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        For all the dreamers and anyone who wishes they could do what they love for a living but have yet to make it happen, go out and start living it!

        Keep dreaming.
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        To anyone afraid of being different, embrace it.

        Don’t fear being unique, of being you.
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get to the boats!” someone yelled.

      A siren sounded so loud it pierced my eardrums. I could hardly hear what anyone was saying it was so loud. My father scooped me up in his arms and began running.

      “Dad, what’s going on?”

      “I don’t know. The General has sounded the disaster alarm. Something is happening, so we must go to the boats for safety. It’ll be okay, Rick.”

      “Where’s Peter? I haven’t seen Peter!” I was only ten, and Peter Maddox was my only friend. Our fathers worked together in the Navy.

      “I don’t know, Rick. But I’m sure he’s safe. He’s probably with his father, The General.”

      I adjusted my grip on my father by putting my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck to see behind us.

      It was utter mayhem as everyone, all the families of the navy officers, ran toward the vessels. My father and I walked across the plank into the navy vessel. The higher we climbed, the more people I could see. At the height of a few stories above the dock, I could see everyone’s heads, and not one of them was Peter. My father sensed what I was thinking and put me on his back.

      “It’ll be okay, Rick. I think the General and his family are already on board.” I nodded, but not that my father could tell what I was doing.

      When we were aboard the vessel, my father walked down a few hallways, down a flight of stairs, and down two more corridors, before stopping at a door. He knocked, the door opened, and I heard a familiar voice.

      “There you are. I was beginning to get worried.” My father handed me over to my mother, and I hugged her tight.

      During dinner that night, I finally found Peter and sat beside him. Our families were friends, so we all sat together. Another friend of ours, Clinton, sat opposite us with his family. I had a feeling General Maddox hated Clinton’s father, though. I think it’s because Clinton’s father once stole the General’s exam answers in chemistry, and he’d never really forgiven him.

      Peter and I kicked and shoved at each other under the table. We vowed to sneak out of our cabins when our parents went to sleep later that night to explore the vessel.

      Once everyone was asleep, Peter and I both met in the corridor outside our rooms. Using one of his father’s flashlights, we crept into the darkness.

      “Do you think we could find the food storage room?” I asked.

      “That’s in the cargo hold.”

      I gasped. “You know where the food is?”

      “Yep,” Peter said as a matter of fact.

      “Do they have chocolate?”

      “Yep. And ice cream in the cold storage.”

      “Cool! Let’s go!” We picked up the pace. When we climbed down the stairs to the lower level, the ship suddenly jolted, throwing us down the stairs and into a wall at the bottom. I landed on top of Peter.

      “Peter! Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I would be if you got off me!”

      “Oops. Sorry.” I stood up gingerly and held out my hand to help him up. Once Peter was to his feet, the ship rocked again, more violently this time. We both went flying into another wall.

      That was when we heard another siren. It was the second time in our lives we’d ever heard it. I wondered how many more I would have to hear. I hated them.

      I tried to stand but saw that Peter was unconscious.

      “Peter!” Another voice called Peter’s name at the same time as me. Someone had noticed that we were missing.

      “Peter! Rick!”

      “Down here, Dad!” I responded, but the effort was for nothing because, at that exact moment, a giant wave rolled the ship over and capsized the boat, dowsing the lights and plunging our world into darkness.
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      The first thing I heard was nothing.

      Then gradually, the sound came rushing back all at once.

      My ears, eyes, and lungs were filled with water, but somehow, life was pushed back into my body.

      “Rick, breathe!”

      I could feel the warmth and the soft caress of a breeze across my skin. I was no longer wet and weightless. I was no longer drowning in the darkness. I was above the water in the light.

      I was no longer drowning! I opened my eyes. The sea air and the salt stung my eyes, and so did the glare from the sun, but it was better than seeing nothing but the back of my eyelids and the murky depths of the ocean. A shadow came across my sun, and I moaned. I almost wanted to tell the person to move out of my warmth. I was like a reptile that needed the sun to proceed, to live. I was desperate for it, desperate for life.

