.
He bowed gracefully. “Well, here’s to never seeing you again.” He nodded to his people. One of the guards put his weapon down and picked up Vogel. The guard put Vogel on his back like Jonas had carried Pyra into Circle One earlier. Vogel and his group slowly backed away. When they got to the edge of Circle One, their footsteps picked up and faded into the distance.
My heart steadied, and I lowered the gun. Without another thought, I turned and made my way down the side of the tower. Once on the ground, reality set in. Vogel was not a guy to play around with. Like Jonas had said, he was efficient in his work. The arrow in Shannon’s left leg went straight through to the other side, giving her two bad legs. Ares could stand and move, but he was bleeding badly. One of his eyes was sliced shut. Pyra hadn’t been touched, but she was already on Death’s door. Everyone else was dead.
“Check on Jonas…” Shannon said as I jogged toward her.
“What? Is he?”
“I think so.”
I dashed over to Jonas and gently turned him. His eyes opened, and he stared at me. “Good job, Paeton.”
I glanced down at the fabric sticking to his stomach. My body froze. Jonas had to live, not just for Escerica, but for Rylan. “How bad is it?”
“Don’t worry about me. You need to get out of here.”
“No, I’m not leaving you.” Trembles nipped at my heels, and my knees bounded with worry.
“Yes, you are. You have a Master Key. You can help millions of people.” His face was stern, eyes focused. Every muscle in his neck popped out as he strained.
“But what about Rylan? You’re his dad. He needs you.” If he could live, then maybe, just maybe everything would be okay somehow. 
“He’ll be fine.”
“No. No, he won’t be fine. Why do parents think that? He won’t be fine!” I stared at him. “I’m getting you out of here.”
“You don’t have time, Paeton.”
I stopped listening. I ran around his back and yanked him up. He was a lead sack. He had to be at least two-hundred pounds. As I pulled him a few feet, he wailed and grunted.
“Ares!” I yelled.
Grunting with every move he made, Ares hobbled over and kneeled down next to me.
“We have to get Jonas,” I said. “Can you carry him?”
“I can try,” he said. “What about Pyra and Shannon? Pyra can barely move and Shannon can’t walk. There’s no way we can make it to the north wall.”
“Just leave us, Paeton. You’re the person everyone needs. We’re just not that lucky,” Shannon said.
“No!” My mind spun as the vibrations in my legs moved into my torso and shoulders. “I’m not leaving anyone. No one is getting left. We’re going to make it.”
“But…”
“No!” I yelled. “No, no, no!”
This couldn’t be happening. There had to be a way. 
My heart screamed that it was hopeless, but I refused to give up. I needed these people. For the first time since I found Mari and Miko, I had to have these people in my life. I couldn’t be some selfish bitch. I wouldn’t let myself be like that. I had to care, to love, to give myself—all of myself.
I ran over to Shannon. In desperation, my fingers wrapped around her body, and my arms pulled. I could barely get her torso off the ground. I dragged her toward the middle of the field, but I only was able to get ten steps before I collapsed. I tried again and again, each time with her crying out in pain.
“It’s no use,” Shannon said, her voice cracking. “Ow, Paeton, we won’t make it.”
“It is. We can make it. We can. Somehow we can.” My lungs exploded inside me. The air thickened into mud. I faded in and out of awareness. Dhyla’s face took shape in my mind, but not her motherly face upon the top of Café Lanta—her tired face right before her death.
I couldn’t keep losing people. I couldn’t make friends like Shannon and then have them yanked from my life. The pain was too much. The pieces of my cracked heart burned in my chest.
“Paeton, go.” Shannon’s words were soft.
I stood up again. My arms wrapped around Shannon’s torso. My body bent backward as my muscles strained. Ares watched me, waiting for orders. I got a few more feet before I tripped. I fell on the backward as tears blurred my vision. I didn’t have the strength. I was too tired. How could I move her three miles?
Shannon, Ares, and Jonas’s voices rumbled in my ears. They were loud, stinging my mind. I put my hands up to my ears to block them out. I had to force the world out of my head. I had to think clearly.
The situation wasn’t fair. If I left, Shannon might live through her injuries, but who would protect her for the next day and a half? I had already lost Dhyla. I couldn’t let Jonas die too. I wanted Rylan to have his dad in his life. I wanted him to have what I never had. Too many people’s lives were at stake. How could I save them? Every piece of my humanity rested with Shannon and Jonas living. My spirit bled over the ground through Shannon and Jonas’s veins. I had to keep them alive.
An anguished howl started in my toes and fingers before blasting through my arched torso and out of my mouth. 
I collapsed back onto the ground, my hands still pressed to my ears. One of the sun’s rays gleamed off the building above me. Even with my mind in rambles, the building stirred my memories. It was the ten story arch that dropped the prisoners down onto Circle One.
A thought occurred to me. This wasn’t over. I hadn’t played every card I had.
How long had it been? Ten minutes, fifteen? I grabbed my gun, put it in the holster, and made my way to Shannon’s side. I yanked on her arm. She started wailing about the pain in her leg, but I didn’t care. It was not the time for me to care, and I knew what to do.
I pulled her until I got her into the center of the circle. My gaze locked on the gigantic, circular room above me.
“Ares!” I yelled. “Can you get Jonas and Pyra into the middle of the circle?”
“Why?” he asked.
“I think I have a way out.”
After contemplating my idea for a second, he nodded his head.
I left him, dashed the few yards to get to the tower, and grabbed the first handful of brick to climb back into Norwood’s office. Before I could reach the crumbled stone, the light whump of helicopter rotors sounded in the distance. The first wave of the prison’s defense came alive. It was only a matter of time before every prison guard was on us.



CHAPTER 24
I scaled the broken tower as fast as I could. The rubble sifted through my fingers, making the climb seem impossible. My heart slammed my ribcage like a fist. The closer I got to the top, the louder the helicopter rotors whipped and my heart pounded. I didn’t know how much time I had wasted with Vogel. Everything went against me.
My head slid through the broken boards in the bottom of the room. As soon as I broke the floor plane, I saw Norwood, working his way toward the office door, reaching out for the lock. Every few seconds, he banged on the door. He yelled a couple of times, but I don’t think anyone heard him over the alarms.
A few grunts escaped my mouth as I crawled forward, and I sneezed out the residual dust from my nose. I grabbed the desk leg with my outstretched hand and dragged the rest of my worn body into the room. Once there, I moved to my feet as quickly as possible with the blaring alarms radiating in my ears. I circled the desk and slammed my hand over the door’s lock.
Norwood turned. His face was pale, and his breath pulsed.
“I thought you’d be long gone by now,” he said.
“I thought so, too.” I pulled the gun out and pointed it at him. Trembles lingered in my bones. Caution I felt, but nothing more.
His eyes widened before he sighed. One of his arms rose in compliance while the other hand continued to hold onto his knee.
I swallowed the last of my conflicting emotions away. “I’m here to make a deal.”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Sure, I guess. But this works for both of us.” The deal I had was a good one. My chest warmed. I was on the right path.
“What do I have to do?”
I pulled out his PCD. His eyes glossed over the glass and metal. The handheld device gave him the ability not only to call for help but to get his prison under control.
A knock at the office door startled me. I took a step back.
“Here’s the first thing. Invite whoever it is in, but don’t let them know I’m here,” I said.
I darted over to my hiding place from the last time I came into Norwood’s office. With any luck, the person would zip past me and tend to Norwood.
I pointed the gun at Norwood’s face then slowly leaned over to unlock the door. The door slid to the side and there was a pause. I stared into Norwood’s eyes, making sure he didn’t try to alert the person.
A man dashed into the room. “Where do you want us to—” He paused and bent over toward Norwood. “Mr. Norwood, are you alright?”
The man had to be the tallest person I had ever seen in my life. He had to be at least twice my size. I hit the panels on the door, and it slid shut—locked. The man’s head swiveled around and his eyes focused on me.
I took a step forward, gun raised.
“Benjamin, meet Paeton,” Norwood said.
Benjamin stood, his hands going for the gun at his belt.
I cocked my head to the side and pointed my gun at Benjamin’s face. “I’ve had a really bad day. You really don’t want to mess with me right now.”
His hands went up, and he took a step back.
“Throw the gun.” I angled with my head toward the other side of the room.
