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CHAPTER ONE

 


I focus on her shoulders to predict
what she’ll do next. My jaw still stings from the last punch thrown
and she barely grazed me. In the back of my mind, I hold on to the
fact that the Volare may come at any moment. This knowledge helps
me to dodge my mother’s next punch. I want to make her
proud.

After a few years of training, I should have her style down
to a science, but there is no pattern to the way she moves. I have
to be ready for anything. Lucky for me, the empty field in front of
our cottage is quiet and void of distractions. I can almost hear
the grass break beneath my feet as she swings wide with a right
hook. Just as I duck, her arm grazes past the top of my head and
immediately after, a left fist connects with my chin. Grimacing, I
take a step back, out of her range. Upper cut, I
remember. Watch out for the
upper cut.

“You’re slow today Adam,” she
says. My mother is beautiful, but I look nothing like her. Her eyes
are blue and her skin is fair. My skin is brown, the same as my
eyes and if it weren’t for the same dimple on both of our left
cheeks, I would question whether or not I was her son. Despite the
difference in appearances, her laugh is the same as mine. She
chuckles, waiting to hear my excuse.

“I know fairness
is irrelevant in combat, but you’re more experienced than I am,” I
say. 

Her
smile does not break and I think about how what I said is not just
an excuse; it’s a valid statement and fact. Pointing out that she
is still slightly taller, faster and maybe stronger than me would
be excuses, commenting on the fairness of the
situation. Since today is my sixteenth birthday, she tells me these
facts will change soon, but her having more experience will forever
be a constant.

Ignoring my remark, she takes a
step back and drops into her fighting stance. “Ready yourself,” she
says. She glances down to my boots, which have become
untied.

I kneel over to tie the laces. The
long sleeves of my body suit tighten as I reach. I know that I must
be growing because soon she’ll have to make me a new one. I take my
time tying my shoe so I can catch my breath and ready my mind. I
focus on the smooth, black material hugging my skin. I am
ready.

We spar for an hour before she
allows us a break. “Your stamina is increasing. We need to jump
into the next stage of your training now that the Council knows our
whereabouts,” she says.

It’s been about five years since we
left Astra, the city I grew up in, and fled to the countryside. Our
cottage sits in a small field, surrounded on all sides by woods. It
would have been considered less than special a few hundred years
ago, but no one lives outside of the floating cities now. I rarely
go out past the tree line without my mother and when we do, it’s
only to collect food and water from the nearby stream. Being stuck
in seclusion, it’s hard to believe that there are few places like
this left in the world.

“Clean yourself up,” she says.
“We’ll continue this tomorrow.” She walks toward the cottage,
leaving me in the field in front of it.

I stand there, thinking about what
she said. My mother always told me that it was possible that the
Council would find us and send the Volare to take us back, but with
each day that passed, the threat seemed further and further away.
Because of the tech surveillance my mother left in the Council’s
headquarters, where she used to work, we were able to stay one step
ahead of them. She’s so smart that I let myself believe they would
never find us. If I actually listened to her, I would know that all
the intelligence in the world would never stop the Council from
getting what they want.

Before I go inside, I walk over to
the large barrel that sits next to the house. The barrel collects
rainwater; we use it to cook and drink when it is too dark to make
it to the stream. It is big enough to sustain us for weeks, but
since it hasn’t rained in almost a month, the water level is low. I
make sure my mother isn’t looking from a window before I reach into
the round barrel, cupping my hands to get to the cool water
inside.

Even though I’m not completely
alone, I get homesick. I took so much for granted living in Astra.
Remembering everyday things from there, now seems like a dream.
Wondering where our food or water was coming from was never an
issue. Constant security and surveillance meant, not only an
absence of violence, but also an absence of crime at large. The
fact that the ten square mile city was floating three miles above
the earth’s surface, meant that no threats from below could ever
get to us.

Before we escaped from Astra, I
felt like I never knew my mother. She was there for me and always
did all of the things that good mothers do, but since we’ve lived
in the wilderness, I’ve discovered there were so many other parts
of her that went unseen, parts that she kept hidden in a false
cloak of mediocrity.

She
made our escape from the city seem effortless. One day we were
eating breakfast and she told me we were going to go on a trip. The
next thing I knew, we were in a pod, getting ready to fly away from
the city. She gave me a serum that knocked me out cold because I
have never flown well. Then we were on the surface, in a car,
headed to the middle of nowhere. The questions I had were endless
at first. Why were we
leaving? Pods weren’t able to fly in open air; how did she get one
to leave the city? As time
passed I realized the answers only created more questions, so
eventually I stopped asking.

The important things came to light
later. When I was eleven, I got really sick. It became clear after
some time, that I wasn’t going to get better. My mother gave me
something that she stole from her lab at the Council’s headquarters
and it healed me. Stealing classified technology is an act of
treason and punishable by death. So because she chose to save me,
we had to leave our home.

The first three months at the
cottage were the hardest. All of the sounds from the wildlife
prevented me from sleeping at night. The vegetation of the area
caused me to have allergic reactions for what seemed like weeks.
There is a certain beauty in it though; the way the trees contort
and make room for one another; the leaves that seem to be alive,
just to die when separated from the branch that holds
them.

I go inside and get myself ready
for dinner. In the kitchen my mother is preparing fish that we
caught from a nearby stream, earlier that morning. Saying the
cottage is small would be an oversell. From the kitchen, you can
see the rest of the common area, which consists of a tiny living
room. A small dinning table sits next to a chair in front of a
fireplace. In the back, are our two separate rooms, which are just
slightly bigger than the beds inside of them.

As she takes the fish out of the
oven, I reach for some spices in a nearby cabinet, I know that
she’ll be wanting to use them soon. She smiles and takes them from
me.

“After dinner we
have to finish making the new program,” she says.


I smile. Tech is something that I
do well. It comes more naturally to me than combat, but that’s
because she encouraged me to it from a young age. The program that
we’ve been working on is a miniature replica of the system that
allows the city to float. We’re trying to harness the natural
magnetic currents in the atmosphere and use them to create energy;
this can propel objects. When I was younger, she taught me about
objects called compasses and how early explorers used the magnetic
currents to help them navigate. She also taught me that if the
earth’s magnetic field were to ever falter, all life on the planet
would cease to exist. My mother likes to be dramatic at times, but
she manages to do it in a way that makes people laugh.

She readies the table for both of
us and sits down. The table has three chairs; one for my mother,
one for me and an empty one that she keeps in remembrance of my
father. On occasion, I wonder why she refuses to move on. I never
knew him, but as painful as it is to let go, I can only see how her
life would become easier. Sometimes when she thinks I am sleep, in
the middle of the night, I will walk out to the living room and
catch her staring out of the window as if she is waiting for him to
come home. This can only be torture for her, considering he passed
away when I was an infant.

I grab two forks and knives from a
drawer, pick up the plates and take them all to the table. I set
one plate in front of her with the knife and fork on either side,
just the way that she would have done it for me. Then I make my
place setting and sit across from her. She holds my hands and gives
thanks for the food before we eat.

When I first came to the cottage
with her, none of the food seemed good; without the conveniences
that we had back in the city, everything tasted bland. Today
however, the salmon tastes good. My mother claims it has something
to do with the fact that I got to play a part capturing it and
serving it at the table for us. She says that when we do things for
others, it makes us feel better ourselves. Whether or not that is
true I am not sure, but today the salmon is delicious.

My mother stops eating and clears
her throat with some water. “I have been thinking and since the
Council may send the Volare any day now, I want you to start doing
more of the hunting and things independently.”

“Why?” I ask.

She sits up straighter. My mother
is not used to me questioning her in this manner. “Because I
believe that it would be wise,” she says.

I know that this is not an answer.
She is not being completely open about her intentions. “I’m sixteen
now, you don’t need to sugar coat things anymore,” I
say.

Her eyes cut through me. “Because
if the Volare come and you know the woods well without me, you have
a better chance at escaping,” she says.

“But I wouldn’t leave you,” I
say.

“You might not have a choice,” she
says. I can tell by her tone that it would be wise not to say
anymore, but I know that regardless of what she says or any
promises she forces me to make, I would never leave her behind.
Obediently, I simply nod and continue to eat.

“I don’t want
you to think for one second that I question whether or not I did
the right thing,” she says. “I don’t question it. Any choice that I
made for you is a choice that betters our family’s future.”


I study her eyes knowing that she
is telling the truth, but I wait for her to glance at the empty
chair next to her. Instead, she picks up her fork and continues to
eat.

Back in the city my mother was a
respected scientist. Her work was focused mostly on biotechnology.
It’s because of her research that we were able to come up with an
inner ear device that can translate any language into the user’s
native tongue. She was so neurotic in her research that they were
even able to translate it into the dialect most frequently spoken
by the user. She has walked away from her life’s work and given up
her reputation, just to save me.

I look out a nearby window, the sun
is beginning to set behind the trees. By estimating the distance
between the tops of the trees and the sun, I know that I have two
hours to program in the study. Tricks like this, along with lessons
like self-defense, are things my mother teaches me that were once
taught to her by my father. Technology and science were her natural
disciplines, the same as I.

Only two hours left to program
after dinner means the seasons must be changing and winter is
coming. Just as I think about this, I notice something moving near
the tree line. It takes me a moment to think of what it looks like.
I once saw a hologram of a feline- a cat is what they called
it.

Now I study this animal in the tree
line and remember what I knew about it. Long ago people had these
animals as pets. Some even considered them to be members of their
family. I squint to scale the size of bushes compared to the feline
and I quickly realize that this is not some type of pet. My mother
starts to talk again, but I can’t hear her. My stomach sinks as I
realize that the creature near the tree line is easily twice my
size. Whatever words my mother is saying, fades into the background
as white noise. I turn toward the plate in front of me and continue
to force food into my mouth, remembering that there is no way a
carnivore that large can sustain itself when meat is so hard to
come by. The more I think about it, the more anxious I
become.

“Did you hear me? Adam, do you
understand?” Some of the words finally register, but I know I
missed the bulk of what was said.

“Mom, look at
the tree line,” I say. 

She stares and me for a moment and
then she glances over. “What, there’s nothing there,” she
says.

I look out to see that she’s right,
the cat is gone.

“Adam, what did you see?” She
says.

I know if I tell her the truth, she
would never believe me. I am unsure if I believe it myself. “I
thought I saw something but it was just a squirrel, or
something.”

“Must have been
a big squirrel for you to spot it at the tree line,” she says.
“Adam, I was saying that even though things out here been peaceful,
I need you to be aware that all things are temporary.”


I try to give her my full
attention, but I can’t help but to think about how a cat that large
could easily rip human flesh clean off the bone.

She continues. “It could be today,
it could be fifteen weeks from now, but make no mistake. They are
coming for us. I just hope that enough time passes and that we’ll
be ready.”

Instead of responding, I go over
the chances of the feline getting to us. The cottage is secured.
Stadium lights hidden on the field would flash if it got to close.
Anything of significant size would trip the alarm and we have
weapons hidden throughout the cottage to defend ourselves. The cat
would have to catch us outside the house in order to have a
chance.