      “Rick?”

      Hang on. I knew that voice. That was one voice that made me want to live.

      I opened my eyes and looked at her.

      “Mom?”

      “Rick, honey. You’re alive.” She pulled me to her chest, but it was suffocating. I tried to push her away.

      “Mom, what happened?” She finally released her hold just a little bit and looked down at me. She wiped my bangs out of my eyes.

      “A big wave hit the boat, but it’s okay. We’re all okay.”

      Then I remembered Peter, my one and only best friend.

      “Peter!”

      “Peter is fine, honey. You refused to let go. General Maddox saved you both and brought you to the surface.

      The surface. I looked around and saw lapping blue water all around us. I looked down and saw I was resting on a large piece of steel. Was it the remains of the navy vessel?

      “Where are we?”

      “We’re almost to safety. We’re going to rebuild everything and start over. Rick, we’re going to have a brand-new life.”

      I looked around and could see nothing but ocean. There was no land in sight. Others were floating on pieces of steel just like my family and me… but where we were drifting to—I did not know.
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      Pym

      I couldn’t get the feeling out of my mind. You know the feeling where you think you’re being followed or watched? Well, it was happening to me right then. As I took my morning swim, on the same route I took every day, the feeling wouldn’t leave, like a black cloud hanging over me. I was a natural swimmer. Rush always joked that I must have been a fish in my past life, and I’d say, “All the better to beat you.” I had won all the races we had shared since I could remember.

      Everyone here was expected to be a natural swimmer since the great floods covered the earth in 2012. Most of the world’s population drowned, but a select few survived by clinging to floating debris. And that was how Aqua was born thirty years later. It was either you learn to swim, or you die in our world.

      You might be wondering what Aqua is. The City of Aqua, pronounced ag-wa, was created from the debris of the Old World. It’s a floating city that sits somewhere in the Pacific Ocean. Although Aqua moves, the currents make it stay in one general area. You might also be wondering how we have survived for so long, living in the middle of the ocean. Well, we have evolved. That’s where the natural ability for swimming comes in.

      I sped up, increasing the pace, feeling that something was not right. I flipped myself over and could see a dark shadow above and then below. There were dark shadows all around. I was cornered. The hatch to my room was too far away. Out in the open, I was exposed. My father always drilled into me not to swim too far out into the open blue of the ocean, but I didn’t often listen. Now I was paying for it. The dark shadows moved closer, and I finally got a glimpse of what they were. Sharks. There were sharks all around me. Around Aqua, there was always an abundance of all kinds of sharks, but they usually didn’t hurt us.

      Something was wrong.

      This wasn’t their normal behavior. They were circling me, circling their prey. It wouldn’t be long before one of them had the guts to go for the kill. I tried to swim down, but I knew this was dangerous. Eventually, I’d need to come up for air. Our people could hold their breath for an average of fifteen minutes, but I held the record of twenty-five. Rush had reached twenty and was still trying to beat me. I turned back toward the city, toward the safety of my room, but the sharks were still circling me.

      And then something hit me. I was sent sideways and almost knocked unconscious. Black spots clouded my vision. The shark came at me again. This time, I saw teeth and a flash of a fin and a tail. I shut my eyes and waited for imminent death. But it never came. All I heard was the thrashing of water and the sounds of a struggle. I opened one eye and saw two sharks fighting. I didn’t know if the shark fighting the others off was one of the ones who had been circling a newcomer or me. All I knew was that this new shark had saved my life, but now it was time for me to get out of there.

      I swam as if my life depended on it.

      I reached the round hatch in the floor of my room and pulled myself up. Everyone had one of these hatches in the ground floor of their apartment for quick access to the ocean. I unzipped my wetsuit as I reached for a towel. Luckily, I didn’t start to strip because someone had followed me right into my bedroom. I spun around and saw Rush standing in the middle of my floor, his dark hair dripping over his sapphire blue eyes. My heart somersaulted in my chest as I took him in. The sight of his wet suit pulled tight over his muscular body was doing unmentionable things to my insides. Looking at him made me forget all about my zipper, which was silly because I shouldn’t have been feeling these sorts of things for my best friend.

