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			To all the people who had more faith in me than I did.


			Thank you.


		


		


		

			  


			   


			   


			   


			   


			    


			    


			   


			   


			   


			   


			 


			“The only person you are destined to become is the person you decide to be.”


			—Ralph Waldo Emerson


		


	

		


		

			PROLOGUE


			It is 2134. 


			Starting nearly 100 years ago, natural disasters caused by global warming remade the face of the world. Oceans rushed in to submerge much of the United States, separating North America into several land masses. Resources became precious. Governments crumbled. 


			In what was formerly known as the Pacific Northwest, six Zones created from old utility service areas banded together to form the United Pacific Territories. Working together, the region began to thrive. Hydroelectric dams provided abundant electricity. Reforestation improved air quality and microclimates. Genetic engineering produced cures for cancer, HIV, and other diseases.


			It was a new utopia.


			Until it all began to unravel.


			Originally designed to be governed by a board of directors in each Zone, a terrorist attack on the power grid in 2115 motivated the UPT to restructure. Julia Ryker became the Grand Governor of the UPT. Under her rule, power and resources were consolidated into the urban centers. Citizens were required to submit to genetic screening and apply for permission to procreate.


			Slowly but surely, the people began to lose the right to make their own choices.


			Today, for most residents, life seems safe, stable, and secure.


			But outside the scientifically advanced urban centers, in the sparsely populated landscape known as the Wilds, a group of radicals called the Underground has begun to move.


			Their message? Ryker is a dictator, the government is corrupt, and it’s time to take back individual power and finally be truly free.
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			 Wednesday 23 June 2134 21:12


			Swaying, gentle as a hammock in the breeze, camouflaged a rhythmic jarring that resonated through my body. In the dark behind my closed eyes, I heard a whirring, harmonic pitch that accompanied the percussive beats echoing up my spine.


			As conscious awareness crept over me, I remained still so my other senses could take in my surroundings.


			My body was slumped to the side, one hip numb where it rested on a firm seat cushion. My legs, tucked under me, were like lead and didn’t feel a part of me at all. The side of my head rocked against a cool, smooth surface.


			Focus.


			A tendril of hair slid over my cheek, tickling my skin. Though tempted to brush it away, my hands, heavy with sleep and curled in my lap, wouldn’t respond.


			Breathe in. Breathe out.


			The scent of lavender with hints of vanilla from the hair that fell across my face was soothing. Familiar.


			Breathe in. Breathe out.


			My nose twitched and detected another scent underlying the others. Clean, sterile, pungent.


			Sounds filtered into my foggy state. Voices, hushed and somber.


			“. . . need to watch her closely.” A baritone voice. Concerned yet cautious.


			A second person with a higher pitched voice spoke through stifled sobs. “She’s been through so much.” Sniffles. The rustle of clothes. Then the trembling voice again. “She’s so young to have lost . . .”


			The deep voice murmured something too quiet for me to make out.


			I knew, somehow, that they referred to me. But what had I lost?


			A flicker of pain like glass shattering made my breath catch.


			No!


			I wasn’t ready to examine the losses tumbling in the background of my mind. The cloud-like memory that had begun to form dissipated, yet the tight ache in my chest became harder to ignore.


			Breathe in. Breathe out.


			Persistent images swirled in my mind. They swelled like a flash flood and cascaded over the riverbanks to engulf me, inundate me, drown me with their intensity.


			No!


			I pressed my forehead against the unyielding surface of the window glass to refocus my attention. My lashes clung together, resisting my efforts to awaken fully. Blinking to release their interlocking net of seclusion, I peered through the dark curtain of my hair.


			Beyond the tip of my sun-kissed nose, topaz-colored eyes stared back at me. My focus shifted past the ghost-like reflection in the window to take in a blur of browns beyond the glass. Desert scrubland rushed by. The twilight sky stretched up from the horizon. Barren, untamed, exotic. An alien landscape so different from the dense, forest-covered hills of my home.


			My sleepy mind wove the sensory input together, and I remembered I was on one of the high-speed fusion power trains between my home, a settlement deep in the Wilds, and Bannock, one of the few urban centers and the capital of our country.


			Splintered images and fragments of sound undulated in my mind like shipwreck debris floating in a sea of pain and grief.


			No!


			My jaw clenched as the memories churned in waves around me, trying to push to the forefront of my mind. An undertow of anguish threatened to pull me under and drown me.


			Focus.


			On the movement of the train. On my breath.


			


			Gritting my teeth, I struggled to ease the ache in my chest by shoving the images back into the shadowed recesses of my mind.


			Breathe in. Breathe out.


			I focused on the two people talking about me in hushed tones. The realization crashed into me: they were my aunt and uncle. Clarissa, Aunt Clari, was my mother’s sister. The other was my Uncle Finn. The tightness surrounding my heart eased slightly, like a belt loosening.


			I wasn’t alone.


			Aunt Clari crossed the aisle to sit near me. The family resemblance to my mother was like a punch in the gut. Without looking, I knew the exact shade of her sable-colored eyes. The exact droop of her eyelids. The smoothness of her tawny brown skin. 


			I idly wondered if she felt dizzy, facing backward with the train moving so fast. The gentle swaying motion was no longer comforting. My stomach roiled, and I covered my mouth, scrunching my eyes closed.