The thoughts bother me so much, I
realize that my appetite is gone. “I am done with dinner, can I go
get started on the project?” I say.

She smiles. “Of course you
can.”

I get up and start to walk away,
before she stops me.

“Adam...” She
says. 

I turn around to see she’s still at
the table. “Happy Birthday,” she says.

 


The next day I find myself looking
out the window of my room, staring at the edge of the field and
thinking about what I saw the day before. It’s a couple of hours
before my combat training and I’m still debating if I should tell
my mother.

I
consider more facts to help me make a decision. A large cat would be an apex predator and most
of those went extinct when the war wiped out much of the life on
the planet. As the thought
passes it becomes obvious to me that I must find evidence of this
creature or kill it myself if she’s going to take me serious. That
is, of course, if this creature is even real. If the creature is
real and I don’t kill it, it is likely that it will try to kill us
if it becomes desperate for food.

I
check my belt and make sure I still have my knife. I reach under my
bed and grab the rifle that we occasionally use to hunt. I grab an
extra box of bullets and put it in my back pocket. Taking all of
these with me will be helpful, as I can use the excuse that I was
hunting, if I take too long. Besides, she says she wants me to
start learning the woods better without her. This is basically her idea.

Before I begin to talk myself out
of it, I make sure my mother is busy in her room; then I leave the
cottage and run across the field. I make my way past the first row
of trees, into the forest. This is the first time I have ever gone
hunting without my mother. I wonder if she’ll be mad that I didn’t
tell her first.

The air has a different feel to it
in the forest. The field back at the cottage is quiet, but when you
enter the forest everything becomes alive. The birds in the
distance make more noise than seems necessary and the wind blows
the trees, moving them as if they had a soul.

I notice a small footprint in front
of me and quickly recognize it to be a deer’s. I can tell by how
long the print is and how deep it is in the mud that the animal was
not fully grown and is probably not too far ahead. I move forward
and follow the tracks, pulling my rifle out, senses on high alert.
A few years ago, I did not even know what a deer looked like, but
now I know that catching one could mean dinner for at least a week
or more.

If my mother were here, she would
tell me to get behind her and above all else, to move quietly. I
think of this advice and dodge branches on the ground as I move
forward. Between every few steps, I take a brief moment to listen
to any changes in my surroundings.

After a few moments, I hear the
sound of a bush rustling in the distance. I know by the direction
of the tracks that this is likely the deer. When hunting, if my
mother and I lost any of our catches, we would wait out by the end
of the stream. The stream is to my distant right, but the noise is
coming from my far left. I decide to head to the left, thinking
that if I’m quiet enough it will run into me if it doesn’t see me
approaching first. If I can catch a deer on my own, my mother would
be happy and this whole trip to the forest alone would have been
justified. Still, I hope that I spot the cat and kill it for my own
sanity and both of our safety.

I walk a little faster as to not
let whichever animal is making the sound escape from me. I come to
a small clearing in the woods, barely big enough to fit our
cottage. In the middle of the clearing, I see a young deer. I kneel
lower to the ground so it won’t spot me. I ready my rifle and
steady my elbow on my knee as I take aim. The deer turns its head
toward me and for a moment we are both frozen in time. Even though
I have the gun, I feel fear. I place my finger over the trigger and
wonder if right now, somewhere in the woods, the cat is looking at
me the same way I’m looking at the deer.

Just as the thought enters my mind,
I hear a loud sound from a nearby bush and in a blink of an eye,
the large cat tackles the deer to the ground. Powerful jaws lock
around the deer’s throat. I watch as blood fills the cat’s mouth
and oozes out of the deer’s neck.

I stand up slowly and feel a small
branch break beneath my foot. The cat, jaws still clamped around
the deer’s throat, looks up at me. What I feel in this moment
cannot be explained by fear.

Once, when I was much younger, I stole my mother’s pod in
an attempt to go to friends house. As the vehicle took off, it
quickly rose several hundred yards in the air, out of my control.
It was in that moment I was afraid, but then the power for the cut
out from the excessive height and it quickly fell from the sky. My
stomach sank as the vehicle headed for the street below. Fear was
replaced by the idea that I was now going to die, all because I was
doing something I was not supposed to be doing. Just before the pod
crashed, the backup power kicked in. Years later I can still
remember what it felt like to think I was going to die.


As I watch the cat fear escapes me.
The first thought that runs through my mind is how I should
probably not be here. This is followed by the thought that, my
mother is going to be very angry with me for this. I barely notice
my grip loosening on the rifle, the only thing between me and
death.

The cat releases its grip from the
dead deer, eyes locked on me. It slowly walks over the carcass,
moving as smooth as water. The rifle is now shaking in my hand. I
know that running won’t help, the rifle is the only chance that I
have. My hands shake as I struggle to take aim. The cat seems to
notices this and begins to sprint in my direction. Without
thinking, I aim the rifle at the cat’s head and press the trigger.
Nothing happens. I forgot to make sure the gun was loaded. I close
my eyes and await the end.

“Stop!” says a
voice from behind me. I open my eyes. The cat stops right in front
of me. I can feel its breath on my face as it stares past
me. 

“You got what you wanted. Now it’s
time for you to go away,” says the voice from behind me. My eyes
stay frozen on the cat’s gaze, then suddenly, it turns and walks
away. The cat picks up the deer carcass and drags it. I watch as it
glides into the foliage, disappearing deep into the
forest.

I stay frozen several seconds
before I remember the voice behind me. By the sound it, I can tell
that it was a girl. Not counting my mother, I haven’t heard a
girl’s voice in years. As this thought crosses my mind, I realize
it still fails to explain why the cat actually obeyed
her.

“Well, you aren’t going to just
stand there, are you?” She says.

I turn around to see
her.

The girl, at least a head shorter
than me, is draped in an old fashioned nightgown- the kind that I
have only seen in holographs from hundreds of years ago. Locks of
curly red hair, that appeared far too heavy for her head, seem to
drown her. Time continues to pass and I realize that I’m staring at
her, but in the shock, I forget to care. Her hazel eyes appear to
pop out next to her porcelain skin. She stares back at me with a
faint smile and I finally break the silence.

“Who are you?” I
ask her. 

“The appropriate
response would be thank you,” she says. I can tell by her attitude
that even though she’s smaller than me, she can’t be much
younger. 

“Thank you,” I say. I feel myself
smile and the sinking feeling I had in my stomach starts to go
away.

“What are you
doing in the woods?” she says. “It can be quite dangerous out
here.” 

The coldness of the rifle in my
hands reminds me that I was just saved by an unarmed girl, standing
alone in her nightgown. “I could say the same to you,” I say.
“You’re walking around in the woods by yourself. You look like you
just rolled out of bed. Where are your parents?” As the words come
out of my mouth, I hear how ungrateful I must sound. I should care,
but nothing about this situation makes sense.

“Is that really
all you can say to me? You would think that saving a person’s life
would solicit more gratitude.” 

It isn’t until
this moment that I notice her distinct accent. 

“Where do you live? I mean where
are you from?” I ask.

“I’m not going to tell you where I
live! I don’t even know you,” she says.

By her face I can’t tell if she’s
actually offended. “I’m sorry,” I say, unsure of myself.

She smiles. “I’m from London,” she
says.

“Ok, so you’re saying that you’re
a time traveler,” I say. I know that London was one of the first
cities to be reestablished as a floater colony. It hasn’t been
referred to by that name in hundreds of years. She’s
lying.

“No need to be rude. You asked me
where I’m from, so I answered you,” she says.

“Yeah...” I say.

“You know that
she never wanted to attack you,” she says. “The cat. She was just
looking for dinner. I’m sure you can relate.” 

The
fact that I had this exact thought before the encounter startles
me. I remain calm and not let on that she was practically reading
my thoughts. “Yeah, maybe I should just go find her and
say, hey, I understand why you were gonna eat me, but let’s be best
friends.”

The girl laughs. Even though I am
still tense, her laugh makes me smile again.

“My name is, Adam,” I say. I
exhale and force myself to extend my arm to shake her
hand.

The girl stops smiling and stares
at my hand. A moment passes before I repeat myself.

“My name is,
Adam,” I say, this time using my hand to gesture toward
myself. 

“I speak
English, you fool,” she says. “I’m from Lon-don. We’ve been talking
this whole time. No need to use sign language.” 

“Well, I was
confused as to why you just stared at my hand.” 

“Well, I
was confused as to why you extended your hand to me,” she
says.

I
study her face and can tell that she is serious. “Have you
really never shaken hands with anyone?” I
ask.

She continues to stare at me,
confused. “Why would I want to shake another person’s
hand?”

“Where I am from, it is a way that we greet each other,” I
say. How does she not know
what I’m talking about?

“That’s... odd,”
she says. Her eyes study my body language. I can tell that she is
wondering if I am attempting to trick her somehow. “My name is
Winter,” she says, without extending her hand. 

I smile at her. “Well Winter, thank
you for saving my life.”

She smiles back. “Well, aren’t you
also going to thank me for the deer?”

“What are you talking about?” I
say.

She nods back toward the clearing
behind me. I turn around and see a young deer standing in the
middle of the clearing. The deer walks around, slowly, oblivious to
us standing nearby. “How did you…” I say. I turn around to finish
my question, but the girl is gone.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Months go by without any sign of
the Volare. Every day that passes, anxiety builds in the cottage
because my mother and I know that the Council should have sent them
by now. A few weeks ago, my mother’s hidden tech at the
headquarters went dark, a sign that they probably discovered they
were being spied on.

Ever since I brought back the deer
on the day after my sixteenth birthday, my mother has sped up my
training. Almost half a year has passed and I still don’t tell her
about the help that I needed to acquire the deer. Despite the tense
situation we now live in, I like the new pace that I am learning
at. Now when we spar, I dodge her punches with ease. Even when she
kicks, I can see every move coming.

I have completed several projects
in the study. With my mother’s guidance, I have replicated the
system that keeps the city afloat. The smaller replica is not
nearly as powerful, but the technology is identical. Everyday I get
better at engineering. With a few items I can create a make-shift
tracking device and I’ve even learned the code behind my mother’s
translation program.

Somedays, when we go hunting in the
woods or head to the stream, I hope that we run into Winter. I know
my mother would want to know just as much as I, how someone could
survive out here without any form of shelter for miles.

Every couple weeks or so, just when
I convince myself that meeting Winter was only a dream, I’ll see a
flicker of red hair flying through the woods. She only appears when
I am alone and she is always in the distance. When I try to chase
her down, she disappears into the forest. The only evidence ever
left behind, will be a bundle of berries or an apple placed
perfectly at the base of a tree. When she leaves these little
gifts, I always make it a point to leave behind a wildflower or
two. I know the odds are that there really isn’t a girl named
Winter and that I’m likely going crazy from the isolation, but I
really don’t care. The days that I catch a glimpse of her, are the
days that I love the most.