      “Why can’t you knock first?”

      “Sorry, I seemed to have bypassed the “Pym is undressing” sign.”

      “That’s because I don’t have one, perv,” I said as I threw my towel at him. I saw his eyes devouring my nude back, so I poked my tongue out at him and climbed the winding stairs to my loft. I could feel his eyes on me each step of the way. Rush and I have had nothing going on sexually between us—although some have hinted of our unrequited sexual tension, I didn’t see it. Rush Rodgers was my best and only friend, and we had been since age six. Our fathers ran the Militia that governs our city, so our mothers raised us together.

      I turned back before opening the bathroom door. Rush was still standing there, dripping in the middle of my living room.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “You shouldn’t go out alone.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You sound like my father. I don’t need someone else telling me what I can or cannot do.” I spun the wheel to unlock my bathroom and pushed it open. “Do you mind? I’m going to take a shower. I’ll meet you in the Common Room.” He was still standing there, still staring.

      “Rush? Earth to Rush!”

      “Yeah, yeah. I was just making sure you were okay. I’m glad you are. I’ll see you soon.”

      I smiled at him, heart fluttering in my chest. “See you soon.” I shut the door and turned on the shower.
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      The Common Room was crowded at this time of day. It was lunchtime, and the sounds of chatter echoed off the iron walls, but I was accustomed to it now. I scanned the sea of heads for my family. I saw my little sister waving her arms above her head, beckoning me over. I smiled and looked around as I made my way over. I don’t see Rush anywhere.

      “Hey, silly Sage. Sit down or you’ll fall.”

      “You’re here, Pymmy. They have your favorite today, chicken in pajamas.”

      “Chicken in pajamas? Well, I’ll have to get some, won’t I?” I laughed. I loved my kid sister, who, at six years old, idolized me. I practically had to raise Sage while my parents were off working. My mother and Rush’s mother were both nurses and worked long hours, while our fathers ran the government. Children were allowed to work as soon as they turned eighteen, no questions asked. It was the law. Lucky me, I had six more months of freedom. Rush had one.

      “Pym, your father told me you were out swimming today in the Clearing. What did he tell you?”

      “I know, Mom. But I’m a good swimmer, one of the best. I can look after myself.”

      “He said there had been a growing number of sharks lately. We just want you to be careful.”

      “I will, Mom.”

      Mom put down her fork and dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Well, I’m off to work. I need you to watch Sage tonight. Okay?”

      “But I watch her every night. I was going to meet Rush and…”

      “No protests. You can see Rush tomorrow.” My mother fixed me with a warning glare and left. I groaned in frustration. Why was I always left to be the babysitter? As I ate my lunch with Sage, I contemplated ways to get rid of her so I could meet Rush. I glanced around the Common Room again but still couldn’t see him. Where was he? He said he would meet me here, and since he isn’t here, that just leaves one place he could be. I followed him there once, so I knew where it was. As soon as I could drop Sage off with her friend, I would head down there.

      “Come on, eat up.”

      “Mommy said you have to look after me.”

      “No, you’re going over to Evan’s room for the night.”

      “But…”

      “No buts. It’ll be okay. I’ll come get you in a few hours.”

      “Okay.” Sage swung her legs under the table as she finished eating her chicken. She was an easy child to persuade, especially when I mentioned her best friend Evan, or chocolate.

      After walking Sage to Evan’s and kissing her on the head, I decided to go in search of Rush, unbeknownst to what was about to happen.
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      Rush

      After my patrol that morning, I knew something was up. There were too many strange sharks about. I had never seen that many sharks in our territory before, and never once had they deliberately attacked someone before. I wish Pym’s father would just tell her the truth about who she really was, but that was General Maddox for you. He thought he knew what was best for his people, but really, he had no idea what was best. What would be best would be to tell everyone the damn truth about the other communities and about what he had done to the other children here. I knew something was up. It was not evolution. It was something else entirely, something sinister, and I planned to discover just what he was up to.