			Aunt Clari, sniffling delicately, cupped my shoulder with her warm hand. “Contessa, sweetie?”


			My name sounded unfamiliar coming from her lips.


			“We’re nearly there. Are you going to be sick?”


			My pulse roared in my ears. My fingers twitched with the adrenaline coursing through me as the noise in my head morphed into the memory of a biodiesel motor and the squeal of tires.


			“Have some water,” Uncle Finn said, interrupting the discord threatening to overwhelm me. I peeked up to see him standing in the aisle, unaffected by the train’s motion. From my vantage, his bushy eyebrows lifted enough to obscure his receding hairline. He held out a bottle of water, his alabaster hand glowing in the brightness of the train’s harsh overhead lights.


			Not daring to speak, I squeezed my eyes shut again and ducked my head. I just wanted to go back to sleep, but the painful memories refused to be pushed away. I groaned.


			Mamá and Papá lie on the ground, lifeless. I cradle my little sister’s limp body against me as I rock on my knees, clinging to her, smelling the lavender in her hair. Hot tears stream down my cheeks. A horrific wailing rips from my throat.


			My shoulders shook with sobs as I relived those moments that had changed my life forever. I huddled on the seat, holding my knees tightly to my chest.


			Aunt Clari scooted around to sit beside me, tugging me close. She cradled me against her shoulder and smoothed my hair. “Oh, Contessa.” 


			Uncle Finn perched on the seat across from us. He reached over to pat my arm. The protective touch of my new family was strangely calming.


			The train slowed, and the speaker crackled overhead, announcing our approach to the Bannock terminal.


			As quickly as the grief overtook me, my tears dried. I wouldn’t say I felt peace. More resigned, numb to the direction my life had taken. Yet, surrounded by Aunt Clari and Uncle Finn, I was surprised to feel a glimmer of hope spark within me. Bittersweet. Maybe that was the word. Bittersweet.
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			Monday 02 August 2134 08:14


			Five weeks later, I stood on the sidewalk across from the high school, trying to decide if I was ready for this. No matter how hard I’d tried to stop the days from passing, it hadn’t worked. The first day of school had arrived.


			Students clustered under trees and clogged the sidewalk. The ebb and flow of voices and laughter created a cacophony of reconnection after the summer break, pulsing like the strobing twinkle of fireflies in the forest.


			Pulsing like the flutter of nerves and excitement mixing deep in my belly.


			I approached their swarm of activity with caution. Using the practiced stealth of walking among the fireflies, I hoped to go unnoticed by the gathered students. Interrupting this ritual would be so much worse than causing the light-producing beetles to darken.


			All these people. All this commotion. I missed the simplicity of my home. Being homeschooled.


			I missed my family.


			Since arriving in Bannock, I’d been exactly two places: my aunt and uncle’s house and a daily visit to the office of Dr. Weaver, my shrink. When Aunt Clari offered to take me on a tour of the capital city, I declined. I couldn’t see much of anything through streaming tears, so what was the point?


			The grieving process, Dr. Weaver told me, was different for everyone. She warned that working through the traumatic, emotional upheaval of seeing my loved ones killed would likely take a while.


			My aunt and uncle had shared more than a few worried glances, especially at dinner as I picked at my food. I tried to eat, but I didn’t have much of an appetite. Besides, everything tasted . . . different.


			I dreaded closing my eyes at night for fear of the recurring nightmare, or rather, the memory I kept reliving in my dreams. I would startle awake, the pillow drenched and my heart racing.


			Apparently, I was stuck in the depression phase of the grief process. Dr. Weaver was using Remote Thought Intervention, an experimental treatment, to help me cope. RTI would supposedly guide me through the grief by speaking directly to my subconscious. But I wasn’t moving along the path very quickly.


			The lack of progress didn’t get me out of starting school.


			When Aunt Clari enrolled me for school, they told us my class schedule couldn’t be created until I completed a proficiency assessment. Thanks to being immunocompromised, I’d spent my childhood sequestered in our rural home. Though my health had improved enough to be among others, I’d never attended public school. 


			Being homeschooled my entire life meant the network had zero information on my academic levels. Thankfully, I didn’t even need to leave the house to take the placement exams. Since Aunt Clari was a math teacher at the middle school, the high school principal, Dr. Donnel, allowed her to act as proctor, and I took the tests at Uncle Finn’s workstation in his home office.


			Having turned fourteen on the first of May, I should have been in Level One courses this year, yet I tested out of all but three first- and second-year courses. For the other five periods, I’d be taking advanced classes with mostly upper-level students, those in their third or fourth year at Bannock High School.


			My aunt was impressed, and I was actually pretty proud of myself . . . until I overheard Dr. Donnel, in a condescending tone, inform my aunt that my scores were “not particularly impressive.” Apparently, the school had several students my age who showed exceptional intelligence.


			Whatever.


			I took a shuddering breath and glanced farther down the sidewalk. The concrete already reflected the heat of the morning sun. My parched skin tightened as if the searing surface was vaporizing all moisture. The hazy glare, amplified by the inversion of wildfire smoke caught in the valley, made me squint to shield against its brilliance. A hover-rail train eased to a stop, and students streamed out onto the platform. Their indistinct voices echoed with enthusiasm and eagerness.