 


***

 


Inside the kitchen, I prepare a
rabbit for dinner. I enjoy cooking and at this point, just about
all of the duties around the cottage are now shared. Most of the
time, I feel more like her side-kick than her son.

After cleaning and seasoning the
rabbit, I place it in the oven and sit outside while I wait for it
to cook. I attempt to not think about the food for a moment.
Recently, eating occupies my mind many times during the day. My
mother says it’s because I’m growing. I wouldn’t have believed her,
except somehow, one day, I became taller than her. How and when
this occurred, I have no clue. The process of me growing must have
been overshadowed by the looming threat over our heads.

In the living room, my mother sits
in a chair next to an unlit fireplace we use as sparingly as
possible. She is reading the same book that she has read over and
over again. The silver cover of the thick book makes it look less
old than it is. Sometimes I wonder why a person would want to read
the same material so many times, but I can understand the value in
printed material. I know that there are only a few of those things
in the city and that that single book is probably worth more than
everything we currently own. Because of this, I try to stay away
from it; with my luck I’d probably accidentally damage
it.

“Adam, would you
mind grabbing the blackberries for me?” She says. I start to go
back in the house and remember that I ate most of the blackberries
before I went to go check the traps for rabbits. I felt safe about
doing this because she usually only eats them for breakfast and I
thought we had more than enough time to replace them.


I walk inside the living room and
stand in front of her. “I ate them all,” I say.

“All of them?” She
sets the book on a small table, next to her
chair.

“Yea…I don’t know what happened. I
was just hungry,” I say.

She stares at me for a moment and
then to my surprise, she laughs.

“It’s okay,
we’ve been just focusing on surviving for so long. We need to start
thinking about ways to get more food because you are only going to
need more of it.” Her voice cracks as she speaks.


“Mom, I can replace them. I’ll
run. I can go right now.”

“No, it’ll be dark soon... and
it’s not the berries, I just really wish that your father was here
for you as you grow up. There are some things I won’t be able to
teach you.”

She pats me on my shoulder and sits
back down. I walk to the kitchen and turn the oven on low. I know I
can make it to the stream where the blackberry bushes are and come
back within twenty minutes. At that time, the rabbit will ready. If
I am fast enough, my mother won’t even notice that I’m
gone.

I slip out of the house and run
past the tree line, moving deeper into the forest. I head to the
right, passing tree after tree, before I reach the gradual upward
slope that will lead me to the stream. I make it to the top of the
hill and begin to hear the water.

As I run, I notice that the
distance between our cottage and the top of the hill now feels much
shorter. I know this the distance hasn’t changed; it is me. I am
getting faster. After a few more rows of trees and bushes, I make
it to the stream. I cross a fallen tree to get to the other side of
the narrow waterway and continue running upstream.

Finally, I get to the blackberry
bushes. The bushes are too dense to see through and at least a few
feet taller that me. Here, the stream runs faster and if I hadn’t
seen true rivers in holograms, I would think that this was as big
as one. I pull the bag out of my pocket and start to carefully
remove some of the berries. There are less blackberries than
before, so I have to go further into the bush to find the good
ones. The bushes stretch for as far as I can see upstream, so I
decide to follow them up to see if there are more that are easier
to grab. After about ten yards or so, I stop and find a good spot
to collect some more. Behind the bushes is the base of a cliff. I
look at the ninety degree slope of the cliff wall in front of me
and wonder what is on the other side. My mother says that it’s the
beginning of a mountain range, but I can’t remember ever seeing
mountains when we lived in the city.

After the bag is full, I start to
head back and notice that there is a small gap in between the
blackberry bushes, barely big enough for me to fit through. I look
closer and see that the gap seems to have been cut there. I should
head back soon, but if this gap is man-made, I need to know
why.

I slide through the narrow opening
and behind the bushes. There is a small walkway on the other side,
in front of the cliff wall. I touch the base of the cliff. I look
up and notice that there is an opening in the rock wall, about ten
feet up. I couldn’t see it before with the bushes in front. I set
the bag of blackberries down and examine the wall. There’s a few
foot holds and protruding rocks jutting out, so I know that I can
scale it fairly easy. I should pick up the blackberries, head back
home and tell my mother about it, so we can check it out together.
I know that I am on a tight time scale; I could burn dinner or
worse, my mother will notice that I left against her wishes, but
something inside me wants to go take a look. I reach for the first
rock and start to pull my body weight up. The rock feels solid and
I slide my foot on top of one nearby. The rocks are so perfectly
placed, it almost seems as if they were some sort of a
ladder.

A few years ago, I wouldn’t have
been able to pull myself up the tight wall. I think again to what
my mother said about me growing up and how I am faster and
stronger. Part of me wonders if it is the training or if I would
have gotten just as strong without it. In what seems like no time
at all, I reach my hand on the floor of the cave above me. I slowly
pull myself eye level with the floor so that I can see
in.

Because the sun is setting opposite
the cave, I can see all the way to the back wall. The small cave is
completely empty. I pull myself up and sit on the edge of the cave.
The rocky walls seem pretty dry to be near a stream and the space
is about as big as my room in the cottage. I look down and notice
that the ten foot drop seems much higher from the top than it did
before I made the climb.

I push myself away from the edge
and stand up, the view is amazing. From standing in the cave, I am
able to see through the tops of nearby trees and down the incline
that leads to the cottage. The little house seems so far away from
up here.

I sit back down and look at the
horizon. The colors start to mix as the sun slowly begins its
descent. I know I need to hurry back now, but I take a moment to
observe my surroundings further.

As I sit there on the cave floor,
the large cat and Winter cross my mind. Since I know that cats can
climb trees and swim if they need to, this is probably the only
place nearby where it can’t reach. It makes me wonder if Winter
knows about this spot and uses it for shelter or storage. I bet
most animals would have a hard time getting food if it were stored
up here. Thought after thought floods through my mind and without
me noticing it, I grow tired as the sky becomes darker. I resolve
to shut my eyes for just one second and I am gone.

 


“You’re going to
get in trouble,” says the voice. 

I slowly open my eyes and try to
gather my senses.

“You’re going to
get in trouble,” says the voice again. 

Suddenly I remember where I am. I
sit up and standing over me is Winter. She mostly looks the same as
when I saw her last- red hair, pale skin and nightgown. However,
now she appears taller and notably older. Only six months have gone
by, but she looks as if a year or two have passed. Had I not seen
her before, I would now guess that she is older than me.

I know to her I must look confused
by the situation, but I am happy to finally see her so close again.
Maybe I’m not going crazy. She smiles. For the first time, I
realize that she is pretty. Really pretty.

“What are you doing?” I
ask.

“What am I
doing,” she says. “What are
you doing, I don’t come into your house and ask you what you’re
doing.”

I laugh. She may look different
now, but she still has the same attitude and the same accent. “I am
sorry, I didn’t know that anyone lived here.”

“Well, that’s because you are
rude. The polite thing would have been to ask,” she says. She
smiles again and I know that she isn’t really mad at me.

“Okay, well just to be clear…Do
you live here?” I say.

“No,” she says.

“Then why would you…never
mind.”

She laughs. “Aren’t you glad I woke
you up? Your mother is probably worried about you.”

“What time is it?” I
ask.

“Morning. I believe you would say that it
is 7:32am.”

I study her face to see if she is
joking. That’s when I remember that, as I was getting sleepy, the
sun was starting to set. I cannot see the sun in the horizon
anymore and it’s light out already, so I know that it must be
rising again somewhere behind the cliff. She’s right. I have been
gone the whole night; my mother is going to kill me. I go closer to
the edge of the cave and start to lower myself over. I look at
Winter one more time, before I make my way down. She stares at me
as I leave. I get to the bottom and grab the bag of blackberries. I
glance up and she is still watching me from the cave.

“Okay, nice talk,” she
says.

I look at her one last time and
start to run back to the cottage.

“Thanks for the flowers!” I hear
her yell, as I sprint home.

When I get to the cottage I notice
my mother in the living room, asleep with the book in her lap. The
first thing that crosses my mind after seeing her, is the rabbit I
left in the oven. I go in the kitchen and open the oven, but the
rabbit is gone. My hands go numb as I realize the only way it could
have been moved.

“Where did you
go last night?” 

I turn around to see my mother
waiting in the kitchen doorway. I hand her the bag of blackberries.
She takes them and nods.

“I see, so this is why you left,
but where did you go last night?” She says.

“I fell asleep,” I say.

“You feel asleep?”

“I feel asleep outside,” I
say.

“You fell asleep
outside?”

I don’t know what to tell her to
make the situation better. “Well, technically I was inside,” I
say.

“So you fell asleep outside, but
technically you were inside?”

The look on her face makes me
struggle even further. I think about how she’ll act if I tell her
about the cave, or about Winter. That’s when the possibility of
Winter being sent by the Council crosses my mind. Although they are
not above using teenagers for their schemes, they are definitely
more direct and would not prolong the process of our capture. Even
if my mother did believe me about the cave, she’ll think I am crazy
if I tell her about Winter.

“How about this, if you want to go
somewhere, you just let me know or tell me where you are going so
that way I don’t have to be worried,” she says, before I can think
of a half-decent lie.

My mother has never said a thing
like this to me before and I wonder if she is tricking me. I can’t
possibly be getting off the hook this easy. I can’t think of
anything to say in response.

“Adam, the only thing that I care
about is that you are safe. I was worried. I looked everywhere. I
tried to track you, but once the sun set, I couldn’t find your
trail. Do not make me have to worry about you like that
again.”

I feel guilty for leaving, when I
can tell by the look in her eyes that maybe, in that moment, she
was simply too scared to be mad at me.

“I’m sorry, mom, that won’t happen
again.”

She gives me a hug, tighter than
the usual ones that she gives.

 


The entire day my mother treats me
especially nice. Part of me wonders if my staying out all night
actually made her go insane. Even during our sparring sessions, she
acts as if the night before didn’t happen. Later at night, I go to
sleep in my bed, feeling as if I might have gotten away without
consequence.

 


I awaken in the middle of the night
to the sound of clacking metal. I jump out of the bed. My mother
stands in the doorway with two pots, hitting them
together.

“Okay! Okay!” I say, “What’s going
on!”

“It’s time for your training,” she
says.

She shines a blinding flashlight on
me. My eyes struggle to adjust. I can barely make out her
silhouette.

“But we already sparred today,” I
say. “We did theory and everything. Mom, it’s the middle of the
night.”

“Meet me outside in two minutes.
Be ready.” She turns and exits the room.

I look at the bed and then out the
window, pitch black. I have no idea what she has in mind, all I
know is that my bed is probably going to be a lot more comfortable
than it.

I throw my clothes on and make my
way to the field in front of the cottage. It’s a cloudy night, so
there isn’t much light from the stars or the moon. My mother is
nowhere in sight.

All of a sudden, bright lights
flash on in front of me. I turn around to find the large stadium
lights blinding me on all four sides.

“Grab the staff.”

“What?!”