      After diverting the other sharks away from Pym in my Great White body, I followed her back to her room. Bad mistake. You know how in movies and those sappy romance books where they say that the world stops spinning when you see her for the first time? Well, it happened to me when I accidentally caught Pym undressing. And hell, I almost lost it. The sight of her skin, her bare back… good thing she stopped because I wouldn’t have been able to. Pym was my best friend and had been ever since we were six, but something had changed. I think it had to do with hormones or the biological changes in my body. Call it what you want, but my thought was that I might be in love with my best friend. That’s why I was glad when she changed the subject and closed the door on me. I had to get out of there. I had to cool off if you know what I mean. I would have gone to the one place I usually went to chill out, but I was grateful when my father asked me if I wanted to come on patrol with him. I figured, why not? It would be a great chance to cool off and to go in search of the other communities, which I had been trying to do for a while now but was always interrupted.

      Instead of swimming, my father optioned to take one of the boats because of the growing number of sharks. I was about to yell, “I’m one of those sharks!” But how could I tell my father I was able to morph into a Great White Shark? He would have a coronary. Until I found out what or who those sharks were, I thought it was best he didn’t know anything. He either knew what was going on with the experiments and was hiding the truth or was utterly oblivious to what General Maddox was doing. My father was General Maddox’s Lieutenant, so he had to know something.

      “Son, did you hear what I said?”

      “Huh?”

      “Stop daydreaming and listen. This is important.”

      “Yeah, sure. Sorry. What did you say?”

      “I said that you’re not to go out swimming on your own anymore.”

      “I wasn’t alone, Dad. I was with Pym.”

      “Neither of you are allowed to go out alone anymore. I’ve spoken to General Maddox to give the order.”

      “That’s rubbish!”

      “Rush, I’m serious. We don’t know what’s going on. It’s just a precaution.”

      “Yeah, right,” I muttered and looked out into the horizon. That was when I saw it. Something was shimmering in the distance. It wasn’t a mirage. I was sure of it. Although, I had never seen anything like it before. Probably because we were on one of the rubber duckies instead of our community base, and we were moving closer to whatever it was. Was it another community?

      “Rush?”

      “Dad, do you see that?”

      “See what?”

      “That thing over there, on the horizon. See the shimmery thing?”

      My father looked at what I was pointing at for a moment and then looked away, almost immediately. “We better get back. It’s almost lunchtime.”

      “You saw it, didn’t you? What do you think it is?”

      “I didn’t see a thing, Rush. We have to get back.”

      That was weird. Why would he change the subject like that and then say that he didn’t see anything? I had a suspicion he knew something he wasn’t going to tell me. As my father revved the engine and directed us back toward the Community, I watched the shimmering thing on the horizon until it faded into the distance and out of sight.
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      Pym

      I decided to check Rush’s room first just in case he was in there. I climbed down the steps to the lower deck and jogged up the hallway, running my hands along the wall as I went. Rush’s room was directly next to mine. When we were kids, we used to knock against the metal walls to communicate. We created our own form of Morse code. I tapped out my greeting.

      Tap, tap.

      Rush quickly answered back with two taps.

      It was two taps for ‘hi, I’m here,’ three for ‘goodbye,’ and one loud tap for a warning that danger was present.

      The community of Aqua was like a giant floating station or naval port and was circular. We were told it was the only community left in existence, and that we were the only human beings left in the entire world, but I liked to dream. I would often lie in bed at night and dream that Rush and I were swimming to another community where they would befriend us and show us their ways. But I knew this was only a dream. My father would never actually let any of that happen. He had told me when I had brought it up once as a child that even if there were other communities, they would not befriend us. They would kill us. It was the sad truth of the world we now lived it. We all had to fight to survive.