			Being surrounded by this many people was intimidating.


			My first day of high school. In a public school. In a new Zone. Where I didn’t know a single person. Talk about unnerving.


			Suerte la mía. Lucky me.


			I could do this. Millions of teenagers had survived high school. I would, too. Right?


			I rolled my eyes while absently adjusting the Omniband on my forearm. I’d never needed a personal communication device before, but students here were required to wear SynFlex Corp’s latest wearable tech. I pursed my lips. Thinking about technofiend urbanites and their precious technology was as pleasant as sucking on a lemon.


			Another train disgorged a load of students onto the platform. The crowd surged across the street without checking for oncoming vehicles. Perhaps they assumed safety in numbers, a sort of invincible mob-mentality.


			My pulse quickened, sure that I’d heard the engine of an approaching vehicle, and my palms grew clammy. I wanted to shout, “Watch out!”


			My vision wavered, and the memory of the box truck jumping the curb into our front lawn flashed across my mind’s eye. Yet when I blinked, only a single e-bike approached. I wiped my sweaty hands on the wash-worn fabric covering my hips. If only I could erase the memory from my thoughts as easily as swiping to delete a message on the Omniband.


			


			I held my breath as the e-bike passed.


			Exhaling to release my tension, I followed the crowd across the street, trailing three brainy-looking teens. When the trio swerved, giving a wide berth to a group who’d taken up residence on the far side of the street, I did the same. An invisible, protective bubble seemed to surround the clustered students. Or maybe everyone just wanted to avoid the hair flipping and excessive hand gestures as the brightly clothed clique gossiped and giggled.


			I paused to time my merge with the crowd on the sidewalk, waiting for a break in the endless stream of bodies. I heard one exclaim to another as they passed, “The proFoil race on Lake Boise was the mast, ché! They ripped through that water! One nearly crashed when the patrol drone took chase and tried . . .”


			How strange to hear the trending slang of my generation in person. Sure, I was familiar with the terms of exaggerated excitement and colloquial greetings, but only because I’d heard the phrases on the media stream. Not that I watched much of that. Papá preferred the science and history docuseries streams.


			Standing here, I felt like I was stuck in a buzz stream populated by second-rate influencers, surrounded as I was by t-urbanites. This culture was bougie, pretentious, and shallow compared to what I was used to back home.


			Home. 


			A dull ache radiated in my chest, thinking of how vastly different this urban center at the base of the Boise Foothills, my new home, was from the Wilds of the west coast. My world until now had consisted of my family and a handful of neighbors in Skyline, our small residential community in the hills near the old, ruined city of Portland.


			Someone bumped into me, and I edged off the sidewalk. 


			The noises around me assaulted my senses again. Enough reminiscing. I would not be going back there. My life was here now.


			I shook my head and thought of Uncle Finn offering to drive me to school this morning. I’d declined. As the new girl from the Wilds, of course I stood out, but the last thing I needed was to appear weak in front of my peers or to draw even more attention to myself by arriving in a car. I refused to be an easy target.


			I merged again and continued to the front of the main building.


			Since moving here, I’d been struck by the scarcity of personal vehicles. My family hadn’t owned a car. On the few occasions a vehicle was necessary, my papá used the rideshare service. But the extensive public transit system in the UCs meant most people could get around without owning anything more powerful than an e-bike or gyroboard. Only the wealthy, high-ranking government officials, or those with prominent positions at influential businesses owned cars, like my uncle, the Director of the Biodiversity Revitalization Project.


			Biting my lower lip, I stopped on the wide sidewalk and gazed up the steps. Four massive columns framing the front door were topped by a formal pediment. The school seemed unnaturally tall for a three-story building. Then I noticed why. A row of windows located at the ground level hinted at a partially submerged basement, raising the entire structure.


			The three sections of the main building were like Cerberus with its trio of heads staring down on me. The immensity of each of the wings was intimidating despite the façade’s light stonework.


			To the east was a separate building, distinctive by its russet brick walls that contrasted with the main building. Similar to how Aunt Clari’s skin contrasted with Uncle Finn’s paleness. I stood awkwardly between the two disparate buildings, reminding me of our family photos. My complexion was like a mix of my mamá’s dark brown and my papá’s light olive pigmentation. Another IVF baby selected to look like a mix of the parents even though we shared no genetic material.


			I remained motionless, lost in thoughts of my family. Students continued to surge around me like a flock of starlings darting among the derelict skyscrapers of Old Portland. Hundreds of individuals undulated in graceful waves as if a single entity.


			My mantra cycled in my head on repeat, calming my racing heart and jittery nerves.


			Focus.


			Breathe in.


			Breathe out.


			I rolled my shoulders back and stood as tall as possible, which wasn’t very. My puberty growth spurt seemed to have stalled out a year ago. You’d think with all the genetic advancements, scientists would have put some effort into optimizing height.


			


			I expanded my chest with a deep calming breath, and muttered, “I can do this,” as I exhaled.


			The chatter suddenly diminished. Heads swiveled in my direction, and I felt sweat prickle at my hairline. Just stellar. I hadn’t even made it to my first class, and everyone was already staring at me.


			Or, were they staring through me?


			I turned at the sound of a car door opening. A dark sedan had pulled to the curb behind me as I stood at the base of the stairs.