“Grab the
staff.” 

I look down and see a long, wooden
rod near my feet. It seems to be about as tall as me.

“Pick up the staff. I won’t say it
again.”

“Why?!”

Before I can ask another question,
a sharp pain ripples through my body. I feel the impact of
something hard against the back of my leg. I fall to one knee. My
mother stands in front of me with a staff, waiting.

“Pick up the staff,” she says
again.

“I don’t understand.. why,” I
say.

 “You can
fight decently. You can hunt decently, but you need to learn a lot
more, I won’t always be here to protect you. Now pick up the
staff.”

“No!” I say.

“Very well,” she
says. She takes a few steps back and gets into a fighting stance.
Then she races toward me, raising the staff high in the air and
coming down toward my head. Before it reaches me, I roll out of the
way. My mind races back to the many lessons she’s taught me while
sparring. 

“This in not fighting, this is you
defending yourself,” she says. “Will you defend
yourself?”

I know that even though there is no
way I’m going to hit her with the staff, I have to stop her from
hitting me. Before she can start to attack again, I grab the
staff.

In a flurry of movement, she
attacks me. Left, right, left, right, I muster all the energy I
have to block all her strikes. The loud sounds of the weapons
hitting each other near my face and body, makes my hair stand on
end. She continues to swing, quickly and under control. Her
movements are so fast, I wonder how I can trace them with my eyes.
I try to control my breathing, while letting my training and muscle
memory guide my reactions. I feel my arms tightening and I know
that if I fatigue and slow down, she’ll land another
strike.

“Why are you doing this!” I
scream.

She spins around and strikes at my
head. I duck and she spins again, this time sweep kicking her leg
under mine. I jump out the way just in time. My adrenaline spikes
as she continues her relentless assault.

“Mom, they’re
not coming!” I yell. “They would have been here by now! They’re not
coming!” The words escape me from some place deep inside where I
didn’t know the thought even existed. 

She stops. My mother pulls back her
staff and stands up straight. Her eyes never leave from mine. “Do
you believe that?” she says.

I think about it and then I tell
her the truth. “I... I don’t know,” I say.

A moment passes before she says
anything. “Adam, who is Winter?”

What?
How does she know about
Winter?

“Before you woke up, I heard you
calling after someone named Winter.”

“I don’t know,” I say.

She throws the staff on the ground
in front of her. “Well you better figure out what you do know.
Because whether or not you believe it, we are on borrowed time.” My
mother gives me a look that must be disappointment. I have never
seen her look at me this way before. She stands there for a moment,
waiting for a response that never comes. Then she turns and heads
back to the cottage.

My face gets hot and my eyes start
to burn. I can’t tell if it’s the sweat that’s running down, if
it’s tears falling, or both. I stand there under the bright lights,
feeling small in the middle of the dark night.

 


***

Weeks go by and my mother continues
my training. She doesn’t bring up the Volare or the Council. I try
to not mention it either and just focus on improving.

One morning, I wake up before the
sun rises, remembering flashes of a dream that came to me the night
before. It’s still dark outside my window and I can only see around
my room because of a small lamp I must have forgotten to turn off.
Instead of getting out of bed, I close my eyes and let the images
of the dream come back to me.

I was at a clearing in the woods
and in the center stood Winter, the way she was on the first day I
saw her. As soon as I realize where I am, the large cat jumps out
of the foliage and lunges toward her. I call out to her, but it’s
too late. Just as the cat reaches her, I blink and suddenly I’m in
the cave with her once more. We both look older now. We sit next to
each and talk as the sun goes down. She falls asleep in my arms and
I watch her as she lays there. She breathes deeply and I wonder if
she is dreaming of me. Her body feels weightless as she rests
against mine.

I open my eyes and sit up. The door
to my room is shut and standing at the foot of my bed is
Winter.

“Did you dream about me?” she
says.

The sheets on top of me feel heavy
and I forget to breathe. I don’t know what to say as I stare at her
standing there in my room.

“Is that a yes?” she
smiles.

“Yes,” I say.
“How... how did you know?” 

“I dreamt of you too,” she says.
Her voice is rich and her accent only makes her more
alluring.

“Are you really
here?” 

She laughs. “I think so,” she
says.

Slowly, I get out of the bed,
keeping my eyes on her. Every time that I’ve seen her has been so
brief, yet I feel like I’ve known her forever. I don’t let my eyes
wander away from her, afraid that she might disappear.

“I’m not going
anywhere,” she says. 

“Wait, you can read my
th...”

“Yes,” she says.

“Am I going
crazy?” I ask. 

“No,” she says.

She doesn’t move a muscle as I make
my way over to her. I step right in front of her; hazel eyes slowly
trace up and down my face. I can feel the energy between us. It’s
the only thing that tells me that I can’t be going crazy and this
can’t be a dream.

I reach out my hand for hers. She
starts to pull away.

“I don’t want
you to be scared,” she says. 

Without saying anything, I reach
out for her hand again, this time faster, before she can move away.
Just as I expect to feel her skin, my hand passes completely
through hers. I take a step back to process what
happened.

She shakes her head. “I told you
you’d be scared,” she says.

“I’m not,” I say. I reach out for
her once more and again my hand grabs nothing but air. “I just
don’t understand,” I say.

“I can’t commit
to this form. That’s why you can’t touch me. This is because I am a
sprite.” 

“Form? Sprite?” I
ask.

“You can’t touch me because I’m
not fully here,” she says.

“So you’re not real?”

“No, I promise you that I’m real.
I just haven’t figured out how to fully be here without getting
caught... I’m even having problems even figuring out how I’m
supposed to look while I’m here.”

I try to wrap my mind around what
she’s saying. “So you’re saying that you don’t really look like
this?” I ask.

“No, I do. Well, mostly,” she
says.

“What is a sprite?” I
ask.

She smiles. “I’ll show you. Close
your eyes.”

I feel my heart start to beat
faster. I have so many questions, but I trust her and I close my
eyes.

In flash, I am no longer in the
room. Images from the past flood my mind, memories that I know are
not from me. Animals and creatures of all kinds fly, crawl and run
through my mind. Unfamiliar stories and tales come to me as if I
have always known them. Then my mind goes blank for a moment.
That’s when I see it.

I am standing in a void of
darkness. Soft light emanates from a figure in front of me. As my
eyes adjust, I see before me a set of large golden wings. They are
strong, each one larger than myself. Soft feathers glimmer a
golden-pearl hue and before I can gather my senses, the creature
moves. The wings are attached to a the figure’s back. A strong gust
of wind pushes me as she turns around. Red flowing hair cascades
down her beautiful body. Golden, hazel eyes stare back at me.
Before me is Winter.

A
few years ago, my mother took me into the woods near the cottage to
hunt for the first time. The unfamiliar forest seemed so vast it
was overwhelming. We walked for hours “tracking” food. I had no
idea what this meant then. That was the day I saw an animal in the
flesh for the first time. A rabbit hopped out of a bush, no more
than several paces ahead of us. As my mother quickly took aim with
the rifle, a large bird swooped out of the sky, snatching up the
rabbit. The powerful, golden brown wings pushed the bird as it
ascended back into the sky. Before today, I thought it was the most
beautiful thing I had ever seen.

Winter smiles at me as I stay
focused on her. She reaches out and grabs my hand. Her skin feels
warm. The white light around us drowns out everything except for
her and the tension between us. I forget that I was just in my
room. I forget that I was in the cottage. I forget that this can’t
be real.

“How come... Why didn’t you tell
me before?” I ask.

“I’m not supposed to. I’m not even
supposed to be here.”

“Well, why are
you?” 

“Because...” She stops herself and
just smiles at me.

I can tell that she is
uncomfortable with saying her answer aloud. “Well, what else can
you do?” I ask, trying to change the subject.

“A lot
of things,” she says, with a devious
look. “But if I do too much, I’ll get caught. I’m not even supposed
to talk to humans.”

“I see,” I tell her, even though I
still don’t fully understand.

Suddenly, the expression on her
face changes. She begins to look afraid. In the back of my mind I
hear a faint siren.

“Go,” she says.

The faint siren, grows louder in my
mind. I ignore it, choosing instead to be with her in this
moment.

“You have to go now!” she screams.
She pushes me away from her.

The siren now grows into a loud
pulsating scream. I close my eyes, but the sound doesn’t stop.
That’s when I realize what it is- the alarm.

I open my eyes and I’m back in my
bedroom. Winter is nowhere to be seen. I reach for the rifle next
to my door, but remember that the ammo is in the
kitchen.

When I open my bedroom door, I see
my mother standing in the front room next the fireplace. She is
surrounded on all sides by people in all grey uniforms. Black masks
cover their faces so they all look the same. I recognize who they
are by the large white “V” on the back of the jackets they wear.
The Volare have found us.


CHAPTER THREE

 


I
have gone over this scenario several times in my mind. The Volare
will come, likely in the night. My rifle will be loaded and I will
jump out of bed the second the alarm sounds. Because the weapons
that the Volare carry have computer chips in them, and the
perimeter around the cottage will scramble their devices, they will
essentially be unarmed. As long as we’re ready inside, my mother
and I will be able to hold them off, for at least a while. This is
how it was supposed
to happen. I was supposed to be ready.

My mother stands in the front room,
as a group of about six Volare surround her. The fireplace next to
them illuminates the room. I grip the unloaded rifle tightly.
Several of them turn to me and I run toward them.

Two Volare try grab my mother. She
punches one in the throat first, then kicks the second in the head.
A few jump to intercept me. I hit one in the face with the end of
my rifle as the other lands a punch to my face. The blow sends a
pain through my body like nothing I have ever felt before. My rifle
drops to the floor. Instinct takes over and I immediately drop to
the ground, sweep kicking the assailant before he strikes again. He
falls and I jump up, grabbing the rifle, blocking a punch from
another one and countering with an elbow to their face. The
Volare’s mask cracks, but the he stays standing, only taking a few
steps back to gather himself.

I rush a few steps into the
kitchen, reaching in the drawer for the ammo. From there, I can see
my mother fight several Volare by the fireplace. I can tell by how
fast they are moving that even if I’m able to load the gun in time,
I would never get off a clean shot.

The Volare with the cracked mask
jumps into the kitchen. I swing at him with the rifle, but hit
nothing but air. The next thing I feel is a sharp pain in my side
that makes the punch I took earlier seem like a kiss. I topple to
one knee, clenching my side with one hand and using the gun to not
fall over completely. Before he can jump on me, I pull everything I
have into grabbing the rifle with two hands and swinging it hard
upwards. The gun lands hard against his jaw.

I get up as best as I can, pain
still screaming from my side. The Volare falls back onto a wall.
Half of the black mask lays on the floor in front of me. My
uppercut shattered it.