      In community school, we learned that each community used to oversee a different type of farm, as we called it. Some grew plants, trees, and crops for food, some bred animals like Noah’s ark. We bred people.

      As I stood outside Rush’s door, I fell to my knees as an impossibly loud and deafening noise overwhelmed everything. Red lights began pulsing in the corridors as the alarm was sounded. What was going on? This only happened in an emergency. The sound was too loud, too much. I tried to stand, but the throbbing, screaming siren only made me dizzy. I slumped against Rush’s door. I banged my fist against the wall once this time.

      “Pym. There you are.”

      “What?” I couldn’t hear, and I couldn’t see the face standing in front of me. Their features were blurry. All I saw was the navy blue of their uniform and black boots before I saw nothing.
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      “Pym!”

      I heard my name and knew it must be Rush. He was coming after me, so I swam faster. His voice was closer now.

      “Pym!” Then came the persistent banging.

      “Pym, wake up!” Now I knew I wasn’t dreaming. Ignoring my lack of clothes, I groaned and slid out of the bunk I was in, landing on the cold, metal floor. How did I get here? Where am I? I didn’t have time to deliberate over the situation because the person on the other side of the door kept banging. I hurried over to the door because the banging had gotten more persistent by the second.

      “Coming. Hold your horses!” I unlocked the bolt across the door and yanked it open. Rush tumbles in with his fist raised to knock again.

      “Rush? What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be here! My father will kill you.” I looked him over. He was in his pajamas, as well. “What happened to our code?”

      “Can I talk to you?”

      “Sure, but in the morning.” I tried to shut the door in his face, but his hand stopped it.

      “Please. I have to speak to you now.”

      “Fine.” I exhaled. “Come in before anyone sees you.” I grabbed his shirt and pulled him inside. He forgot about the lip all the watertight doors have and tripped over it, crashing into me, and sending us both tumbling backward. He landed on top of me, and I couldn’t breathe. He raised his head and looked at me with those incredible blue eyes I love. My breath caught in my throat as something stirred inside me, something I had denied for years. His dark hair hung over those blue sapphires dashingly, driving me crazy. I pushed away the sudden urge to lean up and kiss him.

      “You’re crushing me,” I gasped.

      “Oh, sorry.” He uses the floor on either side of us to push himself up, and once he’s to his feet, he offered his hand for me.

      “Thank you.” I take it, and his strong arm pulled me up. It was then that I felt naked and vulnerable as his teenage eyes took in my long bare legs, my very short boy-leg shorts, and my black training t-shirt.

      “Nice PJ’s.”

      “Thanks.” I attempted to hide my flushed cheeks when I shoved his chest. “Now, say what you have to say before I throw you out.”

      He exhaled and looked up at my face. “I just want to say that I… I had a bad dream, and I can’t sleep.”

      “A dream about what?” I said as I sat down on the lower bunk bed.

      “I dreamt that Aqua was sinking.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Sinking? Impossible.”

      “It could happen, you know. If one of the other militias decides to set missiles on us.”

      “Rush, my dad has made it clear there are no other militias. There are no other communities but ours.”

      “That is where you’re wrong.”

      I stood up and began pacing. “No, it’s not true. My father has told me that…”

      “Your father is lying to you. Your father has been lying to all of us.”

      “Rush, that is a dangerous accusation you’re making.”

      “I don’t care. I know what I saw.”

      My eyes widen. “What you saw? What are you talking about?”

      “I was out on patrol with my father this morning when I saw something in the distance.”

      “It could be a mirage. You know how the ocean plays tricks on you.”

      “No, I know it’s another community. My dad even hinted at it.”

      “What?”

      “He knows something. I asked him what it could be, and he changed the subject as if he didn’t want me to know. I’m telling you, Pym, we’re not the only survivors.”

      I sat back down beside him. “Okay, let’s say it’s true. We can’t really go telling our parents about it. They’ll call us foolish children and brush us aside, or even worse, believe us and go killing them.”

      “We don’t even know what they’re like, the others,” Rush said.

      “Exactly.”