			Two massive men in black suits and dark, reflective glasses waited beside the open rear door. After a moment, a boy about my age emerged. Flaxen hair, cropped close along the sides, was gelled up into a swoop off his forehead. Biceps and forearms flexed under his rolled-up shirt sleeves as he gripped the strap of a bag slung over his shoulder.


			I stood a meter from him, and yet his citrusy masculine scent was distinctly noticeable. With a jolt, my body became electrified. The urge to get closer was powerful, yet my feet were rooted in place.


			His crisp cream-colored shirt was open at the throat, revealing tanned collar bones and a smooth neck. His square jaw clenched as he shouldered his bag. Was he irritated? Or was he nervous, too?


			Face lifted to scrutinize the building, he took a step forward then paused, blinking as his gaze lowered to focus on me.


			He towered over me. I had to crane my neck to see his face. His luminous eyes, flecked with blue and gold, locked with mine, and he opened his mouth as if about to speak.


			Before he could utter a word, I was whirled to the side. An arm hooked through mine and towed me out of the way.


			We halted a short distance down the sidewalk, and a boy faced me, a wide smile on his lips. “Hey, there.” Although his eyes were partly hidden behind light-brown curls, I detected a twinkle in them. “Those goons wouldn’t hesitate knocking you flat to clear the way for the grand prince.”


			I stared at him for a moment, letting his words sink in, then I shocked myself by giggling.


			He looked mighty pleased with himself for getting this reaction. If he only knew how rare it was. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d giggled.


			A sudden breeze blew his hair from his eyes, and I inhaled sharply. They were practically identical to those I’d peered into a moment before.


			“What? What is it?” His forehead creased in concern. “Are you okay?”


			I shook my head and glanced down at my feet, trying to regain my composure. “Um, should I thank you for saving me?” Nervous laughter bubbled up again. Where was this giddy reaction coming from? “Uh, who exactly are you?”


			“Isaiah Iverson. Your humble servant.” He swept a teasing bow. “And who are you?”


			His easy smile made me feel lighter, but I bit my lip, hesitating. “I’m . . .” Introducing myself as Contessa didn’t feel right. An uncomfortable reminder of my family, my old life. 


			Maybe it was time for a change. 


			“I’m Tessa, Tessa Wright. I’m, well, I’m new here.”


			


			“I kinda gathered as much, seeing as you chose the worst place to contemplate skiving off the first day of school.”


			“Um . . .” I was about to clarify that I’d been gathering my confidence, not contemplating truancy. But then I glanced over my shoulder and noticed that the car, the boy, and the bodyguards were gone.


			Isaiah smirked and gestured back to the vacant spot. “His name’s Zeke Ryker.”


			Tucking some unruly hair behind one ear, I arched both eyebrows in surprise.


			“Yep,” he said, popping his lips to emphasize the end of the word. “The Grand Governor’s golden child himself.” Isaiah leaned closer and smiled, but his voice dripped with sarcasm. “Lucky us.”


			“He goes here?” I asked.


			Zeke looked nothing like his mother. Based on the photos of the Grand Governor on the media stream, she was short, like me, but with jet black hair. Granted, he was an IVF baby like me. I remember reading that much about him when Mamá had me study our Grand Governor’s career. But why had the IVF specialists selected an embryo with such different heritage than his mother?


			“Do you know him?” I asked.


			Isaiah chuckled ruefully. “You could say that. I’ve known Zeke since, well, forever. I’m a year older than him, but our dads are buddies from their university days. They work together now. So, we’ve spent lots of quality time together over the years.”


			“Oh?”


			


			Whoever Isaiah’s father was, he must be high up in the military, too, if they worked together. Zeke’s dad was Milo Ryker, the United Pacific Territories’ leading military adviser and husband to the Grand Governor, Julia Ryker. At first glance, Zeke resembled General Ryker, at least more so than his mother. But beyond their haircut and fair skin, they didn’t look all that much the same. The younger Ryker was not as burly as his father, for one thing. Plus, the general reminded me of a shark. No apparent neck and predatory teeth showing. My brief encounter with Zeke didn’t leave me with the impression that he was a predator like his father.


			In fact, seeing Zeke in person just now made me wonder if he didn’t have either of his parent’s DNA. At least the doctors did a better job selecting genetics to match my parents when implanting me. Or maybe I was just lucky to get my parents and not Julia and Milo Ryker. 


			It must’ve sucked to have them as parents. The pressure on Zeke would be huge. That, or, as Isaiah’s nickname seemed to indicate, Zeke thought he was el muy muy. As the child of the two most powerful people in our country, he probably got whatever he wanted. 


			In the last twenty-five years of our young nation, both Rykers had held prominent positions. Julia’s rise to power on a platform for hydroelectric reform was meteoric. Julia became the Director of the Bannock Power Grid at the age of twenty-three. Twenty-three! She must’ve been some kind of prodigy or phenom. By age twenty-six, she was Governor of the Bannock Zone, and within two months, she was elevated to the specially created position of Grand Governor, which she’d held with an iron fist ever since. With Milo at her side, she’d made sweeping changes in the nation’s government and military structure. Talk about a power couple. A power family.


			How could that not go to Zeke’s head?