In the front room, a Volare holds
my mother from behind, while one more holds an object in his hand.
I hobble out of the kitchen toward them. Stepping closer, I can see
the object is her silver book. The Volare opens it. My mother lets
out a scream of rage and kicks the book out of his hands, into the
fireplace. The Volare holding her, tightens his grip and my mother
turns to me. The other reaches in the fireplace for the book.
Though I have no clue why, I can tell by the look on my mother’s
face what I must do. I throw the rifle hard at the Volare reaching
into the fireplace. The book flies out of his hands as the gun hits
the back of his head. The book slides across the floor and under a
nearby chair. The Volare holding my mother releases her and dives
for it, but my mother kicks the Volare in the face. As he drops to
the floor unconscious, about ten more enter the small cottage. They
overwhelm us quickly and grab us.

We are drug outside in the dark of
night. I feel the metal of handcuffs tightening every time I try to
fight free. They throw us to the ground in the middle of the field.
As they step back from us, my eyes adjust. I can barely make out
the grey uniforms and black masks that surround us. There are
dozens of them. We never stood a chance.

The silhouettes of the Volare stand
around us as if waiting for orders. I turn to mother who is on her
knees next to me. Even though I can barely see her face, I can tell
that she is not afraid. She studies the Volare calmly. It almost
looks like she is waiting for what is coming next.

I shut my eyes as the blinding
stadium lights turn on in the field. Squinting, I can barely see my
mother and the Volare around us. They face the cabin and
wait.

“Don’t talk,” my
mother whispers. “No matter what they say, don’t tell them
anything. Not even your name.” 

A small part of me wonders why she
is saying this. It is clear to me that soon we will be executed and
none of this will matter. I should have believed her. I shouldn’t
have taken our time for granted and I shouldn’t have been
entertaining nonsensical dreams about a girl that I know doesn’t
even exist.

I nod anyway. “Ok,” I
say.

Out of the door walks the Volare
with the broken mask. He makes his way towards us, eyes fixed on my
mother. The way the others wait for him, I can tell that he is
their leader.

“Where is it?” he says, to my
mother.

My mother remains silent. He moves
closer and takes off the remaining half of his mask. His skin is
pale and his short, blonde hair stands straight out from his head
as if it were trying to escape. He looks at me. Dark rage-filled
eyes see right through me. A gash on his chin leaks fresh blood. I
can tell he wants his revenge, but for now, he is focusing on
something more important to him.

He turns back to my mother. “Where
is it?” he says.

She stares at him
blankly.

“Ok then,” he says. He signals to
a nearby Volare. They toss him a gun. He points the gun at her. My
mother continues to look right through him. I want to scream. I try
to force myself to keep it in, but he notices. He lowers the gun
away from her and he walks over to me. He presses the gun to the
side of my head. I can feel the vacuum of air inside the hollow
barrel. “I won’t ask you again,” he says to her.

“I’ll tell you! Don’t!” my mother
says.

All of a sudden the stadium lights
cut out and the field goes dark. At first I wonder if I’m dead when
the cold metal lifts off of the side of my head. I feel my heart
racing. I wait to breath once I realize that I can still
hear.

“Turn on the lights!” screams the
Volare leader.

A few yards from me, I hear the
sound of gunshots and several of the Volare start to scream. Before
my eyes can adjust to the darkness, the lights cut back on and I
see the Volare shooting at air. Somehow, one of them is thrown
across the field and flies into a group of the others. The lights
turn off again.

My mother crawls over to me and
slams herself against me. “Get down!” she says.

A flurry of bullets and screams
start, as the lights continue to cut in and out. I lay on the
ground and everything I can make out tells me that the Volare
appear to have lost their minds. They are shooting at air and each
other, with several of them flying across the field into one
another. Then, I hear a familiar sound.

I see a small, red-headed girl in a
nightgown, laughing as she skips through the field among the chaos.
The lights continue cutting in and out. Every time the lights cut
back on, the child is appears in a different area across the field.
Each time, the child appears slightly older. I make out the Volare
leader trying to take aim at where she might be next. He shoots
several times, hitting only air.

My mother lays next to me, saying
nothing, her eyes fixed on the tree line. I turn to see what she’s
staring at and I find Winter as she appeared in my room. She is
standing still, nightgown too small for her. It’s as if the Volare
don’t see her. It’s almost as if she’s watching them the way that I
just was. Never once does she look at my mother and I on the
ground.

The Volare continue struggling to
fight back and stop the younger images of Winter among the flashing
lights. I keep my eyes fixed on her standing at the tree line.
Behind her I see a bush rustle, then out comes a dark hooded
figure. She seems to not see it behind her. I try to scream her
name, but no sound comes out. I try again and again with no
success. The tall shrouded figure places a pale hand on her
shoulder and instead of turning toward it, she finally looks at me.
I try again in vain, to speak as her as eyes meet mine. The lights
cut off again. When the lights cut back on, Winter and the figure
are gone.

The gunshots cease, and the images
of Winter vanish. The lights stay on and the Volare that are left,
gather themselves. Their leader walks up to us. Two Volare force my
mother and I to stand.

“Take them.
Now!” says the leader. 

I turn to my mother and her eyes
meet mine. I watch as a Volare throws a black bag over my mother’s
head. I immediately feel cloth go over my head as well. All I see
is black. The sharp pain of a needle pricks my arm and I pass
out.

 


***

 


When I awaken, I am in a small,
well lit room. The walls are smooth and silver, the same color as
the table in front of me. I am cuffed to the chair I sit in. The
one other person in the room, a single Volare, stands in front of
the only door. I try to move the chair, but it is bolted to the
ground. To my surprise the pain in my side is almost gone, which I
don’t understand because I was sure a rib was broken. In the
corner, near the ceiling is a camera. Behind his black mask, the
Volare sees me wake up, but does not move.

After a moment, the door opens. A man walks in, dressed
different than the Volare. He has on a black suit and wears no
mask. Instead of the jacket with the large white ‘V,’ he wears a
small badge on the left side of his chest- a golden
‘V,’ of the same nature. I can tell that he is older than
the other Volare and seems to be closer to my mothers
age.

The Volare that guarded the door,
exits the room. I observe the man, scanning him for any type of
weapon. He has tan, weathered skin and his hair is groomed. He blue
eyes appear void of rage or any related emotion.

“I want to show you something,” he
says. The man gestures toward the camera near the ceiling.
Immediately, a hidden screen lifts up out of the table in front of
me. An image appears on the screen. It is a room identical to the
one I’m in, except my mother is at handcuffed to the chair. Behind
her stands a maskless Volare. I can tell by the spiky blonde hair,
that it is the leader of the ones who came to the cottage. In front
of her, on the other side of the table, stands the man who is
currently standing in front of me.

“This is from a
few moments ago,” he says. 

I watch the screen as he begins to
talk to my mother. “Rita, I need you to tell me where it is,” he
says. His voice is calm and almost sympathetic.

My mother’s frozen stare does not
break. She refuses to speak. “Your son already told us that you
have it,” he continues. I look away from the screen, toward the
man. He points back to the screen. I focus back on the image,
hoping my mother doesn’t fall for his lie. She remains
silent.

On
the screen, the man starts to pace the room. “Rita, you have to
work with me here,” he says. “You know what’s at stake. The Council
wants to kill both
of you. The only reason you are
still here is because of me and because of our history. But even I
can’t make them wait for long.”

“Where is Adam?” she says. Her
voice cracks and sounds tired.

The spiky haired, blonde Volare
behind seems on edge.

The man ignores my mother’s
question and continues. “Does the boy know about his father? Who he
was?”

She repeats herself. “Where is
Adam?”

“Rita where is the cure!” He says.
“Just because I might want you to live, doesn’t mean that they do!
John is not here to save you. He’s gone! Tell me where it
is!”

She
sits up straighter, eyes fixed on him. “Where. Is. My. Son?” she says.

The Volare behind her punches her
jaw with the gun in his hand. Blood gushes from her mouth. The man
in the suit signals the Volare to stand down. Then he turns toward
the camera in her cell and signals it to be turned off.

My blood feels hot. I scream and
try to pull myself free from the chair as the images start to rush
back to me. Blood dripping from my mother’s mouth. The black bag
going over our heads. The coldness of a metal gun against my skull.
I continue to fight, trying to break the cuffs and the fact that I
can barely move, makes me even more enraged.

The
man stands in front of me and waits. I force myself to stop.
Breathe. Breathe. I repeat this to myself over and over. I focus
on the air entering and exiting my body. I shut my eyes and
continue to breathe, the images of us being abducted still come,
but I try to view them as if I were never there. No, this was
happening to someone else and I just happened to watch it.
This did not happen to us.
After I calm myself, I open my eyes
open and the man is still standing there.

“My name is Sydney Craft. I am a
general and I’m here on behalf of the Council.”

“Where is my mother?” I
ask.

“Adam
Alexandrus, both you and your mother have been convicted of treason
against the city of Astra in the country of Ather. Because of this
you are not permitted a trial and at the Council’s command, the two
of you are to be executed.” 

The
way he says the words makes it seem as basic as reading a dinner
menu. The two of you are to
be executed, also tonight we will be having baked chicken and a
side garden salad.

“The Council has
urgent matters to attend to, this is why we didn’t come for you two
sooner. A disease outbreak has occurred in all the major cities. It
is of unknown origin. Thousands have already died, hundreds of
thousands will surely follow.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” The words come out of my
mouth before I can stop them. Keep your mouth shut!
I scream to myself. He can read your emotions if you
talk.

He studies my face to see if I
don’t already know the answer to the question. “Believe it or not,
the Council was ready to write you two off as a loss,” he says.
“They figured two fugitives from Astra would not last long on the
surface. No need to go find them.”

I do not believe him. I can tell he
is already spinning lies.

He studies my face, waiting for a
response. I can see in his eyes he knows I won’t believe a word he
says. All of a sudden, he reaches behind himself and pulls out a
gun. He points the gun at me, then quickly up to the camera near
the ceiling and fires one round. The shot echoes in my ears as the
sound bounces off the walls of the small room.

“There. Now it’s
just you and me,” he says. 

I force myself to remain calm and
sit up straight. I feel as though I am already dead. There is no
way to tell if my mother is still alive or what Sydney Craft has in
mind for me. Breathe, I repeat to myself, as I prepare for the
worst.

“When was the last time you
experienced true pain?” he says.

When he says this, the words sound
like someone else spoke them, from far away. I wait for the words
to catch up to me so that I can process them. I know he’s trying to
intimidate me.

He smiles. “When was the last
time?”

This time when he says it, he
almost laughs.

After I don’t respond, he moves on.
“Do you know anything about your father?”

I try to ignore him and show no
signs of interest. This is hard because from the video, I can tell
that he knows something about him. Or maybe he started playing me
the moment he began interrogating my mother.

“That’s fine,” he says. “You don’t
have to talk. I’ll talk... The Council knew everything about you
since you were a little baby. We knew when you ate... when you went
to sleep... your favorite color. We knew when you got sick. We knew
what was happening to you.”

My mind tries to follow what he is
saying. If the Council knew when I was sick, they had to suspect my
mother would steal something to save me. He is getting trapped in
his lies.

“I’m sure your mother didn’t want
you to know what was really going on. What do you really know about
her?” He asks.