Benjamin complied, and the gun bounced on the hardwood, sliding to a stop against the far wall.
A moment later, a quad-helicopter flew by, rattling the office and bouncing a few papers off Norwood’s desk. The little Statue of Liberty paperweight fell over. The One-Starred Flag, which was mounted open on the wall, lost a pin and folded into a draping position. The deep blue fabric fluttered as it fell to the floor.
The quadcopter wasn’t low enough for anyone to glance in, but I was more concerned that whoever was on board was surveying the ground below with Jonas, Shannon, and Ares.
I glanced down at Norwood. He took a moment to grieve over his fallen flag. After a moment, he made eye contact.
I was happy because I had all the pieces in place that I needed. However, something stirred in the back of my mind questioning whether I could pull this off. I wasn’t a strategist like Jonas said Raj was, but I was still a thief. My costumes may not have fooled Trivet, but they had fooled countless officers before him. What I was about to do was going to be either the dumbest thing I had ever done in my life or the smartest.
I glanced at the giant Benjamin-guy. “Take off your clothes.”
“Uh, what?”
I put my free hand on the gun to steady it. I had no problems shooting him. I wouldn’t allow myself to have compassion for anyone who didn’t follow my orders. Benjamin sensed it and exchanged glances with Norwood. He took a deep breath and then started to unbutton his shirt.
I waved him back a little from Norwood. “Shirt and pants are all I need, please.”
I moved within a whisper radius of Norwood. “You have prisoners trying to escape. I’ll tell you where they are. All I want you to do for me is tell everyone in the building to go there. That’ll give you what you need. Most of the prisoners will be recaptured.”
Norwood forced an eyebrow high despite the tightness of his face. “And…”
“And you will accompany me to the top of the arc so I can get my friends and go. That’s all I ask. I don’t want to hurt you or anyone else. I just want to get out of here.”
Benjamin stood with his hands out. He had his slacks and shirt hanging on his arms. I glanced over at his boxers. They were for an old, middle-grade, movie series called The Messengers. It was weird to see something like that on a grown man, but I just shrugged. I would hopefully laugh about it later with Rylan.
“Take the cuffs off the belt and cuff yourself over to the…” I glanced around for something solid. There was a metal pipe for some kind of pressure valve near one of the windows. “Over there on that pipe.”
I watched him walk over and lock himself in. When I heard the last click of the metal cuffs, I put the gun in my belt. I picked up Benjamin’s clothes, then ran around to grab Norwood’s office chair. I put the clothes in the chair and pushed it forward to get the chair as close to Norwood as possible. I took a tie off the man’s belt and tied Norwood’s free wrist to the chair’s arm rest.
“Sorry, can’t take a chance,” I said.
“Smart girl,” he replied.
After the one hand was locked, I helped Norwood lift himself up and into the chair. I let him have his free hand to cradle the wound in his knee. Once that was complete, I stripped out of my black jumpsuit and coat to put on Benjamin’s trousers and shirt. I looked like a child draped in the massively baggy clothes, but I cuffed the slacks and the shirt. It wasn’t my best disguise, but it would have to do. At least I didn’t look like a prisoner anymore. Hopefully, anyone from a distance would ignore me.
I went back to Norwood’s desk and shuffled around trying to find his gun. It wasn’t that hard to find because I had already seen him reaching for it on the right side of his desk. I checked the bullet count and changed the clip in the gun I already had. After I stuffed my gun into my pants, I gave the PCD to Norwood.
“Tell them to go to the north wall,” I said. “Yell like it’s an emergency that the prisoners are escaping at the north wall, and you want everyone over there now.”
He rolled his eyes but gripped the PCD. A few seconds later, I heard his voice echoing over the intercoms. “We have prisoners escaping at the north wall. All personnel, I mean everyone, report to the north wall immediately!” He repeated the statements a couple of times before craning his neck toward me. “Satisfied?”
I took a few quick steps toward the windows of the office. A few guards dashed north through the fields. The quadcopter outside circled a few times, then flew off into the distance.
I followed the events for a few seconds before I came back to Norwood. “Yes, I’m very satisfied. Now, for phase two. All you have to do is point me in the right direction and stay quiet.”
I rolled Norwood out into the hallway. A few guards still ran around. They paused when they noticed his knee. Norwood shooed them with his free hand.
“It’s just a scratch. Get to the damn wall. Do you want half the prison population to escape!”
Immediately, they dropped what they were doing and hurried around the corner.
“Turn left up here,” he told me. “There’s an elevator at the end of the hallway.”
I was surprised that he was taking everything so well. I had expected more of a struggle. I guess in the midst of the chaos, he figured I might be his best option. I only wanted to save a handful of prisoners. Thousands more could be escaping right now. He also knew I didn’t want to kill him, so I was probably very different from those who had weapons because of the Death Days. His meager guards would have their work cut out for them. This wasn’t a jail break with simple prisoners, but with armed ones, many of whom had guns and ammunition.
I pushed the down button for the elevator. A light bell dinged, and the doors slid open. I pulled Norwood inside and pressed the button to the bottom level.
We exited on the main floor. The hallways were empty except for a few people dashing around in the distance. The alarm blared and sent pounding waves into my brain. Monitors on the wall showcased what was happening at the north wall. Hundreds of inmates climbed over rocks and debris. A four-foot opening was all the explosives had made, but it was large enough. The quadcopters circled the scene as dozens of prison guards positioned themselves to stop the outflow of prisoners.
It dawned on me that I hadn’t warned Trivet about sending the cops. He may wait for us to show up, but the more I considered the idea, the more I doubted it. Trivet wasn’t the type to linger. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had a limo waiting for him. As annoying as Trivet was, he was fascinating. He did think differently. The more I considered him, the more I understood Jonas’s respect for him. After all, I was only one step away from everything that Trivet had promised. If it wasn’t for Vogel showing up, we’d probably already be in Trivet’s limo celebrating.
Norwood and I came to the second elevator, the one that took us up to the top of the curved tower. I tugged Norwood inside and started the elevator toward the tenth floor.
“I uh… never liked this project.” Norwood’s head faced forward, away from me. His words came out in a low, purposeful way.
“Um, what?” I didn’t think he would be having a conversation with me. Caution stirred me, and I was ready for him to counterattack like you always see in the movies.
“These Death Days. This was all Dalton’s pet project.”
I listened to the words, but they had no meaning to me. Norwood was in charge of these things. He made sure the Death Days were done. “I’m not sure what that means, sir.”
“It means that in thirty-eight states, Dalton has created a name for himself against crime. I always thought events like this would be considered cruel and unusual punishment.”
“I would think so. I guess?” I didn’t know what to say, except “Yeah it is,” or maybe “No duh!” but I decided not to say that. He seemed sincere, and it wasn’t the time for me to stomp on his apology.
“I guess you’re a product of our high schools being privatized.”
“Yes sir,” I said. “I did complete eighth grade, though. I was a pretty good student.”
Norwood winced. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.” A pause passed between us and then his head rotated around toward me. “Did you know your father, Miss Washington?”
The question took me by surprise. My stomach dropped to my knees. I didn’t think he would ask me anything, especially about something so personal. “Um, no sir, I didn’t.”
I glanced down at him. His eyes defocused. “I’m sorry.”
A pinch cut into my chest. His words were soft and kind. I would never have thought in a million years that he would feel anything, least of all for me.
“Sometimes I think I don’t know my own children. Ever since Gretchen started at State she hasn’t had much to say to me. Her mother thinks it’s a phase that she is going through, but I think she’s drifting away.” He looked around the elevator then back toward me. “She’s a lot like you. She believes there is a way to bridge the gap of hate and misunderstanding.”
“She sounds… um, great, but you already knew that, right?” The best thing was to say something nice. I didn’t know much at all about Norwood, but he wasn’t a bad guy. He was a prison warden, a man who wanted to do his job well and efficiently. He wasn’t like Dalton, Clarisse, or Troy.
“I can’t say you’re a good girl, Paeton.” His stare sliced right down to my soul. “But I can say that at least you are making an effort, so let me give you a bit of advice. If you somehow make it through this, stay away from Dalton. He’s not a man to be trifled with. Do you understand?”
I opened my mouth, but every word I had was caught in my throat. The first time Dalton’s face shown in the android’s helmet, there was a sinister gleam in his eyes. The fact that Norwood acknowledged his power sent arrows through my skull. After a few tries at saying something, I managed a weak, “Yes, sir.”