			Isaiah shifted his feet and hooked his hands in his pockets with a little shrug. “We’re not close now. I’m not in the group of Elite smarty-pants he hangs with, so I can mostly avoid the overbearing babysitters.”


			“Has Zeke always had a security detail following him?”


			“Oh, yeah. But their numbers bumped up a couple months ago. A heightened security threat against the Grand Governor means her precious son gets more sentinels, too. Talk about a pain. The worst is needing to take a leak when he walks in with the full entourage, and they block all the toilet compartments.” Isaiah blushed. His rosy cheeks were adorable. “Sorry. TMI, huh?”


			I smiled and tugged the strap of my bag higher on my shoulder.


			The action seemed to draw Isaiah’s attention to my clothes. “You’re not from around here, are you?”


			Heat flared up my neck. “That obvious, huh?” I’d worn my favorite wrap dress, a knee-length cut in simple lines from homespun hemp cloth. The well-worn fabric was comfortable, and I thought it would help keep me calm on my first day. Though the outfit was typical for those of us from the Wilds, I should have guessed the dress would make me stand out here. People in the UCs wore more colorful, structured clothing. Maybe I should have worn one of the outfits Aunt Clari bought me.


			


			I shrugged. “I’m from Skyline in the Cascade Zone. I’m staying with my aunt and uncle . . .” My voice faltered, and a lump in my throat made it difficult to swallow. Tears welled as images of my family flashed through my mind, broken and lifeless in the ruins of our yard.


			Just stellar. I told myself I wouldn’t cry. My fingers trembled as I swiped the moisture from my lashes. “Sorry,” I mumbled.


			“Hey, it’s okay,” Isaiah said, his fingertips grazing my shoulder. “You must miss home. But this place isn’t too awful, even with the overcrowded bathrooms.” He grinned.


			The corners of my lips twitched up at his attempt to lighten my mood. Maybe high school wouldn’t be as horrible as I’d feared.


			BBBZZZZZZ.


			I jumped, startled, and Isaiah laughed.


			“That’s just the warning bell. But let’s get you to your class. Don’t want to be late on your first day!”


			I looked around, surprised by how few other students remained in front of the school. The walkway had cleared while this boy had captivated me.


			“Come on!” Isaiah snatched my bag and ran up the front stairs two at a time, his hair bouncing with each step. As I reached the top, he tried to keep a straight face as he gave another bow and held the door open for me to pass. “Milady.”


			Drawing myself up to my full height, I gathered my courage and stepped through the doors into public school for the first time.
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			Monday 02 August 2134 08:26


			“What’s your first class?” Isaiah followed me through the front door and asked.


			I double-tapped the screen of my Omniband to wake it up and read aloud, “Level Two Calculus with Mx. Fenton.” 


			Isaian chuckled, and I glanced sideways at him. “What? Did I say his name wrong?”


			Isaiah wrinkled his nose and sucked a breath through his teeth. “No, not exactly.” His voice softened, “Just that your Wilds accent is showing. You said ‘mix’ Fenton. We, uh, well, we don’t really say the vowel at all. Smoosh the ‘m’ and ‘x’ together, and your Wilds accent won’t be as noticeable.” He leaned over my shoulder to read my screen, his palm was clammy on my skin where he held my forearm. He paused a beat as he scanned my class list before saying, “Are you a second-year like me?”


			“No, a first-year. But I tested higher in a few subjects.” I shrugged.


			“Hm.” He pursed his lips then shook his head. Was he impressed? Or irritated? His expression was difficult to read.


			What was obvious was that Isaiah was popular. Or at least well known. “Iverson” was called out over a dozen times as we snaked through the crowded hallways. Others acknowledged him in some way, a fist bump or head nod, and he responded to most by name.


			In between greetings, he explained how the school was based on the Neo-Classical design used for the first high school in old Boise. He sounded like a historian, but not all old and stuffy. He may be a year older than me, but Isaiah was definitely too cute to be considered stuffy.


			When his arm brushed my shoulder, I wondered what it’d feel like to be wrapped in his embrace. My cheeks heated at the thought. I was glad he couldn’t read my mind! I tried to refocus on his words as we reached the second floor.


			“The cafeteria is on the basement level of East Hall.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder as we turned toward the western wing of classrooms. 


			I glanced back and noticed the corridor continued past the eastern wing. “What’s that?”


			He turned to see where I pointed. “Oh, that’s the skybridge. It connects to the Auxiliary Building. That’s where you’ll find the gym and computer rooms.”


			I nodded absently. The information was all a bit overwhelming. I was glad we were almost to the classroom.


			


			The Calculus teacher greeted us at the door as the starting bell sounded. Not much taller than me, his dark, disheveled hair and mustache belonged in a different era. The vidscreen displayed the words: “Mx. Fenton, he/him/his” in big block letters. I mentally practiced my pronunciation, swallowing the vowel sound so I wouldn’t sound so foreign to others the next time I said a teacher’s name. 


			Isaiah was swallowed up by the room of boisterous students as soon as we entered. I was happy to find an empty seat near the windows, figuring if something blocked the door to the hall, I could be out the window in two steps. Though we were on the second floor, the three meters or so would be an easy jump. For some reason, planning a quick escape in case of an emergency relaxed the tension in my shoulders.