      “Which is the reason we should go and investigate. We could swim over there and—”

      “Are you insane?” I gripped his arm, nails biting into his flesh.

      “Yes, I am. Insane is my middle name,” he grinned. I whacked him.

      “I’m serious, Rush. Our parents would never allow it and—”

      “And they aren’t going to know. It’ll be our little secret.” He moved closer and placed a finger on my lips. At that moment, I was very aware of how close we were. Our thighs touched, and so did our gazes. Years of crushing on him, loving him, boiled down to this very moment. I wanted to lean forward and kiss him so badly. I don’t know why a second later, I changed the subject and moved back.

      “Where are we? We aren’t in my room or yours.”

      “I know. We’re in your father’s vessel.”

      “What? Why?” I knew this was serious. We never fled to the ship. It was only used on patrol missions.

      “Someone triggered the alarm. I don’t know who it was, but I was on my way to my room when I found your mom standing outside with you. You fainted, Pym.”

      “Fainted?” That was weird. I never fainted.

      “Yeah. I carried you onto the ship.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Out on patrol, as I said.”

      “Oh.” I looked down at my hands, looping my thumbs round and round each other. “So that’s why you weren’t at lunch.”

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you, but my father pulled me away. He didn’t give me time to explain. Why? Were you worried about me?” He moved closer and smiled. I looked up at him and shoved him.

      “You’re such a loser.”

      He shoved me back. “You’re the loser.” He stood. “Anyway, I’ll see you at breakfast tomorrow. Okay? Get some sleep.”

      “Hey, I was already sleeping. You woke me up because you couldn’t sleep.”

      “Funny. Sweet dreams. Okay?”

      “You, too.” I smiled at him and slipped back into bed as he let himself out. I could’ve sworn that I saw him wink on the way out.

      We had no idea why my father kept the existence of the other communities a secret or if they were essential to our survival. He had told us we were the only community left. But we were going to find out…
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      Rush

      As soon as we arrived back at the Community, I ran straight to find Pym. I had to tell her about what I saw. When I entered our floor, a loud siren went off, and all the lights turned red. I dropped to my knees and covered my ears. It was so incredibly loud that it gave me a headache. I felt like my blood vessels were bursting. I didn’t know what was happening. It had never happened before, only on drills. Was this a drill? They never made the sirens this loud on the exercises. It had to be real. I had to find Pym. I pulled myself up on my feet and ran, banging into the wall a few times. What was happening to me? Luckily, I didn’t have to run very far. I found Pym lying outside my door, slumped against the wall. She was unconscious.

      “Pym!” I tried to shake her, and I called her name. The siren was so loud that she couldn’t hear me. I mustered all my strength and scooped her up into my arms. I tried to open her door, but that was when a stampede of people almost knocked me over. What the hell was going on?

      “Hey! What’s going on?” I shouted.

      “Rush, we have to go to the ship. Now!” It was Pym’s mother and sister yelling.

      “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know, but we have to go. Can you carry her?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got her.” I looked down at Pym in my arms. I brushed some hair from her face. She was clammy. I needed to get her to safety, to someplace quiet as soon as possible. I placed a kiss on her forehead and followed Pym’s mother over the bridge and onto the vessel.
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      Our community consisted of the bases or stations, but we also had a naval ship, which we didn’t use very often. We certainly never loaded all our people onto it. Only General Maddox and my father used it for patrol and defense, drill exercises, and training. What the hell was going on?

      “Place her in here. Sage can have the bottom bunk,” says Pym’s mother.

      It was a struggle, but I finally managed to climb the ladder of the double bunk and pushed Pym’s limp body up onto the top. Pym’s mother placed her younger sister on the lower bunk. I stroked Pym’s hair and searched her face. I hoped she would be okay. I wanted to stay, climb up onto the bed, and lie beside her, but her mother wouldn’t allow it. Her father definitely wouldn’t.

      “Come on, Rush. Your room is down the hall. We have to separate males from females, I’m sorry.”

      “When can I see her again?”