The elevator door slid open. I moved back around the chair and pushed Norwood into the room. From memory, I went to the far left side where the one guard opening the floor and controlling the circle.
“Very top,” Norwood informed me.
My gaze snapped to the words “Trap Door Control.” I hit the button, and the door at the bottom of the room slid open. The hollow sound of churning wind filled the room with a faint scent of blood and ash. A moment later, I found a small slider on the panel labeled “Magnet Control.” It was set to 0. I slid it all the way up.
A few screams and moans came from the opening. Slowly, heads and bodies appeared. Ares cradled Pyra, keeping her steady. Shannon gritted her teeth as she held onto Jonas. They were all alive and high above the dangers on the ground. As I closed the trap door, two figures I didn’t expect floated through the opening. Guns gleamed from their hands, but their bodies and faces were painted black.
Everything within me stilled as the first one of them rotated around and locked eyes with me. I scrambled for my gun and aimed it at his face.



CHAPTER 25
The man in dark clothing and a painted face raised his arms in surrender. His eyes widened and a look of concern played on his face. “Paeton, don’t shoot!”
“Who are—”
He wiped his sleeve across half of his face. A line of mud disappeared around his right eye and nose. I recognized the dark eyes and skin. It was Raj. The guy next to him lifted his hands as well. This new guy was a good six inches taller than Raj with thick arms and a tight face that appeared as though it would pop. Moody the Monster shot to the front of my mind just looking at the guy.
“Just put the gun down, please,” Raj said. His head craned toward Jonas who floated next to him. “We need to get Jonas help.”
At those words, my gun lowered. I didn’t know why I held it up so long. My reflexes were on edge, and my mind was buzzing. Even after I shut the door and turned off the magnet, my heart rattled around inside of me.
Everyone, except for Raj and Moody lay out on the floor. They were beaten up and could barely move.
“How did you know we were here?” Shannon asked. A trace of venom was in her voice.
I ran over to see to her.
Raj bent down to survey everyone’s wounds. “Jonas sent word to me,” Raj said. “Three guys came from the Razorbacks, saying that Trivet had sent you guys down here to… blow up the field generator? I honestly didn’t think it was possible.”
I thought about Raj’s explanation and remembered Jonas doing just as Raj had said. Jonas must have known he might need reinforcements, or at least let Raj know he had a way out of the prison. His timing was the only thing that didn’t sit right with me. We had to be gone, what, an hour—two hours? With an able body, surely Raj could have met us and maybe saved Shannon and the others from being skewered by Vogel.
“Where’s the rest of your T.O.T.?” Shannon asked.
“Most didn’t make it. The word has spread about the wall and everyone is going crazy.” Raj studied the scene and cleaned his face as he moved toward Jonas. His words were logical. If I were a prisoner and I found out there was a way out, even during the Death Days, I’d abandon everything for the hope of freedom. Jonas had said many prisoners just wanted a new life. They didn’t want to be killers or to be killed. Trivet’s hole-in-the-wall was a peaceful solution.
“What is he doing here?” Moody the Monster’s gruff voice startled me.
I glanced over. Moody nodded at Norwood. I stepped toward the guard and grabbed the guard’s arm so he would turn to me. “He’s with me.”
“We should kill him right now,” Moody said and pointed his gun at Norwood.
“No!” I said. I moved in front of Norwood and pulled my gun out, aiming it at Moody. “I said he’s with me.”
Moody didn’t move. His gun remained in the same place which meant if he fired, the bullet would cut straight through my abdomen. The hair on the back of my neck rose. Whoever this guy was, he was not backing down. His hands were steady, and his eyes sharp.
I didn’t like this at all. This guy wasn’t listening to me. From what I could tell by his hardened expression, he didn’t care.
Three long seconds passed before I heard Raj’s voice. “It’s okay. He’s injured and tied to the chair. Paeton’s right to keep him alive. We may need him.”
Moody lowered his gun. Even with the immediate danger passed, uneasiness rolled through my abdomen. I didn’t know him. Honestly, I still didn’t know Raj all that well. Jonas vouched for Raj, saying that he had saved his life countless times. That fact was the only thing that kept me from shooting Raj and Moody the Monster.
“If you’re going to try to make your escape, I suggest you get to it,” Norwood said.
I turned around toward him and nodded. After a moment to survey the area, I kneeled down next to Norwood. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you as long as you hold up your end of the bargain.”
Norwood’s eyebrows tightened into a confused stare. He held his wound and lightened his expression. “You’d better work fast.”
I agreed and pulled away. He grabbed my wrist and dropped it quickly. It was just enough to get my attention.
“Be careful,” he mouthed.
I nodded, not understanding why Norwood would try to warn me about anything. He seemed different from the disappointed man I’d met yesterday.
I glanced back at the others. “Raj, can you help Jonas into the elevator? Ares, can you get Pyra? New guy—dude, can you get my friend Shannon?” I turned to the elevator and pushed the button for the door to open. Raj dragged Jonas across the floor. Ares managed to lift Pyra, but Moody still didn’t have Shannon in his hands.
“Just give me your gun,” she said. “I can hold it for you.”
“No, I’m good,” Moody argued.
He wedged the gun into the front of his pants and grabbed Shannon under the arm. Her face grimaced as he put her arm around his neck. I would have thought he would have just lifted her up. She wasn’t much heavier than me. I didn’t like seeing her half walk across the floor with the arrow still wedged in her thigh.
After Shannon and Moody were on the elevator, we took it down to the main floor. Norwood guided us through a few hallways. It was tough going, especially for Shannon and Jonas. After a few minutes, we found two utility carts against a wall in the second hallway. They were covered in boxes. After a sweep of Ares’s arm, they became free enough to put Pyra on one and Jonas and Shannon on the other. Shannon sat up with Jonas lying on her patched leg. The leg with the arrow was angled to just fit on the edge. Ares took off his coat and put it under Pyra’s head.
I didn’t like the way they were situated. It frightened me to see them like this. Their bodies were in a delicate situation and a wrong move could possibly kill Jonas and Pyra. I prayed that they could hold on a little longer.
“You okay?” I asked Ares.
“Right as rain,” he said.
He was lying. Everyone dripped with blood. It was just a matter of time before it caught up to him like it had already done to Pyra and Jonas. Pyra hadn’t opened her eyes since I got them into the tower. Her breathing was steady but weakened. Shannon was becoming dizzy, and Jonas’s leadership had faded a long time ago. At this point, he was just hanging on. We had to get out of this building. After that, I had to find a way to get everyone medical help.
My first thought was to go straight to the emergency room at the nearest hospital. I could put a gun to the head of the doctors and make them heal the others. I scrapped that idea because I can’t be in three places at once, and I was also sure that the hospital would be crawling with security.
Raj pushed the cart with Jonas and Shannon. Ares took the one with Pyra. I continued with Norwood and Moody was alone.
I thought back to Jonas and what he had said about Raj. He trusted him. I swallowed my frustration. “Raj, is there any place we could go for medical help?”
“You mean for Jonas,” he said.
“Yes. Getting out of here won’t help much if I can’t find a place to help them.”
He took a moment to think, his head bending backward. “I believe there is a safe house near old Chastain Park. I’m not sure where, but we can try to call in, once we’re in a car and headed north.”
I rubbed the PCD inside my pocket that I had taken from Benjamin in Norwood’s office. The PCD was Norwood’s. I still should be able to start a call with him in the vicinity because his D-Tag would allow me to access the PCD’s operating system. I wasn’t sure if my Master Key would work on a PCD. The problem was, who was I going to call? It wasn’t like I had Rylan’s PCD Number.
“Thanks, I’m sure we’ll find a way,” I said.
Once we left this place, every cop in Georgia would be looking for us. We needed to get a car and to get out of this area and back into Atlanta. I just didn’t know how long anyone would last, and I was running on the food from eight hours ago and adrenaline. If I could get the Escerica members’ attention somehow, I would be safe. Would Josalyn be watching the areas around the prison? Would she know? Surely, police reinforcements were headed to the prison. Maybe if I held up the PCD to a security camera, Josalyn would know to hack it.
We reached the end of the hall and turned right. There was a checkpoint that attached to a corridor that was about fifteen yards long. On the far side of the corridor was a gate that seemed to be controlled by the first checkpoint. Despite my naive hope that every single person in the building would be out trying to catch the escaping prisoners, the checkpoint was manned.