			Tap. Tap. Tap. Mx. Fenton whapped a laser stylus on his desk to get our attention. “The syllabus is on your tablet,” he said, and my screen lit up with the class outline that started with Limits and Continuity.


			I shifted in my seat to make note taking easier.


			After Calculus, Isaiah walked with me to the first floor. He stopped at the base of the stairs and pointed further down the hall. “See that tall blond? That’s Cara Nelson. They,” he emphasized the pronoun, “are one of the Elites. Looks like they’re in Sullivan’s class this period, too.”


			I peeked around the corner of the stairwell and caught a glimpse of an imposing bronze-skinned giant entering the classroom. Their long blond hair flowed in loose waves down their back. Confidence radiated off their erect posture, like they owned the place.


			Stellar. I have an Elite in the next class.


			I caught myself breathing too quickly and shallowly, on the verge of hyperventilating. The crowded hallways were unsettling. I’d never experienced such chaos, yet my body’s betrayal of my nervousness was irritating.


			Isaiah smiled with a sympathetic look at my unease. “Where’d you go to school before?”


			“I was homeschooled. By my mother.”


			I saw an expression of comprehension cross Isaiah’s face. Although I doubt he’d ever been in my situation, he gave the impression of being compassionate.


			My vision blurred. The thought of my mother caught me off guard. I could picture her sitting beside me at our kitchen table, quizzing me about the periodic table of elements. The memory was visceral. I could almost smell a pot of pozole simmering on the cooktop and hear the neighborhood kids playing outside, their laughter filtering through the screen door.


			My eyes blinked the tears away as a student bumped into me, knocking my bag off my shoulder. An image flashed into my mind of a tall, suntanned teen swooping through the trees on a zip line. The image of the boy did not fit with my memories of growing up in Skyline. Was it a scene from a film? Recalled from one of our regular family movie nights all squished in front of our vidscreen in the living room?


			“I’m heading over to Econ in East Hall, but I’ll see you again later.” Isaiah interrupted my thoughts and nodded to my class schedule still displayed on my Omniband. “We have PE together fourth period at the end of A-days.”


			I took a deep breath, thankful the tears hadn’t escaped, and turned in the direction Isaiah had indicated. Knowing I’d see him again later today sparked warmth in my chest.


			“Right,” he said when I didn’t respond. “See ya later.” He smiled and gave a small wave as he turned away, leaving me to walk alone to the classroom.


			The Advanced Geology class was not as full as Calculus. The students in this Level Three course seemed a bit more reserved except for Cara and two other students at the middle table. The trio immediately paused their intense conversation as I walked down the aisle.


			Cara’s narrow, assessing eyes tracked me as I passed by and sat at the unoccupied table diagonally behind them. Their entire vibe was aggressive.


			The two shorter students at that table didn’t even look at me, but their body language said they were deliberately ignoring me. Whatever their issue, they were a striking pair with loose, curly black hair, complexions the color of wheat, and slight, athletic builds. I could imagine their black-clad figures moving silently through the shadows of the urban landscape, parkouring up walls. I thought they must be related—maybe even twins—though the taller of the two had hints of freckles smattered across his face. 


			Then one leaned over and nestled flirtatiously against the other’s chest.


			So, probably not siblings.


			In a whisper loud enough for me to hear, the more petite teen with chin-length curls said, “Look at the stick. Must’ve blown in from the Wilds.”


			A tremor of tension ran throughout my body. From the tone of voice, the remark was an obvious dis and made the small hairs on my neck bristle. All three reminded me of typical t-urbanites; gearheads who were quick to belittle those who lived simpler, unconnected lifestyles. But living in the Wilds didn’t mean our lives were rustic or primitive like in the twenty-first century. We had a VR vidscreen, gray water purifier, and electrochromic glass in our home, just like they had here.


			As the two dark-haired students laughed, Cara’s vivid-blue eyes assessed me from head to toe. Our gazes locked for a breath, and I was shocked by the contempt I could read in their glare. But I would not be intimidated by these matónes.


			Cara tapped a quick sequence on their slim Omniband. The nearly invisible device was ultra sleek and pliable, molding around their forearm and taking on the same bronzed skin tone. Technology advanced rapidly, so those who could afford the upgrades traded in for a new unit every few months.


			I glanced down at the Omniband strapped to my forearm, clunky in comparison. My new student model hadn’t arrived yet—some supply-chain disruptions were slowing its shipment—so Uncle Finn was loaning me his backup. He apologized for it being past its prime, not that I really cared. The Omni I wore was slightly rigid and unable to mold properly to my smaller forearm because it was sized for my uncle. The color morphing was glitchy, too, stuck on a setting that was too pale to match my skin. Despite its outdated technology and stripped-down features, this older model still functioned, holding my identification intel, a communicator for calls and messages, and various apps for organizing, searching, and tracking.


			The web browser was limited inside the school compound. Only school-approved sites were permitted, supposedly to minimize cheating and gaming during school hours, though the firewalls surely weren’t impenetrable.


			“Contessa Wright?” Mx. Sullivan calling my name for attendance broke through my reverie, and I raised my hand.


			The two sitting with Cara were also first-year students, so I assumed all three were among the students the principal found so extraordinary. The “Elite smartie-pants” Isaiah had called them. Liam was the one with shoulder-length curly hair who’d slung his arm over Nicole. Oh, excuse me. Nico. She’d been quick to correct the teacher. I made a mental note to ask my teachers privately to call me Tessa.