I stare at him blankly.

“But that’s Rita for you, keeping her mouth shut to avoid
the real trouble. That’s how she got to work for
us.”

Work for us. The
words don’t even sound right. My mother was scientist for the
Council at their headquarters. Not the Volare. She had nothing to
do with their psychopathic army.

He reads my face quickly. “Oh, she
didn’t tell you? Did you know that your father, John Alexandrus,
was Volare?”

His words don’t stick. I am done
with his lies. “Where is my mother?” I ask.

He ignores me and continues. “I was
just an associate at one point, subordinate to even those lackeys
in the gray who took you from that cottage. Your mother was the
youngest lead scientist in history. She and I... we were in
love.”

My
mother would never
love you, I think. He is clearly
mistaken.

“It was then
that she was contracted out to help the Council make a super
soldier. Our best soldier, your father, was the lead candidate.
That’s how they met.”

I ignore his story. “Where is my
mother?” I ask again. The more he talks, the more it’s harder to
keep myself under control.

He leans over the table, toward me.
“Here is what’s going to happen. Inside that old silver book, your
mother holds a lot of information. One of the those things happens
to be a cure for the virus that is threatening to wipe out our
entire civilization.”

Why would my mother keep a cure to
herself and let people die?

“As far as the Council is
concerned, the two of you are already dead. It’s your choice if we
save the lives of countless others. Women... Children... They’ll
die. Your mom can change that. If we can get her to
cooperate.”

He steps back from the table and
walks to the door. Before he leaves, he stops and turns
around.

“I know you
think I’m lying. But there are things you don’t know about your
mother, and maybe if you knew, you might think differently. You
might try to help.” 

He opens the door and leaves. Two
Volare enter. One has a syringe in hand with a green liquid. The
other carries a small bag made of black cloth. I know what’s coming
next, but I don’t even fight it. There is no point. The bag slips
over my head and the needle enters my arm. Like Craft said, I’m
already dead.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


When I wake I’m in a cold dark
room. The bed that I’m on feels like concrete. I sit up and realize
that I’m in a prison cell. The room is clean and absent of anything
besides my bed and a toilet.

I stand up and see a set of plain
white clothing, neatly folded at the end of my bed. I ignore the
obvious suggestion to put on the uniform. Thats when I notice that
the cell door is slightly open.

I get up slowly and stand in the
room in front of the cracked door, trying to listen for anybody
outside of the room. After a few minutes, I allow myself to believe
that it’s not a trick. I open the door just wide enough so that I
can slip out. Staying tight to the door, I look around
me.

The building I’m in is dimly lit. I
stand on a narrow walkway, with a glass wall as the only barrier
between me and open air. When I walk closer to the glass, I can see
more cells on the other side of the building. Cell after cell, on
countless floor wrap around the circular building. I look down, but
can’t see the bottom. I look up, but can’t see the ceiling. There
are no signs of life. No noise at all. And I notice every door is
closed. Every door except mine.

“Speak of the devil!” I hear from down the walkway. I look
to my right and see two large figures headed my way fast. “That’s
him!” I look to my left and my first reaction is to run, but from
what I can see it would be pointless. The walkway is just a loop
around the building with doors that probably open to more cells. I
quickly slide back in my room and try to close the door. The door
closes all the way, but does not latch. I continue to push, but it
keeps wanting to crack open. Maybe they weren’t talking about me, maybe they didn’t see
me. I hold the door shut with
both arms and try to breathe quietly. Maybe they’ll keep going.

The door is thrown open as if I was
never holding it at all. I jump back and ready myself as the two
figures enter my cell. They are both tall and muscular. Their skin
is darker than mine and their eyes even darker still. They wear the
white uniform that was at the end of my bed. I think my mind is
playing tricks on me because they look exactly the same, but that’s
when I realize it’s because they are twins.

“This can’t be him!” One says to
the other. “He’s not even huge.”

“No, this is the guy. Him and his
mom took out six Volare.”

I hold my stance, just out of their
reach. While they argue about who I am, I go over the scenario in
my mind. If I can punch one in the throat and take him out quickly,
I might stand a chance.

“Well let’s see
if he’s really what they say,” says the first one. He flashes an
evil smile and steps closer to me. If he tries to grab me, I’ll
break his hand. If he punches, I’ll counter. 

“You might want to rethink that,”
says a voice at the door.

I watch as the expression on both
of the twins faces change. It’s clear they recognize the
voice.

As they step aside, I can see who
the voice is coming from. He’s just a little taller than me and
probably just a few years older. The same white uniform covers his
thin frame. A pinkish patch of skin covering his temple, stands out
from the rest of his face, which is so pale that it looks like it
has never seen the sun.

“We were just
checking Dom,” says one twin. 

“Yeah, just
saying hi, you know,” says the other. 

They tower over him and I wonder
why they appear to be so afraid.

“Out,” he says
calmly. 

Without another word they exit the
cell. I stay in my fighting stance. Judging by the way they ran
from him, I need to be prepared. He looks me up and down as if he
were counting the ways in which he would kill me. Without warning,
he starts to laugh.

“So you’re
some kind of prodigy,” he
says.

His laugh throws me off guard and
his words distract me for a moment. I almost drop my guard. “What
are you talking about?” I say.

“You don’t look special, you’re
just a boy,” he says. He almost looks disgusted.

“You’re just a boy,”
I say back.

He
laughs again. “Yes, you’re right. I am
just a boy. But we’re talking about
you.”

I try to not let the confusion of
the conversation get to me. Something about him seems snake-like. I
refuse to allow his words to affect me.

“They were
probably gonna kill you, you know.” He gestures toward the door.
“Or at least try... The twins... Yeah they have a bad habit of
playing too rough.” 

How
do I know you won’t try to kill me? The thought runs through my mind and I can tell my body
language is showing it.

“Oh ok. I’ve
been rude. I’ll start. My name is Dominic 00851. I’m a Sagittarius
and enjoy long walks to the dinning hall.” He smiles at his own
joke and extends his hand out to me. 

I don’t smile. I stay in my stance
with his hand in front of me. I know that if he moves closer, I’ll
have to strike first to still have a preemptive
advantage.

“Wow, you would think that you
never heard of a handshake before.”

I’ve said this before. Even though he’s clearly dangerous, something about him
seems very similar to me. He stares at me, hand extended,
waiting.

“I would think saving someone’s
life would at least warrant a handshake,” he says.

I think about his words. When he
says this, for some reason I feel safe. I extend my hand out and
shake his.

“Nice to see
that you were raised right,” he says, as he lets go.


“Where am I?” I ask.

“Technically, none of us really
know the full answer to that question,” he says.

“I came here with my mother. Where
can I find her?” I ask.

“No... you came here alone. Your
mother is either wherever the women’s facility is, or she’s dead,”
he says.

I try not to think about the second
scenario. “Where’s the women’s facility?”

“Maybe you don’t
understand what I’m saying. You’re here. We don’t know where we
are. She’s somewhere else, we don’t know where that is.” He picks
up the white uniform on my bed and tosses it at me.


“How do you know who I am?” I
ask.

“Damn, you ask a lot of questions.
I don’t really know who you are. I just heard you and your mother
can put up a fight. It’s funny hearing what you two did and looking
at you now.” He studies me, waiting for some emotional response
that I do not show. Then he continues. “Put on the uniform, before
the guards check on you. When they bring the water, drink it. The
first night is the hardest, but they put something in the water
that’ll help you sleep. Got it?”

I look at the uniform and then back
at him. I nod as a courtesy, I have no intention on settling
in.

“See you at
breakfast,” he says, as he walks out of the cell.


Holding the uniform in my hands, I go over everything I
know so far. Unknown
facility. Unknown location. I
make up my mind that if I’m going to escape, I need to try to blend
in while I figure a way out. I change into the white uniform and
throw my old clothes in a corner.

I lay back on the hard bed and
wait. A few moments pass and then my cell door opens. Inside walks
the largest person I have ever seen. He is bald and the blue
uniform he’s wearing seems so tight that it’s impossible if it is
not his actual skin. In one hand he holds a glass of water. I lay
frozen not knowing what to do. He doesn’t even look at me. He sits
the glass of water on the ground in the middle of the cell, picks
up my old clothes from the corner and exits just as quickly as he
came.

After a few moments, I feel safe
enough to move. I get up and stand over the glass of water. As much
as wish I wasn’t thirsty, the cotton-feeling in my mouth argues
otherwise. I wonder if the water is laced with some type of poison,
but this thought quickly escapes me as I realize they could
forcibly end me at any time. Before I can make up a new reason not
to, I pick up the glass and start to drink. I can feel the coolness
of the water in every inch of my body as it goes down.

I keep the empty glass in my hand
as I sit back on the bed. In my training, my mother taught me that
anything could be used as a weapon. I think about hiding the glass
for when I might need it for other purposes, but I know that the
guards with undoubtedly be back for it. I set it back in the center
of the floor and lay on the bed.

The events that led up to me lying
in this room, run over and over in my mind. Hours past and I am
still replaying everything on a constant loop. I remember Winter,
my only friend- gone. I remember my mother and her strength. Me not
believing the Volare were coming. I remember the sound of the gun
across my mother’s jaw. I don’t know if it’s the shock of
everything or whatever Dom said was in the water, but I start to
feel drossy. The nightmare of things that have happened, plays over
and over and after a great deal of time, my mind simply shuts
off.

 


I
wake to a loud pulsing sound. The alarm, I think
and I throw myself out of bed. As my feet hit the cold floor, I
remember that I’m not in the cottage anymore. My cell is now
brightly lit and the pulsing sound appears to be emanating from the
walls.

The pulsing stops. My cell door
opens and outside of it stands the large guard who dropped off the
water earlier.

“Inmate exit
your cell and get in line.” His voice is as cold as it is monotone.
I can tell that he expects me to obey. Despite this, I get up
slowly, wondering what the next move will be. 

“Inmate exit your cell and get in
line,” he says as he steps in the room.

This time I move faster.

Once I’m out of the door, I can see
that the rest of the facility is now well lit. On every level of
the prison, I can see rows of inmates standing outside of their
cell doors. After every fifth door or so, stands a guard. At first
the uniformity of it all takes away from me noticing that every
guard is identical from the next. Identical not just in uniform,
but in size and stature. In fact, every guard appears to be the
same person. I realize the only way this could be possible is if
they are androids. Droids were outlawed many years ago, but it
wouldn’t surprise me if the council was using them to do their
dirty work.

I look down the row next to me. A
few inmates back, I notice Dom. He is staring straight forward,
appearing to await the next instructions. I follow his lead, as to
not draw attention. It’s almost as if on my first day here I’m
expected to know what to do. I don’t want to take the chance and
see what will happen if it appears that I don’t.

The pulsing sound that woke me goes
off again. I look to my right and see the row of inmates starting
to pace toward me. I turn to my left and see them walking away from
me. Instinctively, I fall in line as we begin to march.