“What do we do?” Ares said.
“We have Norwood.” I continued the pace. “He’s our bargaining chip.”
“Agreed. My thoughts exactly,” Raj said.
Out of the corner of my eye, a determined expression locked on Raj’s face. His eyes flicked, and he wiped his forehead repeatedly.
Shannon craned her head back toward me. Her eyebrows tightened, and she shook her head slowly. Something was bothering her. This all seemed wrong somehow. I still had reservations about Moody the Monster, who didn’t really help anyone.
We reached the first checkpoint. The officer gazed at us with wide eyes. He grabbed his PCD. His mouth opened and closed. Even though he spoke to someone, we couldn’t hear anything he was saying inside the booth.
“I’ll handle this part,” Raj said.
He left the cart with Jonas and Shannon and took a few steps toward the booth.
“Open the gate,” he said.
The officer thinned his eyes at Raj. There was a look of surprise on the officer’s face that seemed to fade just as quickly as it came. Raj pointed a gun at Norwood and then tapped the glass of the checkpoint. Afterward, Raj glanced down at the controls within the checkpoint office and mouthed the word “Open.”
The officer took another glance at Norwood, shifted his eyes, and then opened the gate. Raj moved out of the way and went back to the cart with Jonas. “Let’s head on through,” he said.
“How will we know if the far gate will open?” I asked.
“We still have Norwood,” Raj said. His statement was so matter-of-fact that it was off-putting. The first gate was open, and we did have Norwood. I couldn’t deny those facts, but my stomach wouldn’t stop spinning.
Shannon glanced at me. She rubbed her fingers over the center of her bow and slowly brought out an arrow to place beside it. I craned around toward Ares and Pyra.
“How’s she doing?” I asked.
“She’s fine for now. We need to get her help as soon as possible, though.” Ares slid his good eye to the side, back toward me, then again to the side. His concerns were the same as Shannon’s. Moody sniffed his nose with one hand and tapped the trigger of his weapon with the other hand.
I wanted some miracle to happen in this moment. I needed for Jonas to wake up, know what was going on, and assure me that I was jumping to conclusions. My heart hammered so fast that it was moments from bursting into tiny fragments.
With Jonas and Pyra unconscious and Ares and Shannon severely wounded, I was the only one who had the ability to fight. However, fatigue plagued me, and I was about half the size of Moody who was in perfect health.
My mind raced to come to a solid conclusion. Jonas had said that the Circles were given ten PCDs to use. The PCDs were the only way to communicate with anyone privately. Raj had access to a private PCD because he was in a leadership position. Vogel had been assigned the task to kill Jonas. He had said so himself. If it wasn’t for the hole in the north wall, we would have all been dead by Vogel’s hands.
Raj appeared out of nowhere, crossing the deadly prison grounds in the middle of the Death Days. Even with the north wall opened, it seemed a bit odd that he would have made it here so easily. There wasn’t a scratch on him. He had to know something or be after something. I just didn’t know what. Jonas was the only person here of importance.
I needed to test my theory. I stopped and kneeled.
Moody hit me in the back with his hand. “Go,” he said.
“There’s something wrong with the wheel. It’s stuck. Just go on, I’ll be right behind you.”
Moody glanced at Raj, then kneeled beside me. A tingle rolled along my neck.
“Let me take a look.” Moody pushed me out of the way and rolled the chair back and forth a bit. “Looks fine. C’mon, we need to get out of here.”
“Oh, okay. Weird, huh?” I said, trying to sound innocent.
My fingers itched for my gun. It was wedged in the back of my pants because I needed my hands to push Norwood. With Moody behind me, there was no way I could grab it without him seeing.
My mind continued to work through the puzzle. Raj liked Jonas. He had helped him for who knows how long, however, Raj has—Crix, that was it.
I placed a smile on my face and said as cheerfully as possible, “When we get out of here, I’m going to go get myself the best coffee ever. I haven’t had a chocolate crème mocha it seems like in ages.”
Raj glanced back at me. His eyebrows twisted. I glanced over my shoulder to Ares and gave him a happy shrug.
I pushed Norwood’s chair and followed behind Raj, Shannon, and Jonas who were a few feet in front of me. As I passed the midway point, I glanced at Raj. “Can women drink coffee when they are pregnant?”
“Some do. But I’ve heard it’s not the best thing,” Raj said.
“I heard women can get cravings for stuff, though. What happens when you crave coffee? I just couldn’t imagine. I’m still young, but—”
“You just make do. Make the hard choice for the health of the child.”
“Oh,” I said.
The gate behind us closed. I craned my head backward and saw a familiar set of eye-glasses watching me from the corner of the hallway. It was only a brief moment, but I had seen Clarisse. Vogel was set to kill Jonas, but Raj was set to kill me. Clarisse couldn’t find a clean way to do it in the hospital. She needed another way. The first attack on the township wasn’t for Jonas, it was for me. Raj had even set us up when he sent us to the Rattler Township. Trivet had saved our lives. Raj couldn’t control all the aspects of the prison. He couldn’t even kill off a scrawny sixteen-year-old. How could he raise his child in here or take the chance that someone may kill his wife? All the events started to align.
Vogel had said Jonas was worth a whole life sentence. How much was I worth?
“It must be hard to be a parent, worried all of the time. Especially in this place,” I said.
Raj nodded. “You have no idea.”
I stared at his right hand. He still held his gun, despite pushing the cart with Jonas and Shannon. Moody always had his gun, even from the beginning.
I should thank Moody the Monster. If it wasn’t for him, I probably wouldn’t have discovered the danger.
“Have you made any hard choices recently?” I asked.
Raj’s head lowered. “You make hard choices all the time.”
Shannon nodded ever so slightly. Tension mounted behind me with Ares and Moody. We neared the end of the hallway. The glass gate stood open. I guessed that once Raj pushed Jonas out of firing range, then Raj would turn and kill me, Pyra, and Ares. Jonas was too out of it to know or remember anything.
My heart throbbed. I itched for the defining moment. I was ready, and the corridor ended.
Raj guided the cart through the opening to the outside. The first two wheels tottered over the gap where the glass slid back and forth. He got the cart half-way there and stopped.
Shannon was my eyes behind me. I raised my voice a little. “Did you make the hard choice to kill me?”
Raj paused. His whole body slumped over as he laughed. “It wasn’t my choice. Cause I really don’t give a damn about you.”
He spun his head around, and his expression changed. He kicked the cart through the opening. The cart angled onto two wheels and flipped over. Shannon tumbled and screamed. Jonas tumbled and landed a few feet away from her.
My breath stilled as my mind tried to catch up.
Raj aimed his gun and fired. Three blasts blossomed from the gun’s barrel.
Something moved in front of me—no, it was someone.
My hand whipped behind my back and grabbed my gun. In less than a second, it rose to shoulder height. My left hand wrapped around the gun’s grip, to balance over both arms. My right leg took a light step back to keep me centered as my finger tightened around the trigger.
A burning sensation blasted up my arm like fire. I had to take a step forward to keep from being thrown off balance by the pain.
My eyes shot back at Raj. Besides the sizzling in my arm, I was okay. We were both only ten feet away from each other. At this range, I was deadly accurate. I glanced down and noticed the hole I had opened up in his stomach. Raj wrapped a hand over the blood spewing onto the floor.
I let myself breathe again. My mind fumbled wondering what had happened. There was no way Raj could have missed. How could he have not killed me when I was only ten feet away?
I heard a gurgle and glanced to my right. Norwood slumped over to the side of the corridor. He had three holes in his chest, and his head was limp.
My heart stopped. Madness wrapped its slimy tentacles around my neck as noise echoed in my ears. The scent of Norwood’s blood draped over me. My hands trembled, and madness began to take me. I wanted Norwood to live, to see his daughter again. I didn’t want him dead. Why did he save me? Why did he jump in front of the bullets?
“No!” I screamed.
A thump sounded behind me. Out of the corner of my eye, Ares wiped a knife on his pants. Moody was on the ground, gun in hand.
“I just don’t get it.” Raj laughed as he held his stomach. “Why did he do that? I could have killed your dumb ass once and for all!”