			Advance Geology was going to be fascinating, and not just because of the subject. Observing these Elites dominate over the class of older students was going to be enlightening. Even the teacher seemed a bit frightened of them. Sure, they were better dressed, exuded a commanding presence, and had more poise than the others in the room, but they still had to put their pants on one leg at a time.


			Great. Now I sounded like Dr. Weaver.


			The lights dimmed as a 3-D video projected into the room from the vidscreen. Mx. Sullivan described the time frame of geological events to be covered this semester. “You will remember that our region was once considered part of the greater North American continent. We will first study the major quakes between 2034 and 2058 that triggered The Great Changes.”


			The holographic video depicted how shifting tectonic plates and multiple seismic events along major fault lines around the world transformed the surface of the Earth. The shifting of landmasses in the North American continent was riveting. The Mississippi River widened as large areas of the Great Plains sank and flooded. Entire towns disappeared, both from fault line fractures and subsequent sinkholes. Peaks and ridges pushed skyward, altering the landscape throughout the mountain ranges.


			The viewpoint of the video zoomed to the former states of North Dakota and Montana, then panned into the former Canadian provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Mx. Sullivan said, “At one time, this region was known as the Bakken Formation. It held the highest-yielding oil field in North America.”


			Tuning Mx. Sullivan’s voice out, I watched, transfixed as millions of liters of crude oil leaked through huge fissures caused by seismic activity. The computer-generated rendering was mesmerizing, but I started to wonder about life during the upheaval.


			What would it have been like to live through the geological events that created the Bakken Swamps? An involuntary shiver ran down my spine as the video replayed the accelerated degradation of the Williston Plate. Over five hundred thousand square kilometers of fertile farming and grazing lands had turned into a highly flammable toxic wasteland.


			


			The video went on to show the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River Basin converging to become the Mississippi Strait. The waterway connected the North Atlantic with the Gulf of Mexico, separating our continent into two distinct landmasses. Meanwhile, two-thirds of Ontario, between the Hudson Bay and Lake Superior, morphed into swampland.


			The video pulled back to focus on the eastern seaboard of the once-great United States of America. The land transformed into a collection of sunken metropolitan ruins surrounding the Appalachian Archipelago.


			My mother had taught me about the political unrest after the last major quake in 2058. She spoke about the abandoned relief efforts along the New Madrid Fault and how many who’d survived the numerous earthquakes and their destructive aftershocks perished in the flooding, famine, and societal chaos that followed.


			Many still struggled to live amid the decayed remnants of past civilizations. In the Wilds, small communities, like where I grew up, lived and worked among crumbling relics. We attempted to survive without relying on services or utilities from the Zone. Of course, it meant navigating pothole-ridden roadways or rutted dirt tracks to trade with other groups.


			When Papá complained about getting around our community, Mamá would suggest moving to Corbett, but he resisted moving closer to the UC. 


			“I like my freedom of choice, thank you very much,” he would respond.


			I asked Mamá why he wouldn’t move. She told me that while people in the urban centers thrived, aided with the comforts created by technological advancements, they also had to follow more rules and pay more taxes. She said that UC government officials pushed their needs and welfare to the front of any decision. Though they claimed the policies and agendas were in the best interest of all the people, they more often benefited only the ruling politicians. 


			“Same as it ever was,” I remembered Mamá saying, as she harvested spinach leaves from our garden.


			I unclenched my fists to release my growing fury and tried to determine why my thoughts surged so passionately. Maybe I was still feeling defensive from Nico’s comment at the beginning of class. Just because I wasn’t a slave to technology like her didn’t mean I was as unsophisticated as a stick. I missed being homeschooled.


			Great. My eyes stung with unshed tears again.


			Focus.


			Breathe in.


			Breathe out.


			I would survive this. I wouldn’t let the catty comments of some soft t-urbanite affect me.


			Near the end of class, a message flashed on my Omni.


			BHS Main Office


			Report to the office.


			I started to raise my hand, but Mx. Sullivan, without even looking at me, called, “Mx. Wright, you’re dismissed.”


			The office must have sent him a message, too. I shoved my tablet into my backpack and headed for the back door, very aware of the three bullies who watched me exit.
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			Through the windows of the main office, I saw Dr. Weaver, talking to the principal. My psychiatrist's auburn waves bobbed as if nodding in response to something. She noticed me and waved me in. 


			I steeled myself with a deep breath and repeated my mantra.


			Focus. Breathe in. Breathe out.


			The bell releasing students for lunch sounded, shocking me into movement. I pushed the heavy door open with little effort and entered the administrative space as Dr. Weaver said, “Thank you for the update, Dr. Donnel.”


			Unsure whether I was meant to listen in on this conversation, I hovered at the door and twisted the uncomfortable Omni on my wrist.


			


			Dr. Weaver whisked past me and beckoned me into a sparsely furnished conference room beside the front desk. The space looked more lived in than her own bare-walled office.


			 “Mx. Wright.” Her voice was calm and reassuring as she slid her bag off her shoulder, “Please close the door behind you.” Dr. Weaver placed a paper bag on the table and motioned me to sit.