      “I’ll let you know when she wakes up.” Pym’s mother gave me a sincere look as I left the room, my eyes never leaving Pym. I heard the door lock as I made my way down the corridor to my room. However, I never heard from Pym’s mother…
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      The next morning, I found Pym and her sister in the meal room. I sat on the opposite side of Pym to her sister, and she smiled at me, and she pushed something my way. I glanced down. It was a bowl of chocolate milk from her Coco Pops. I flashed her a big cheesy grin and downed it. It’s our routine, and what I got in return for getting Pym coffee. I worked in the cargo hold and would often see a lot of valuable supplies. Coffee was as rare and as valuable as gold these days. There must be another community if they could bring in coffee beans. The General, my father, and their crew all drank it, and since I was in official training as a crewmember and militia soldier, I felt it was my duty that I also start drinking it. So once a week, I pilfered a small supply from their Common Room for Pym. I knew I might be caught soon, and the penalty could be harsh and severe, but the pure delight I saw on Pym’s face when she inhaled the delicious brown liquid gold was worth it. But that joy was short-lived. Sirens began to ring out, and red lights started flashing on and off. It was happening again! But it was too late. We heard an almighty sound, the roar of something coming closer. Was it wind or… it was a tidal wave! We barely had time to do anything before the Community was tipped upside down, and we were plunged into blackness.
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      I woke up in bed. It was just a dream. Thank God! It was dark, so I knew it was nighttime, and I realized I forgot to check on Pym, or rather, Pym’s mother never reminded me. I jumped out of bed, pulled on my training pants, the only item of clothing I could find in the dark, and laced my boots. Dressed all in black, I blended in with the night as I snuck out of my room toward Pym’s, which was only around the next bend.

      I bashed on the door and called her name, not caring who heard me. I didn’t hear any movement, so I banged and shouted louder. I wouldn’t give up. Thankfully, I only had to do this for another minute before I heard her voice. She opened the door. So awestruck by the sight of her long, naked legs and tight black t-shirt, I completely forgot about the watertight seal under the door and tripped right over it, sending both Pym and me falling backward onto the floor.

      Even though I may have crushed her, I realized our situation too soon. I was lying on top of her. Our bodies were flush against each other, and she was looking at me like this was the first time she’d seen me. Hell, if this didn’t make me crave kissing her, I didn’t know what would. Luckily, but unlucky for me at the same time, Pym broke our trance and told me I was crushing her. I apologized and got up as I held my hand out for her.

      When she asked what I was doing there, I told her I had a bad dream. It was true, but god, who admits they’re a big crybaby? Thankfully, she didn’t think I was, so I told her about the dream.

      Then I made the mistake of accusing our fathers of hiding something from us, which only made her mad. I tried to excuse myself by saying I needed to sleep, but she laughed, and I relaxed. God, she was so damn beautiful, and I tried with all my might and all control not to walk over there and steal her oxygen by kissing her. Did she have to stare at me as if she wanted to do the same? I had to get out of there. I quickly wished her a good night and left.

      “You, too,” I heard her say, and I gave her a wink as I stepped out of the door. I mentally kicked myself. A wink? Seriously, Rush!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Pym

      Just like the Common Room back at the community, the meal room on the ship was busy and filled with hungry people. But unlike the Common Room, I found Rush easily. I moved into a seat next to him, and he pushed something my way.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Yes. You have to be quick around here if you want the good stuff.”

      “Mm, Coco Pops.” He pushed something else toward me. “Oh, my God, I love you.” I inhaled the delicious scent. “How do you get coffee? My parents don’t let me have it.”

      He winked. “It’s a secret.”

      “But because I’m your best friend, could you tell me, so I know for next time?”

      “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

      “Fine. I won’t give you my milk when I’m finished.” I gestured to my cereal bowl.

      “Aww. Don’t be like that. Okay, I’ll tell you, it’s…”

      He didn’t get to finish, because, at that precise moment, my father decided to address the congregation.