The inmates file into a door down
the walkway. Once I enter the door, I see a staircase. The stairs
follow the shape of the small square shaped room. I look over the
railing and see endless staircases with inmates marching downward
at the same pace.

We march downward, and soon after I
lose count of how many staircases we pass, we reach the bottom
floor. We all file in through a doorway and pass through a narrow
corridor. Then we enter a large open room. The inmates disband in
no particular manner to various tables throughout the room. In the
room the energy is different. The inmates talk to one another. Many
of them have food already, or some semblance of what should be
food, on silver trays.

I walk toward the center, the major
source of light and where the ceiling appears to be missing. After
just a few steps closer, I realize that I can see up into the rest
of the prison. Floor after floor of cell doors and
platforms.

I look over the room and find Dom.
He is sitting at a table alone. Without much thought, I walk
towards him. It isn’t until I am standing right next to him, that I
wonder if the other inmates are not near him for a
reason.

“So you decided to be more
friendly today?” He flashes a tired looking, half smile.

I ignore his remark and sit next to
him. I know that if last night wasn’t some scheme to get something
out of me, maybe he can give me more information so I can plan an
escape.

“How long have you been here?” I
ask.

“A long time,”
he says. 

I can tell by the way he says it
that I won’t get far asking questions about him.

“Ok... do you know why I am here?”
I ask.

“Honestly, after what you did, I
don’t know why you’re still alive... but if I had to guess, they
probably want something from you, or your mother, or both. That’s
if she’s still alive.”

“What do you mean, what I did?”

“Well, I mean
attacking all those Volare like you did, something like that.
Practically killed some of them from what I heard.”


“We didn’t
attack them! They came after us!” 

He smiles as he sees me get worked
up. I calm myself and notice that only a couple of inmates
overheard. The guards don’t even bother to look over.

“Well, that doesn’t surprise me,”
he says. “It wouldn’t be the first time they lied.”

“Ok, so what if I don’t give them
whatever it is they are searching for?” I ask.

“They’ll probably kill you... if
you’re lucky,” he says.

“So, you mean they’ll torture me
more? I wouldn’t help them even if I understood what was going on,”
I say.

“Yeah, sure,” he says.

“Yeah, sure to which part?” I
ask.

“Both?” He says.

We stare at each other confused, me
about his answers, him about my questions.

He continues. “Don’t worry about
all the questions you have. No one here, except the people who
bought you here, can answer those. In the meantime, you need to
worry about not having people test whether or not you live up to
the hype.” He nods to something behind me.

I turn around slowly, as to not
make his gesture obvious. The two twins that tried to attack me
from the night before are headed our direction. They look even more
imposing in proper lighting.

“Oh don’t worry
about them,” he says. “They won’t mess with you anymore... but the
rest of these animals will try to kill you, first chance they get.”
“They can try,” I think, but it comes out as a mumble, just loud
enough to hear. 

“They will,” he says. “And
I don’t care what you and your mom supposedly did, with enough
tries and enough guys, they will succeed. It’s too obvious you
don’t belong here.”

I nod, wondering if I would have
even made it pass the twins last night if he didn’t show
up.

“Hello,” Dom
says, nodding to someone behind me. 

I turn around to see the twins.
They both carry trays of food and appear to be walking by our table
to the other side of the room, before Dom says anything. They nod
in acknowledgment, but Dom waves them over. One stands behind the
other, and though I can’t tell them apart the one in the back seems
to be more wary.

“Yes Dom,” says
the twin closest to us. 

“Well, I tried to tell him no, but
the new guy says he wants your food.”

The twin looks at me, almost
knowing I said no such thing. Even though it is clear between the
four of us that Dom makes this up, I stare back at the twin as if
it were my idea. I still wonder at this point, why the much larger
twins would even listen to Dom in the first place.

The twin steps toward me to hand me
the tray. My mind immediately jumps to me punching beneath the tray
up through his chin. I know the strike would easily catch him off
guard and likely throw him back onto his brother. The thought makes
me smile.

“Well,” says the
twin, snapping me out of my trance. He extends his tray right in
front of me. 

Without thinking, I stand up
slowly. I notice that other inmates around the room are looking at
anxiously.

I see a trashcan nearby and point
to it so our audience can see.

“I don’t want to eat it. Go throw
it out.”

The twin’s eyes narrow. I can see
the fire building within him and I love it. Any compassion I could
have had for them died when they stormed in my cell. That little
part of me that wants to avoid conflict with these giants was gone
when I saw how scared they were of Dom, a person who is basically
my size.

“Well?” says Dom.

The twin glares at me a moment
longer and slowly turns and walks to the trashcan, his brother
walking quiet behind him.

Once they are far enough away, I
sit down. I can hear mumbles around the room from what they just
saw.

“Perfect,” says
Dom. “That’s what you needed. Now the others who saw you will
respect you better before they die.” 

Respect sounds good to me, but the
other part of what he says does not sit so well.

“What do you mean, before they die?” I
ask.

“None of them last too long, so
you’ll be fine until you die too.”

“But I thought you said that
you’ve been here a long time?”

“I have,” he
says.

Before I can ask him another
question, he waves to a person behind me. I feel my blood starting
to run hot. I need answers to these questions, not another test
from an inmate.

“Hey Otis, come meet the new guy,”
he says.

I turn around and see a short,
stocky inmate approaching us. He carries a tray of food and has on
glasses- something I haven’t seen since I was little. He smiles at
us and appears far too happy to be in a prison.

“Hello,” he says to me, as he sits
next to Dom.

I forget to say hello back to him.
I don’t mean to be rude; it just puzzles me why a person like him
would be in a place like this.

Dom breaks me out of my thoughts.
“Hey new guy, you never told me your name.”

“Oh sorry. I’m
Adam.” 

Otis nods and starts eating. “So
this is the Volare destroyer?” He says, as he scoops the slop-like
material into his mouth, without looking at me.

Dom smiles. “No, I’m pretty sure
his mother did most of the work. I wanna meet her.”

I smile, knowing that Dom is
half-joking, but likely trying to see for himself what I’m made of.
I will refuse to loose my cool in this place and for now, to
survive, I’ll deal with his games.

“You two better go get food. The
line will close soon,” says Otis.

Dom gets up. “You
coming?”

I shake my head. Even if I could
force myself to eat the sloop material, eating was the last thing
on my mind.

Dom turns and walks
away.

I watch Otis as he eats loudly. He
appears to be almost in a trance. The way he eats, makes the sloop
seem like a delicacy.

“So ask away,” he says, continuing
his meal.

“What?” I say.

“Ask away. I know you have
questions. We all did when we first got here.”

I wreck my brain trying to figure
where to start. “Where is my mother?”

“I don’t know anything about your
mother or why you are here. I know something about you two fighting
Volare, but lies spread faster than facts. You don’t seem like you
could anyhow.”

When he says this, I don’t feel
offended at all. I can tell that to him, he’s just stating facts.
Dom may be sly and have an agenda, but this guy could care less
about such things.

“What can you tell me about this
place?” I ask.

“I can tell you enough. We’re
several hundred yards underground. From what I can tell there are
only two ways out. The way you came and in a body bag.”

“Why are we here?”

“Again, I don’t know why you are
here. But all the rest of us have committed capital crimes against
the council. That’s what they say anyway. So we don’t get a trial.
They send us here and basically experiment on us at random until
our bodies or minds can’t take anymore and give out. Most of us
don’t make it a full year.”

The more I learn about the
situation, the more hopeless it feels. “How long have you been
here?”

“About ten months. I had a
treatment this morning and I’m still here, so it’s looking like I
might hit the year mark. I’m pretty happy about that. In
comparison, those twins have only been here a couple
months.”

Hearing the sincerity in his voice,
makes me wonder how he can stay optimistic in this place. It may be
that the place has simply made him insane.

“What about Dom?”

Otis sits his spoon down for the
first time and looks over to Dom. He walks through a food line on
the other side of the room.

“Dom is different. He was here
before all of us. Some say he was born here.”

I study Dom. I still fail to see
what makes him so different.

“I know what you’re thinking,”
says Otis. “But he’s not like us. Killing for him is as normal as
breathing. And he’s smarter than the rest of them. Well... not me
of course.”

“I’m going to guess you’ve
actually seen him display these behaviors?”

Otis laughs. “So you’re a smart one
too, huh? I knew it. I could tell.”

I stare at him waiting for my
answer.

“Dominic 00851, has been here for
an undisclosed amount of time, for unknown reasons. The council
experiments on him just the same as us, but years ago one of the
treatments they gave him allowed for faster regeneration of cells.
Every time he gets close to dying, he heals. Every now and then
some inmates try to take him out, but when you come close to death
so many times, you learn a thing or two about fighting. He
basically runs this place.”

Yet
he’s in the uniform just like the rest of us, I think.

“Ok, I can tell by the look on
your face that you don’t believe any of this- which is fine. I
haven’t seen him kill anyone, but I have seen him take out a
droid.”

I try to conceal my reaction. The
droids in the prison were outlawed by the council because they are
virtually indestructible. That is not a good thing in the wrong
hands, but it turns out the council just wanted to keep the
technology for themselves. I weigh my options. If he’s lying, it’s
likely that Dom is just a normal guy fooling everybody, but if he’s
telling the truth, maybe there’s a way out.

“How’d he take out the droid?” I
ask.

“Behind the right ear is a little
switch. Pull down on the switch and it opens the back of the head
up, exposing the motherboard. Then all you gotta do is scramble
them with an E.M.P. The trick is to get them open, before they open
you,” he says and then laughs at his own twisted joke.

An
electro-magnetic pulse can scramble many types of tech, so I know
so far he’s likely telling the truth. The skull must have some type
of material that safeguards the hard drive when closed, that
is if the hard drive is even in the skull. This leaves
me with only one question.

“How did he get an E.M.P in here?”

“Uh, he skipped
that part. Once he opened the skull, he ripped the hard drive out
with his bare hands.” 

He
starts eating his food again, as if he just told me something as
mundane as the weather. The hard drive would be nearly impossible
to remove without the right tools. Ripped-it-out-with-his-bare-hands. I decide at this point that whatever experiments the
council are administering to him have cause him to go
crazy.

“You find out anything more about
the virus,” says a familiar voice behind me. I turn around to see
Dom standing there with a tray of slop in his hand. I wonder how
much of the conversation he may have heard.

“Not really,
it’s killing more people, no cure in sight,” says Otis.


“Great,” says Dom as he sits down.
“Maybe it’ll kill off the council. Give them what they
deserve.”

I remember that General Craft
wanted my mother to cure some virus. They must be talking about the
same one.

“What is this virus I keep hearing
about?” I ask.

“Where are you from?” asks
Dom.

“Uh, far,” I say.

“Yeah, he can’t be from the city,”
says Otis. His eyes study me to see if I’m serious about not
knowing. “There’s a virus going around the cities, killing
thousands of people. Hasn’t been like this in maybe a few hundreds
years. Maybe longer.”

“They don’t even know where it’s
from,” says Dom. “They don’t have a cure. And this means even more
experiments on us.”