I stumbled forward, pushing the chair out of the way. I steadied my gaze. I had wanted him to have a chance to see his child. For some reason, my emotions locked in battle. I didn’t hate him, but I couldn’t feel anything as his life drained from his body. I searched my mind to make the argument to save him but quickly recognized that he wasn’t worth my compassion.
His face tightened with anger. “What does every idiot in the world see in you?”
“I wish I knew,” I said and fired three more rounds into him.
He fell over dead.
The gun fell from my hands and clattered to the linoleum floor. I crawled to Norwood and guided his head back. His eyes rotated toward mine. He smiled and closed his eyes.
“Good job,” he said.
“Good job? Good job? No, no it’s not a good job. You have to live. You have a daughter and a son. You have to live for them.”
I didn’t want Norwood to die. His daughter would hate me. She would never forgive me. I’d be some faceless—no, she knew my face. She would think of me every day for the rest of her life as the person who stole her father away from her. I would be the murderer I was in the woods. I’d be the person that I hated. I didn’t want that. I wanted—needed those around me to be happy and safe.
I shook his arm. “You live. You have a family. Don’t you leave them. Don’t leave them!”
My body tensed. A hand touched my back. I flinched, my whole body bounding forward. With a side glance, I saw Ares. His eyes were sad and his lips taught.
“We need to go,” he said.
I shuddered. I didn’t want to leave Norwood here. A bloodbath of a hallway wasn’t the place for him. He deserved better than this. Why couldn’t I provide more for him?
Norwood’s eyes cracked open just enough to see a millimeter of his irises moving back and forward. He looked beyond me to Ares. “Get her out of here.”
Ares yanked me to my feet. A thousand tiny jolts shot outward from my wounded arm. I screamed and wobbled, grabbing the place where the bullet cut a crater in my arm.
A whining noise startled me. My gaze slid around the glass hallway, trying to find the source. Shannon was at the exit. Her arms were pressed against the door. I couldn’t believe what was happening. Despite all my efforts to get everyone free, the outer gate was closing, trying to lock me and Ares in the corridor.



CHAPTER 26
“Hurry up!” Shannon yelled. “Get Pyra!”
I had completely forgotten about her. As the horn blared announcing the gate was closing, I dashed over and grabbed the cart with Pyra on it. Using all my strength, I forced it toward me. It wouldn’t budge. Something was stuck. I glanced down. Moody’s arm was wedged under the wheel. I couldn’t get enough momentum to get the cart to roll over it.
“It won’t move,” I mumbled.
Ares dashed to my side. He yanked Pyra off the cart and lifted her into his arms.
“Got her. Let’s go,” he said.
We both hobbled toward the door. My shaky legs pressed against the ground. Every step was torture. My body fumbled just to stay upright. I had no energy and no motivation to continue. My mind and heart were lost in a tangled web of confusion as the glass wall continued along its path. Halfway to the door, reality set in. My cheeks burned as the last few inches of the glass wall slid into place.
I rotated in circles, glancing at my new prison. There was heavy glass on all sides, trapping me inside. My gaze focused through the transparent walls into the beautiful gardens around the front of the building. The bright pink, white, and green leaves of spring mocked me. I was so close, yet so far away.
My eyes focused back toward the checkpoint. I took a step forward and scooped my gun off the ground. “Open the door!”
The officer raised his hands but backed away from the panel. With fear across his face, he opened a side door and ran away.
Furious, I let several bullets fly toward the checkpoint. The bullets hit and chipped the glass, but didn’t penetrate.
After all of that effort, I was trapped.
Every drop of energy I had drained away like water in a sink. My back hit the glass behind me. I slid down and fell to the floor in a lump. My fingers reached into my hair and tugged on the strands, forcing me to feel something other than disappointment.
Ares tended to Pyra, doing something out of the corner of my eye.
“You did a good job,” he said. “Jonas is out. Shannon might be able to get him to safety.”
I stared down the hallway. Shannon had left the glass and checked on Jonas. Ares was right, at least both of them still had a chance. I wasn’t sure how far they would get, but maybe Shannon had some secrets I didn’t know about.
“What about your son?” I said.
“He’ll be okay. I’m sure Trivet got him out.”
“Don’t you want to see him?” I asked, my voice cracking. I tried to focus on something else—tried to believe some good would come from this. Nothing of importance entered my mind, only emptiness, and despair.
Ares patted my shoulder. “My son’s safe. That’s all that matters.”
My head nodded, and my throat tightened. There was nothing either of us could do. Without Norwood alive, there wasn’t a reason for the officer to let us out. Our bargaining chip was dead. Pretty soon, other prison guards would arrive and would re-arrest us. It didn’t matter if most of the prisoners were at the north wall, sooner or later they’d recognize there were a few at the main entryway.
I hurt all over. My arm was just the beginning of my pain. I wanted to see Rylan again. I wanted to go on a second date. I didn’t know what happened to Mari and Miko. Were they still alive? Did they survive the attack? With all that had happened, Clarisse would find a way to kill me off. My Death Days weren’t over.
Tears fell from my eyes, and I gripped my knees. In twenty-four hours, I was sure to be dead. There was no one to protect me and all of my efforts to save everyone were in vain.
Bursts of air shot from my lungs despite trying to hold them in. I cried into my knees as Ares rubbed my shoulder. Raising my head, I wiped my face.
“How are your injuries? Can you still walk?” I asked.
“Why?”
“I don’t know what our fight is going to be like in a little while. I’m just trying to figure something out.”
A shadow covered the hallway, blocking out the sun. My stomach dropped the last few inches to the floor. The police had found us already. I had hoped that Shannon and Jonas would get away. I didn’t want all this effort to be for nothing. Jonas could still die. The Death Days weren’t over. Shannon had said that she almost didn’t make it last year. How would Jonas live when his escort was either dead or barely breathing?
I gazed into the sky. Specks of light glowed at the edges of a huge vehicle. My eyes winced between the varying contrast of shadow and sunlight as the flying vehicle hovered above us. Three huge rectangular blocks connected to one another, floating in the air. Two of the blocks were tall. I guessed that they were the engines. Fast moving blue streaks shot out of them over the ground as the monstrosity of a ship descended. In the main, more horizontal part of the ship, four people stood in a triangular cockpit type area. Three of them were seated. The only one who was not seated pointed at me and placed his hands over his head in repetitious movements. The more I stared, the more bewildered I got.
I stood. My palm cleared my tears. I took a few steps toward the glass wall in front of me. That wasn’t just a man standing—that was…
“Trivet?”
Immediately, I recognized what he was saying. Two, large guns slid out of the bottom of the ship. They slid slightly from side to side as they took aim.
“He wants us to duck!” I yelled.
My stomach dropped. A surge of fear blasted through me.
Ares kneeled. I ran over and shielded Pyra. The guns of the ship came to life and bright streaks shot through the glass. Sharp shards ping-ponged around the corridor for several seconds before going dormant. The light whir of the guns entered into my ears along with the soft sounds of birds singing with the sunrise. The smell of grass and daffodils danced in the breeze.
I stood and brushed off myself. A few pieces of glass stuck in my legs. Drops of blood seeped into my pants.
I didn’t care. I hobbled to the new opening of my glass prison. With the last bit of energy I had, I limped over bullet shells and polycarbonate.
Metal buckets shot down from the ship. Several men and women dressed in white and red ran out to us. They picked up Jonas, Shannon, and Pyra and rushed them back to the buckets. Soon, two of them came up to me. Before I could argue, they lifted me up on a small mobile cot and took me to one of the buckets. A second later, the bucket began its ascent into the ship.
I was rushed into a wide, metal compartment with the other evacuees. Besides the overwhelming confusion, I relaxed. I was safe and those I cared about were with me, even whiny Pyra.
Once Pyra, Shannon, Ares, and Jonas were secured, the ship banked to the left. An intense G-force slammed into me as the ship shot toward who knows where.
Curtains wrapped around the bed I laid on. The nurses stripped me, cleaned me, and shot me with a hundred needles. I faded away into darkness. I wanted to fight. Wanted to stay awake, but the more I struggled the faster the sleep came until I was gone into the abyss.
 
***
 
A dozen mumbles lulled me out of my drug induced sleep. Between long blinks, the tiny gaps in the curtains took shape. People who appeared to be nurses traveled back and forth, glancing at patients and writing down notes on their hand-held monitors or PCDs.