			I stood still, confused and wondering what was in the bag, and why I’d been called to the office to meet her?


			“While many things in schools have improved since my day, cafeteria lunches are not one of them.” Her eyes sparkled. “Please, join me, Contessa. We can talk about your morning while we enjoy a meal.”


			“Tessa.” I placed my hands on the back of the chair for support.


			Dr. Weaver’s lips quirked, and her eyebrows arched as she waited patiently for me to explain.


			I fought to keep the quaver out of my voice. “I prefer to go by Tessa now. It . . .” I shifted my feet. “I need a change.”


			Dr. Weaver’s smile broadened, and she nodded to the chair. “Have a seat, Tessa.” She seemed pleased by my announcement. Maybe I was making progress.


			As she unpacked two covered bowls and a small rectangular box, Dr. Weaver said, “I hope you like minestrone. It’s the daily special and one of my favorites.” The smell was enticing. “The Lunch Shack serves the most amazing soups and fresh baked bread.”


			The soup was delicious and the crusty sourdough bread was still warm. We talked about my class schedule, but only in generalities. What subjects. What teachers. All information she already had access to with a simple click on her tablet. She told me stories about Mx. Fenton, who was a teacher here when she attended BHS as a student. He must be a lot older than he looked.


			“Let me warn you, he has a very dry sense of humor. I’m sure his repertoire of jokes hasn’t changed much since I was in his class,” Dr. Weaver said.


			I jumped when the bell sounded, announcing the end of lunch. Would I ever get used to it?


			“I have to travel out of the Zone for a couple of days,” Dr. Weaver said as I stood. “We’ll meet on Sunday after I return. If you need to talk before then, contact me with your Omni.” She swiped two fingers across her wristband. “Here.”


			My screen flashed with an image of her face and contact information.


			Panic rose like a spike in my throat, making it difficult to swallow. My visits with Dr. Weaver had been a consistent daily occurrence since my arrival. Now I’d have to go days without seeing her. All the way until Sunday. I wanted to ask if I could call her each day, but I bit back my question. I didn’t want to be that needy. I could survive five days without talking to her. Right? I nodded quickly and opened the door of the conference room.


			Her sigh was audible, but she’d already turned away when I paused to look back.


			


			I was the first to arrive for Retórica Española, so I took the seat at the front of the classroom, closest to the door. Not even Maestra Gonzales was in the room yet. My body temperature spiked with panic. I glanced at my Omniband. Had I misread my schedule? Or was the classroom for my Spanish public speaking class somehow listed wrong?


			But then in walked one of the suits, followed closely by Zeke Ryker. His eyes met mine, and he halted without warning. Another student, not paying attention as they rambled about some race on the reservoir, almost bumped into him.


			Zeke remained motionless, eyes fixed on me and oblivious to the traffic jam behind him. 


			I was struck again how Zeke didn’t look much like his parents. Where his mother was petite and dark, he was tall and fair, and his lanky build was completely different from his father’s square frame. Zeke had a body like a gazelle, not a gorilla.


			His second guard guided both teens the rest of the way into the room to clear the doorway.


			My face flushed with heat, and I dropped my gaze to my tablet.


			Maestra Gonzales entered through a door in the back. The heavy click, click, click of her heels was a brisk staccato on the tile floor as I watched her thick ankles pass between my desk and the door. Her perfume, a strong floral scent, overwhelmed the space and made me gag a little.


			I shifted my eyes to the left in time to see Zeke slide into the desk beside me. A devious smile illuminated his face all the way to his alluring eyes.


			


			His friend claimed the seat behind him and resumed the monologue.


			Zeke leaned toward me and half-whispered, “¿Ella es potente, no?” before turning his attention to his buddy. “Khalas, Marcos. Enough fake news. The proFoil board wasn’t that fast. I saw the vid.”


			Even though I agreed with him about the teacher’s offensively strong fragrance, I didn’t want to talk to Zeke. Before his attention returned to me, I made sure to focus on my tablet. Yet I could sense Zeke assessing me. My skin heated with the bloom of embarrassment creeping up from my collar again. I heard him shift in his seat, angling closer to me, and I tensed. My lungs forgot to draw in air as I awaited the golden boy’s next words.


			I chanced a sidelong glance from under my lashes and saw his head tilt. His eyes narrowed as if he were curious. Maybe he thought I didn’t understand his comment. Or was he noticing my flushed cheeks? My entire body felt scorched under his scrutiny. I hoped he couldn’t hear my heart pounding erratically in my chest. It seemed about to burst through my ribs.


			Another student passed between us and took the open seat behind me, breaking his investigative trance.


			The buzzer announced the beginning of the period. Maestra Gonzales droned in Spanish for the next eighty-five minutes about the importance of multilingual proficiency. Half the class appeared to have no clue what she was saying despite this being an upper-level persuasive writing and speech class. Or maybe they were all comatose from the stench of her perfume. Or hypnotized by the swinging of her flabby arms as she gestured with every sentence.


			The goons looked even more bored and disgusted than the students. Even the shaded glasses camouflaging their eyes could not conceal the mix of lethargy and revulsion. The taller one sitting by the door snapped his head up at one point like he was nodding off. I felt sorry for the two men in suits. What a crappy assignment. High school was bad enough the first time around.
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