“Some are saying it’s not even
from this world,” says Otis.

“Well, if it’s
not from this earth, then how can something on this earth cure it?”
I say. The words come out before I can stop them.


Otis and Dom look at me with blank
faces. I can’t tell if they agree or want to know why I chose those
words. Part of me wants to shut Otis and his campfire stories up,
but part of me knows that there are things out there we will never
understand. This makes me think of Winter and for the first time I
know what it means to miss someone besides my mother. Someone, who
for all I know, may have never been real in the first
place.

I try to change the subject so they
stop staring at me, but mostly so that I don’t have to think about
Winter any longer.

“How did you get into my cell, or
out of yours?” I ask.

“Well, I think I told you, your
cell was open. As for mine... I figured out the locks in this place
a long time ago,” says Dom.

“Too bad it’s impossible to break
out,” says Otis.

“I’ll find a way. If you can get
in... you can get out,” says Dom.

“But didn’t you say you’ve been
here a long time,” I say. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, what
makes you think...”

“I’m close,” Dom says, cutting me
off. “I’m close.”

Otis breaks the tension. “I think
we’re going to have a lockdown soon.”

“Lockdown?” I ask.

Dom looks around and points to the
area where he was standing in line to get food. Two inmates appear
to be arguing and getting louder quickly.

“Yeah, the guards are super strict
during lockdown,” says Otis. “I mean, stricter than
usual.”

“And since those
animals don’t know how to talk like civilized men, it’ll happen
soon,” says Dom. He quickly starts to scoop the food into his
mouth. 

What he says sounds weird coming
from the inmate everyone seems afraid of. Part of me wonders if he
had anything to do with the start of the argument. As I think this
I see one of the inmates push the other so hard he falls into a
bystander.

“This morning you did good falling
in line. Don’t ask any questions and just follow everyone’s lead
and you’ll be fine,” says Otis. The frantic pace of his voice tells
me something is about to happen. “Hopefully you won’t be one they
select for the random treatments. I mean you just got
he....”

Suddenly, the loudest sound I have
ever heard in my life echoes through the facility. I cover my ears,
but the pulse is so loud I can feel it attempting to shatter every
bone in my body. I fall out of the bench and onto the floor, as if
there were a way to escape. All around me inmates fall in pain, I
can feel myself screaming, but there is no sound, only the
pulse.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


After a moment, the sound stops.
The lights in the facility flash off and on for a moment. I slowly
get off of the floor. Otis, who somehow ends up on the floor in
front of me, mouths some words that I can’t make out. I know he is
trying to tell me something, but the ringing in my ears prevents me
from understanding. Next to me, Dom is already standing and
pointing for me to turn around. I turn and see a line of inmates
forming, filing out of the eating area. Putting together what they
are trying to tell me, I go to the line and they follow right
behind.

We make our way up the endless
stairs. By the time I get back to my cell, the ringing in my ears
has just started to go away. The door is locked behind me and I sit
on the hard bed. Before I have time to go over the things I
learned, a loud voice comes from the walls around me.

“Inmate, remove your clothing and
prepare for your treatment.”

I wonder if the voice is being
played throughout the prison.

“Inmate, begin
removing your clothing and prepare for your treatment.”


I stay motionless, sitting on the
bed. For some reason, I tell myself that if I ignore the request it
won’t pertain to me.

All of a sudden, the loud sound
pulses through the cell, my ears immediately feel like they are
going to explode. I fall to the ground screaming, begging for it to
end. The sound must continue for only a few seconds, but the pain
continues after it stops. I struggle to my feet and attempt to
remove my shirt. It takes everything in me to force the shirt up
over my head. My skull feels like it’s splitting in
half.

My cell door opens. The sound was
so loud, it makes my vision blurry. Expecting to see a guard, I am
surprised when General Craft enters my the room. He looks at me and
shakes his head with what appears to be sympathy. Craft gestures
for me to sit on the bed. I wonder if this is a trick or if he is
the one who is going to be administering my treatment. The pain
that I still feel in my head from the torture, makes sitting down
seem like a good idea. I grab my shirt and sit. He leans against
the wall in front of me, seeming to wait for something. After a few
moments of him standing there. He begins to speak.

“You should be able to hear me now
slightly, yes?” He asks.

I nod, realizing this is why he was
waiting.

“We don’t have much time. I’m
going to tell you some things, not all of it will make sense as of
now. I just need you to follow me and remember exactly what I’m
about to tell you. Nod if you can hear all of what I just said.” He
stares at me patiently.

The words seem to come at me
delayed from when his lips move. I wait for what he said to come to
me. I process his words and even though I doubt I’ll believe
anything he has to say, I nod.

“Good. I know
your mother would have you believe that we want to hurt you, kill
you, et cetera, but this is simply not the case. We could care less
about you, in fact she left the city just to protect herself. She
had specific projects that the Council had her working on, projects
only she could complete, but when she disagreed with some of their
practices, she ran.” 

I grimace at the sound of his
words. If manipulation had a face, it would be his. He must sense
me feeling this because of what he says next.

“She helped
build some of the older models of the droids that guard this
facility. She even used to administer the treatments to some of the
prisoners here. I bet you didn’t know that.” 

My
body goes numb at the thought. For a second I hope that I have gone
deaf and that I’m just putting random words together, that I think
he might be saying. My mother
administering the treatments.
How could she possible be involved with torturing people? Even if
they were guilty of crimes, these people were my age, some probably
even younger.

“But that’s not why I am here,” he
continues. “I’m here to tell you that your mother is going to die
unless you do something about it.”

My stomach sinks. I try to keep
this from showing. At least I know from him saying this, that she
is likely still alive.

“The council has given her a
couple months to find a cure for this super virus. The thing is,
she has told me personally that there will be no cure. Some people
are immune, some aren’t. It kills at random. Right now she is just
buying time, pretending to experiment, while the council waits.
They’ll kill her once they know it’s not possible.”

“What do I need
to do?” I ask. Immediately, I realize I should have thought about
what to say before showing I’m leaning toward believing him. I am
allowing myself to believe someone who was part of kidnapping my
mother and I violently from our home. I am believing someone who
placed me in some unknown prison, in some unknown distance
underground. I am believing him because I have no other options. I
have no choice. 

“You have to
leave the prison, go to the city and break her out. The only way to
go back safely will be to go in as Volare. Your identity will not
exist if you make it through the selection process. Then once you
make it in, you’ll be able to walk right into her facility and
escort her out.” 

“You want me to join the Volare?” I ask. I manage to keep
my emotions bottled up. The fact that he is asking me to join the
army that I have been running from feels like a sick joke. I also
know that even if I make it through their selection process,
freeing her won’t be as easy as walking her
out.

“Yes. This was
your mother’s plan, but I can see that there is no other way,” he
says. 

“And why do you
care?” I ask, standing back up. 

“I... I have my
reasons,” he says. A tone beeps in the cell similar to the one that
signaled the inmates to go to the dinning hall. 

“We don’t have
much time. This is what you need to do. A guard is going to come in
with a glass of red liquid. It’s supposed to be tranquilizer, so
you sleep while we take you to your treatment. I outfitted it with
nanobots that all the inductees have to ingest for the selection
process. All you need is a sip. The droids will recognize it and
take care of the rest.” 

“And what if I don’t drink it?” I
ask.

“Then your
mother will die. And your chance at leaving here alive will die
with her,” he says. 

I know that even if he is lying,
even if the liquid is poison, he is holding all the cards. Otis
even said, almost no one makes it a year in this place. Of course,
Otis could be working for the Council. I have no clue at this point
who I can trust.

Craft continues. “Only a few
Volare, if any, will recognize you. However, even if they do, they
won’t say anything because it is part of their philosophy to keep
secrets and stay quiet. All you have to do is keep your head down,
don’t die during the selection process and you’ll be
fine.”

I nod. He heads for the door and
turns around before exiting. “One more thing- the immunity rounds
are a trick. They’re just to kill off the weak minded recruits. The
light and card will move several times. Don’t die trying to win the
immunity rounds.”

He
walks out the door before I can ask any questions.
Light and card? I have no clue what this could mean. I sit back
on the bed, not sure if I believed what just happened.
I need go to the city. I need to
become Volare. If not I will die. If I don’t do this, my mother
will die. The weight of these
thoughts pull down on me. My body feels heavy. I want to sink
through the hard bed. I want to become the cold
floor.

A guard enters my cell. In his
hand, he holds a glass of red liquid. He walks over and places it
exactly where the water was placed the night before. Then he starts
to exit the room, without even looking at me once. As he turns, I
notice the little red lever behind his ear. He leaves the cell and
the door closes behind him.

I stare at the glass of red liquid.
I would weigh my options, but I know that I have none. Somewhere in
the back of my mind, I hope that the liquid is poison and I hate
myself for thinking it. I want this nightmare to be over, but I
know that it’s just beginning. I stand up and take the few steps
toward the glass. These steps seem like the longest journey of my
life. A million thoughts fly through my mind, but I try to focus on
one- my mother. Picking up the glass, I observe the liquid, trying
to see if I can make out the nanobots floating around. I know that
they are impossible to see without a microscope and once I remember
this, I realize that I am stalling. Before I can find another
reason to wait, I press the cold glass to my lips and take a sip.
The thick, liquid goes down slowly. I take one more sip just to be
sure and sit the glass down.

Nothing happens. I wait a moment longer. Still nothing. I
begin to pace the cell nervously. Did I do something wrong? Did I take too much? He said only
a sip. No, maybe I didn’t take enough. Maybe this is a
trick. I lean on the wall
next to the cell door and stare at the glass. The red liquid seems
to be mocking me. I feel my skin begin to get hot. I can’t believe
I let him play me like that. This was some sort of sick test.
They’re probably in some room watching me right now. They’re
probably laughing. In a rage, I go to kick the glass, but when I
take the first step, I feel a stabbing sensation in my
abdomen.

The sensations rages through my
body. It feels like someone is slicing me in half. I fall back onto
the wall and grab my stomach in a panic. Every organ inside of me
screams as if they were fighting to escape. I fall to the floor,
hoping, begging for it to stop.

Next to me, the cell door opens and
in walks a figure. The pain slowly starts to go away, but is
immediately replaced by intense drowsiness. The feeling overtakes
me quickly. I press myself against the wall to get up, but I’m too
heavy. I try to look up and make out who the figure is. My body
feels like a thousand pounds. I force myself to one knee and manage
to look up. Standing next to the glass of red liquid is
Dom.

My
body falls limp against the hard floor. Fighting to keep my eyes
open, I see Dom pick up the glass. He looks at the liquid for a
moment, then down at me and smiles. My eyelids feel heavier. I
close them. I tell myself it’s okay to close them for just a
second. I just want one
second to rest.
No! I have to wake up!
Before I slip into the darkness, I
open my eyes one last time and see Dom put the glass to his mouth,
tilt it back and start to drink. Then everything goes
black.

 


 


End of Part One
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