My gaze fell on the tube coming from my arm. I didn’t like people sticking me with needles and drugging me. I pinched the end and slowly pulled out the needle. I held my hand over the tiny hole hoping that my blood would clot. With my left hand, I tapped the bandaged areas of my body. My right, upper arm burned. I remembered that was where I had been shot by Moody the Monster when he was behind me. I ran my fingers over what seemed like scores of tiny bandages and knew those covered either the injuries inflicted by the Death Days or by the gunship shattering the outside wall of the glass corridor.
One hand rested on my chest, the other hand covered the needle in my elbow. My heart steadied. Norwood had saved my life.
I still didn’t understand why he had done it. I liked him well enough, but why would he get himself killed for me? It didn’t make sense and only made me feel worse. He was just another person added to my ever-increasing list of failures.
I rolled over on my hip. Stinging sensations stabbed my left side. Each tiny torment helped my mind to focus and remove the drowsiness of the drugs. After what could have been one minute or ten—I was still struggling to gain consciousness—I sat up.
I was in a white gown and there was a slight draft on my back. This place was much more like a hospital than the Escerica compound. The prison guard’s clothes, which I had changed into, lay discarded on the floor. I reached for them and my undergarments. Over the next fifteen minutes, I struggled to put on all of them. I liked the idea of being clean, but walking around with my pale bottom displayed for the world to see was not my idea of a good time.
It took a while to stand on my own. I don’t know if it was because the floor seemed to be swaying or if it was the drugs. Either way, another few minutes passed before I left the curtain.
I emerged into a room that appeared to be a large square, but unlike with the Escerica bunker, this place looked straight out of some kind of sci-fi movie. There were sixteen stations. At each one there was a monitor and a few other screens displaying numbers and graphs. Tiny beeps played in the room like an off-beat, new age band. The smell was pleasant. There was a mild disinfectant, but it was masked by… fresh salt air? The fragrance was out of place but welcomed. Curtains surrounded six of the stations. I hobbled over to the one closest to me. The sign outside read “Shannon Nelson.”
I pushed the curtain aside and peeked in. Shannon’s face was relaxed, and her eyes closed. Both legs were bandaged and lay atop the sheets while the rest of her was covered. The beeping tone next to her sounded her heartbeat. She was alive.
A thousand-pound weight lifted off my chest. My humanity was saved. Shannon could go home to her mom and see her brother again.
I closed the curtains just as a nurse sped by.
“What are you doing out of bed?” she asked. Her tone was excited, and her eyebrows tight. “We need to get you back. Come with me.”
Grabbed my arm, she dragged me back to my station. With the little energy I had, I pulled back.
“No, I’m fine. I want to get up,” I said.
“Not until you’re cleared,” the nurse said.
“Aghhhh.” A playful voice said behind me.
I turned around just in time for Trivet to reach up and slide his arm inside the nook of mine. Touching was not one of my strong suits, but I had a feeling that Trivet wouldn’t care. In his giddiness, his face shone as bright as the sun. I decided there was no point in fighting the inevitable and despite myself, I was starting to grow fond of him.
“She’s clear enough,” he said.
“Sir, you can’t just grab people once they look like they are okay. She could fall over due to complications at any moment,” the nurse said.
“Not this one. She’s got iron in her bones.” He gave his biggest smile, showing each one of his golden teeth. I knew then that Trivet didn’t lack anything in prison except freedom because coffee glowed from his incisors.
I winced at his praise. At one point, I didn’t think he believed that much in me, but maybe the problem was I didn’t believe enough in myself. Both those worries were behind me.
“Fine,” the nurse said curtly, “Just don’t leave MedBunk.”
“Scout’s honor.” He put two fingers over his heart.
The nurse rolled her eyes, shook her head, and walked off.
He gave me a tight, half hug. “I’ve been coming down here for the last few hours, hoping one of you would wake up. It would be the legendary Paeton who was first.”
My mind half spun, but I focused on his words and kept my legs steady. The room slowly rolled under my weakened knees.
We walked over to a seating area at the far end of the room. I glanced at all the numbers, monitors, and pristine, white walls.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“This is my little getaway. Do you like it?”
“It looks a lot like a hospital, but yeah, it’s nice.” I still had my reservations about Trivet, but he had held up his end of the bargain. If he hadn’t shown up when he did, there was no telling what may have happened to me, Ares, Jonas, or Shannon.
“Well, this is just a small piece. I’d love to show you the whole thing, but I doubt Ms. Fussypants over there will let me take you out to view it.”
“When did we get here?”
“A day ago,” he said.
“So, I’ve been out for a day?” My teen years were passing me by while I lay unconscious.
“Yeah.”
“What about the others, Shannon, Jonas, and—”
“We were able to get almost all of you out safely. Out of the eight of you, well…” his expression fell. “We could only save five.”
“Eight?” I asked. “There were only five of us.” In my mind, I thought about everyone in the glass corridor: Moody the Monster, Raj, Norwood, Pyra, Ares, Shannon, Jonas, and me.
“Well, the MedEvac guys just grabbed everybody. I figured we’d sort it out later.”
A fog swept over my mind. “You grabbed Norwood?”
“I didn’t. The MedEvac guys did. Didn’t I just say that?”
Confusion flooded my veins.
He shrugged. “I don’t think they knew what anyone looked like. It was better to be safe.”
“Trivet, you wouldn’t believe what happened in that hallway.”
His eyebrow rose.
“Norwood.” A wave of pain came crashing back into me. “He… He saved my life.”
Trivet’s face tightened, then relaxed. He forced an exhale out of his drooping lips. “Well, it’s a great thing we didn’t throw him overboard then.”
My heart froze, refusing to beat. “What are you talking about?” 
“Cause the fall would have killed him. Not to mention he’d drown way out here.”
Whiteness drove my thoughts from my mind as I sought for the facts. “What—wait—hold on. Norwood is dead.”
“Ugh, not last time I checked,” he said. “He’s right over there.” Trivet pointed his finger to the station with an 8 over it. “I thought about killing him. But I just said, well, let’s just wait until somebody wakes up and then we can find out what to do.”
“But that’s—” I stood and stumbled forward.
Trivet grabbed me before I took two steps. After a confused expression, he helped me over to the station. With nervous fingers I yanked the curtains back. Norwood lay in the bed, a mask over his face. A pump was to the side regulating his breathing. The slow strum on in-and-out echoed in the air.
I grabbed Norwood’s hand. I had to be sure. These machines could be lying to me. His hand wasn’t hot, but it wasn’t cold. It was just warm enough to let me know there was life in him.
“How?” Tears tapped against my tear ducts. I pressed the side of my hands against my eyes to keep the tears from falling. My dream of him being back with his family was coming true.
“How what? He’s in a coma.” Trivet’s words were matter-of-fact. “The blood loss is what did it. The three gunshots did some damage. All of them missed his heart. A lung collapsed. We think he’ll be okay in a few weeks.”
A wave of relief flooded through my body, and I fell back into Trivet’s arms.
Norwood was alive. He could go home to his daughter and be a good father. My dream of someone having a better life had come true. Twisting around, I hugged Trivet.
He wrapped a heavy arm around my waist. After I pulled away, he winked. “A kiss is good, too,” he joked.
I took a step back, glancing at his thin lips and bushy goatee. I wanted to laugh at him, but I smiled instead. “Maybe, the next time you save somebody I care about.”
His forehead wrinkled, and his lips pulled into a dot. “Okay. I can live with that.”
A thought spun in my head. Trivet had rescued eight of us. Three were dead.  Who were those three, if Norwood was still alive? I was just about to ask when a shriek rattled the room.
“Where’s Pyra? Where is she?”
I didn’t even have to ask who it was. I knew it was Shannon. I hobbled away from Norwood’s station after tugging the curtain back into place. Shannon stood in the middle of the room with her hospital gown on. She leaned on her IV stand for balance. Her face warped in anguish as tears slid down her ruddy cheeks.
In my one day with Shannon, I understood that she loved Pyra. They had been friends for over a year before I showed up. Pyra was barely alive when we made it into the corridor. I didn’t have to think about it long. If Norwood was alive, then she must be dead.
My chest opened. A blast of compassion for Shannon’s grief worked its way from my limbs and sat atop my heart.
I left Trivet and moved to her. As soon as I reached her, she stared at me. Her head shook from side to side, and she kept mumbling the word “no.” Tears rushed from her swollen eyes, and her mouth twisted. She babbled the useless statements that we all have when we lose someone: “What happened? She was okay. She was supposed to make it. Where’s her body? I don’t believe them. They’re wrong,” and on and on and on.
I exhaled away all of my personal concerns and breathed in Shannon’s. I wrapped my arms around her as she tried to push me away to go on a useless search.
I knew exactly how she felt. I had those same thoughts a week ago when Dhyla left me, and just a day ago when I had thought that Norwood was dead. I didn’t want Shannon to know this kind of pain, but all I could do was hold her, share those hurtful moments until they faded enough from her mind that she could move on.
She fought against me, her arms struggling, her mouth speaking anything, trying to find a release. Her hands pushed against my worn body. I just kept yanking at anything I could grab and pulled her back into me. After a long time, she wailed and yielded. Her arms wrapped around me and tightened. The pain in my arm swelled and cut through me, but it was okay. I would share in this moment, no matter what the cost was to me. I stroked her hair and rocked her back and forth.
“Shhhhh, it’s going to be okay. She’s free now,” I said.
Shannon’s sobs increased, and her body trembled before the height of her pain drifted away. She slumped. Her fight with the truth was over.
“I loved her. I loved her so much… I loved her so much,” she said. “Why did she leave me, Paeton? Why? We were so close.”
“I know. I know,” were the only words I could say. I couldn’t say that I liked Pyra, but I would share in Shannon’s pain as best I could. Only time would heal her heart.
Trivet and one of the nurses helped me get her back into her bed. Afterward, one of the nurses injected her with something. I held her hand until her dark eyes vibrated and closed.



CHAPTER 27
Four hours later, the doctor cleared me to walk around what I learned was a ship. Trivet had flown us to a gigantic tanker off the coasts of Savannah. On the outside, the boat was downright disgusting. It was a rusty mess with blue and black paint flecks peeling away from the surface. From a distance, it appeared like an abandoned ship that someone stored trailers on. However, on the inside, it was new, better than new. It reminded me of a Hollywood movie starship. The personal rooms were comfortable and carpeted. The hallways were white with holographic displays and touchscreens to help someone if they got lost. There was a galley filled with delicious foods like at Perimeter Market, and the hangar had loads of shiny, new vehicles. The tech at the bridge was beyond anything I had seen. This—this was what I had pictured a rebel organization to look like.
Trivet gave me a grand tour. At every turn, I was throwing compliments at him left and right. I didn’t even know I had such a large vocabulary to describe the word “cool.”
“How did you do this? When? Weren’t you just in jail?” The whole situation didn’t seem real. I was starting to believe Trivet was a bigger thief than I was.
“You learn to work the middle,” he said with thinned eyes and a bright smile. “Everyone wants to be at the top or they think they can never leave the bottom, but the best place—the absolute best, is in the middle. One person needs something, so I get it for them. Another person needs something else, so I get that. I have a huge network of trades and purchases.”
My mind snapped into understanding. “You run a black market.”
“Precisely. I’ve learned that the key is getting everyone, to help everyone else—cooperation and trade. That way, everyone comes back.”
We entered the huge hangar area. Tall rods arched five stories high over dark gray metal. A plane landed in the distance. The jets popped into silence as the hoverpads guided it forward.
“Like with your people in prison, like with Ares,” I said. “If you’re good to them, they are good to you.” 
I had never thought of things that way before. It was logical and simple. The best way to make anyone follow you was to make sure they were happy. Ares never flinched when he knew he might die. He had enough confidence in Trivet to know that his son would be protected and cared for.
“Yes,” Trivet continued, “all my people know that I’ll do what I say. If I say I’m going to find a way to get my circle out, then I will. I used what talents they had to find out information from other people who had talents, and so on, and so on.”
We continued to the edge of the runway where the rows of planes ended. The outside doors to the hangar slowly shut in the background, silhouetting the plane in front of us. I briefly glimpsed the clear blue sky before the doors boomed close.
Excitement stung me in tiny waves. Once it was gone, another wave flooded into me. “How long did it take you to build all of this?”
“Four years. I started almost immediately after I went to jail. I thought I’d need another two years before I could get out until you came along. Because of you, I fulfilled my promise to the Razorback Circle. And now, I’m indebted to you. Whatever you need, I’ll get it. People think I’m smart, but I’m not really all that smart. I just know how to bring things together.”
Trivet gave me a smirk. Confusion grasped my mind like a tickling wind on my skin. There was something more in his expression. It was as if he was letting me know that he had something for me, too.
He nodded toward the plane. Blasts of steam shot from the engines and smoked over the floor. The plane seemed oddly familiar. I had been through a lot, but I clearly remembered the private-style jet with a huge engine built on the outside.
My stomach tightened as I looked at Trivet for confirmation. He smiled and squeezed my shoulders. “I always get my people what they need,” he said. 
The plane doors opened, and a stretching AJ stepped forward out of the fuselage. I stared at the plump, bald twenty-something. I couldn’t believe it was him. I brightened from the inside out, joy pouring into my veins.
“This had better be good,” he grumbled over the idling engines.
“AJ?” I asked, glancing between AJ and Trivet as though I were asking permission from Trivet to go to AJ.
“Wha—Paeton, is that you?” he asked.
I laughed. I didn’t like him all that much, but all of a sudden he seemed like the perfect Christmas present.
“Paeton? Where is she?” someone else said. A hand pushed AJ to the side, and Sun Hi appeared at the doorway.
“Sun Hi!” I almost leaped into the air and stumbled as I held onto Trivet.
I couldn’t contain myself any longer. Releasing Trivet, I scrambled toward the plane, my legs fumbling to stay underneath me. She dashed down the stairs and wrapped her arms around me. Tears rolled down my face and hot cheeks. I didn’t know I would miss her this much. I couldn’t catch my breath.
“Where are the kids?” I asked.
“Safe. They are with my aunt. They’ll hate kimchi by the time we pick them up, but oh well. No one will ever look for them there.”
“Thank you so much.” A thousand pounds of worry lifted. They weren’t dead or sent back to Juvie. They were safe. I put my hand over my chest and tried to stop the flow of tears. 
It took a second for me to notice Josalyn, who strolled down the ladder next. Sun Hi let me go just before Josalyn reached over and gave me a hug.
“Well, you stayed alive. Watching you via security cam almost gave me a heart attack. I didn’t like that event in the glass hallway. Next time, kill him off earlier. For a long time, none of us thought you would make it,” she said.
It did give me comfort to know that no matter what happened, I had a friend out there praying for me. “I’m glad you were watching. I knew you were.” 
“Always, ma chère, always.”
Trivet walked up but stayed a few yards back. Josalyn’s face lost all emotion. “Trivet,” she said plainly.
I spun around. Nervous energy thickened the air, and I trembled although I didn’t understand why.
“Joss—ma chère, how have you been?” he asked.
Josalyn shrugged.
I wondered what all the French was about.
“I’ve been keeping up with your blogs, all three of them,” Trivet said.
“I know. You weren’t fooling anyone with your ‘nside_man’ ID.” She forced a smile as her eyes studied him.
“I thought you’d figure it out.”
“Um,” I started.
Josalyn left me, and Trivet motioned for her to come over to him. They walked away and I turned toward Sun Hi.
“What was that about?” I asked.
“Remember, I told you about what Josalyn did to her boyfriend.” Sun Hi grinned.
“That was Trivet?” My eyes bulged out of my head. If I wasn’t in such bad shape, I would have been shaking Sun Hi to get all the details. I did a double take of the Josalyn and Trivet. Who could be better for her than another person obsessed with information? I couldn’t have scripted their relationship better.
“Boy, oh boy, I’m staying on Josalyn’s good side,” I murmured.
Sun Hi touched my shoulder. “There’s one more.”
I smiled. Anxiety tightened around my bones, and my stomach squeezed itself into nothing. My face was scratched, my hair was held in a messy ponytail, and my fingernails were chipped. Baggy khakis and a pale blue shirt draped over my body. I looked an absolute wreck.
But I wanted to see him. 
There wasn’t a moment in jail when I wasn’t ready to be back in his arms and taste his lips. Happy, anxious shudders played on my fingertips and spread up my arms and down my legs. I couldn’t keep still, nor could I steady my gaze from watching the plane’s opening to peeking around the room.
Rylan stepped out of the plane. His eyes were bright, but his mouth didn’t move. A scar curved on his left cheek where he had been shot.
We locked eyes. The gray of his irises burned. With a hint of his mischievous smile, he descended the stairs. Everyone and everything in the hangar faded away. His long fingers grabbed the baggy shirt and whipped me forward toward him. My body slammed into his while his arms wrapped around my waist and his fingers spread over my back.
Dipping his head, our noses touched. A few dark hairs brushes against my temple and his hands slid gently along my back, shoulders, and neck. Leaning forward, I kissed his lips. A faint amount of pressure pressed against my mouth. I pulled back, confused.
“Hey Paeton,” he said in a muffled voice. “Miss me?”
“Of course… I—”
My heart dropped. My fingers slid over his face, studying the scar and what felt like a metal cage inside of his mouth.
“My mouth is wired shut,” he said. “I’ve lost a few teeth, but I should be fine.”
“Rylan, it’s okay.” I ran my fingers over the scar and slid my index finger along his hairline. “It kinda gives you a bad boy thing.”
One of his eyebrows flew up. It would be hard for a good guy to understand why girls go for the bad guy.
I took a second glance at the scar, sitting on his perfectly squared cheek. Warmth slid through me. “Us girls, we’re—well, we’re into that sort of thing. How long will you have to have your mouth like this?”
“A few more days,” he said. “Trivet is supposed to have some kind of tissue regenerator or whatever. Josalyn swears it works. I hadn’t even heard of this guy before a day ago, but Josalyn seems to know a lot about him.”
“Trivet… well, he’s pretty amazing. I hate to admit it, but if he doesn’t have the thing you’re talking about, I’m sure he can get it.”
My gaze went to Josalyn and Trivet. They stood at the doorway. Both of their bodies were tight and uncomfortable. Josalyn had her arms wrapped around her torso. Trivet fiddled with his shaggy, unkempt hair. It was odd to see them like that. Whatever had happened, both of them were trying to figure out what came next. I understood because it was how I felt with Rylan. It wasn’t like we had any real history and so far our relationship had few kisses and lots of bullets.
I twisted back toward Rylan and gave him a kiss on his unmoving lips. “I’m glad you’re okay.” After tapping his mouth a few times with my fingers, I kissed his lips again. “I guess I’m in control of kissing right now.”
A hint of grin played on his face.
After returning his expression, I pulled away. “I have something really, really important to show you.”
His eyebrows tightened, and his lips thinned. I reached out with my hand and wiggled it. He grasped it. I half-walked, half-hobbled out of the hangar and down two sets of white hallways to the stairs. After going up the stairs, we came to the Medical Bunker. I brought Rylan over to Bay 2 and tugged the curtains back.
Rylan’s gaze fell onto his father’s sleeping face. There were dozens of tubes coming out of Jonas’s body, but the old so-and-so was alive.
Rylan’s face tightened. One hand slid into his pocket. The other fluttered through the air, his fingers grasping at nothing. His eyes tightened and one tear welled in his right eye before sliding down his cheek. Soon both hands were out, motioning from open to closed.
A spring of joy burst open in my chest. They were finally back together after six long years. Rylan had his father. Norwood would return to his daughter. They would all be happy. It wasn’t much, but excitement coursed through me.
He wiped a few more tears away and then he turned back toward me, grabbing my shoulders. A tight smile displayed on his face. “You did a good job.” His thumb tickled my skin before he released me.
Rylan turned back to Jonas and glared at him. I didn’t expect that. I thought Rylan would wrap his arms around his father’s body or at least hold his hand, but he did none of that. Rylan’s eyes cut into Jonas’s skin deeper than Vogel’s knife had.
“Thanks… Paeton,” Rylan said. His voice was muffled by the wires in his mouth, but there was no emotion in his words at all. He was simply going through the motions, saying the polite thing.
Thick rolling clouds of hate spread over the bed and pressed into me. I backed away as my body curled into itself. Stumbling out of MedBunk, I took two steps before I collapsed on the ground. A sharp pain cut across my heart.
Rylan wasn’t happy to see his father at all. Would the same thing happen for Norwood? Piping hot magma coiled around through my veins. What was wrong with Rylan? His father almost died. He hadn’t seen him in years. I didn’t care if I had to wait an eternity. I’d cherish the ability to run into my mother’s arms. I’d never let a prison stand between me and her face, her touch, her anything.
 Every thought about my mother worsened the pain intensifying inside of me. It burned and cut into my abdomen and made it hard to stand upright. Of all the pain I had experienced so far, this had to be the worst. I had saved two fathers for children who may not even care about them, but I couldn’t save my own mother or my play mom—Dhyla.
The fury within me vanished and sadness crept in. I hadn’t had time to grieve. Relearning my past and remembering the loss of my mother only intensified the frustration. Dhyla wasn’t going to magically appear in a doorway and hold me in her arms.
“You alright, miss?”
My head spun around to a nurse. She stood in the middle of the doorway, her medical electronic tablet angled between her hip and her hand.
“Oh. Yes, ma’am.” I stood up and wiped my eyes. I had to be strong. This wasn’t the time or place for me to start feeling sorry for myself. “I think I’m a bit tired. Trivet said he has a room for me? I think B-21. Do you know where that is?”
“Down the hall, take the stairs down one level to B-Deck. It should be a few yards on your right.”
“Thank you.” I kept my voice from cracking, but like the rest of me, it was broken and scattered all over the floor. I had to find a way to pick the pieces up, to keep going. I had made a promise to Clarisse, Troy, and Dalton, but more importantly, to Dhyla. If there was a way to take down the Summit, I would find it. This journey wasn’t over, and I couldn’t break down now. Dhyla’s spirit was with me. It had to be.
I continued to the room, fumbling with the electronics until the door spun open like an iris. I stepped inside before my knees gave way. Falling into the middle of the floor, I grabbed at my chest in a futile attempt to stop the blistering pain inside.
Right when I thought I could take no more and that I would die of heartbreak right there in the middle of the room, a warm arm wrapped around my torso.
“You alright?” Rylan whispered.
“Dhyla’s gone, my mom’s gone.” I licked my tears before pressing my palm against my nose. I glanced at him, hoping to see in his expression some sort of remorse from his moment with Jonas. There wasn’t any, and it didn’t matter. I couldn’t fix everything.
Rylan pulled me back and glanced into my face. He thinned his eyes, but his eyebrows danced with curiosity.
“I’m going to kill Dalton,” I said. “I’m going to kill the man who took away my new-mom.”
My whole being was aflame. My muscles exploded in slow motion, scorching every part of me.
He didn’t say anything. His arms tightened as my chest heaved. I was happy to have him, but no amount of attention he could give could remove the fire lit in my heart. There were only two people who could calm those flames and both of them were dead.
I palmed the tears in my eyes. One way or another, I was going to find a way to hurt Dalton as much as he had hurt me. If I had to ram the Summit down on his smug little head to do it, I would.



Finishing Acks
Dear Reader,
Thanks so much for reading INNER CIRCLE, the second book in the CLASS ZERO series. By now, I hope you are enjoying Paeton’s story. If you are, I’d love for you to leave me a review on Amazon. Reviews let other readers know, “Hey, you can take a chance on this one.”
Also, if the stories do excite you, make sure you sign up for my mailing list. I don’t spam you with junk. The mailing list lets me do three primary things: let you know when new books are available (generally at a discount), find readers who enjoy being Beta Readers or Early Reviewers, and let you know about any contests or special events. You can sign up here. (http://www.yamarks.com.)
I’m sure by now some of you have seen the live action trailer for the book series. Yes, live action, with special effects and everything. I know, I know, I’ve seen some of those “book trailers” out there, but we hope the one we created sets a new standard for book trailers.
We had a great cast, including a young lady named Laura Fanelli. She was a Disney princess playing Anna and Merida at Disney World. It’s funny that she went from a Disney princess to acting as a snarky, coffee-drinking heroine in dystopian Atlanta who watches Disney Princesses.
It took over a year to create the trailer and an extra few scenes. A lot of work has gone into this. I hope that you enjoy the trailers and the books. In order to see the full scenes, you’ll need to sign up for the mailing list. I’m working hard to give CLASS ZERO readers the best bonus material ever.
Until next time, ta-ta.
Y.A. Marks
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