      “Aquarians, I won’t take but a minute of your time. As you know, as of last night, we now reside on this vessel indefinitely.” There were a few excited mutterings around the room. “Now, please don’t panic. This is merely a precaution.”

      “General Maddox, what is going on?” a short round woman asked.

      “As I said, this is merely a precaution. I don’t want to alarm you and cause mass panic.”

      “A precaution for what?” my mouth spoke before I could stop it. I stood. Rush tried to tug me down, but I stood firm.

      “Pym?” Rush hissed.

      “No need to worry, Pym. Sit back down, please.”

      “No. We’re at war, aren’t we?”

      That was when all hell broke loose.

      “Pym, sit down. People, citizens of Aqua, there is no reason for alarm…”

      All attempts by my father and his men went in vain, and the room broke into utter chaos. People began standing and yelling at my father, but Rush grabbed my arm and began pulling me out of the room.

      “Rush, no.” I tried to pull my hand out of his grip, but that too was in vain. “Rush!” Before I knew it, we were back at the room I had slept in last night. He pushed me inside and shut the door behind us.

      “Rush, you didn’t have to do that. I had it under control.”

      “No, you didn’t need to mention war, Pym. What a way to treat your people.”

      “They are not my people, Rush. I didn’t ask to be born into this family.”

      “Well, you are. And they are your people, whether you like it or not. Those people, those children, look up to you. And if you think there’s a war brewing outside, then they’ll think that, as well.”

      I opened my mouth to say something back but had nothing. I snapped it shut again.

      “You just created mass panic out there.” He gestured to the door behind him. I turned away from him and crossed my arms.

      “I don’t care. What happened to us going for a swim this morning?”

      “You can forget about it.”

      Tears stung my eyes as his words sunk in. I spun back around to face him, but he was already gone, leaving the door to shut heavily in his wake.

      I stayed in my room for another hour, sulking and being pathetic before wiping my tears and then putting on my wetsuit. I was going for that swim, whether he liked it or not. I hid my wetsuit with our standard navy-blue coveralls (that were butt-ugly and not flattering, by the way), and then I made my way to the lower decks.

      I wanted to take Rush with me, but he was being a jerk. I would have to do this investigation on my own. As soon as I stepped out of the elevator onto the lower deck of the cargo hold, I had to duck behind a groove in the wall. Many of my father’s crew and soldiers were packing boxes and tossing bales of what looked like packaged food. Where’d they get packaged food? There were also wooden crates with the word ‘ammunition’ stamped on the side. What were they up to? We didn’t grow food in any way or manufacture weapons. So they had to have come from somewhere. I felt someone tug my arm back, and a hand covered my mouth. I tried to scream, but the person holding me only pulled me tighter against their body. I recognized their familiar scent straightaway—soap and the sea.

      “What are you doing here, Pym? It isn’t safe.” I spun around and pulled him around the corner.

      “Why do you care, Rush? What are you doing here?”

      “Coming with you. I know what you’re doing.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Oh, yeah? Then why do you have your wetsuit under your coveralls?” He crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall lazily.

      I let out a breath. There was no point in hiding anymore. “I’m going to find that other community. Are you coming or not? I’m going regardless.”

      “Pym, it’s dangerous. Your father…”

      “My father won’t know. Besides, it’ll be less dangerous with you by my side.”

      This got a smirk out of Rush. “Pym Maddox, are you admitting that you need me?”

      I blushed bright red. “No.” I turned away from him in an attempt to hide my face and eyed the open cargo door.

      “You so need me. Come on, admit it.” He walked up behind me and placed his hands on my hips, making me blush a darker shade of red. Oh, man, this boy was going to kill me.

      “Okay, fine. I need you,” I muttered quietly, hoping he wouldn’t hear me. He had.

      “I knew it!” He placed a quick kiss on my cheek, and that was when I melted inside. He was still standing awfully close behind me, so I had to make a decision. I could turn around and kiss him back as I had always wanted to do, or I could jump out of the open cargo door. But before I could decide, my conscience kicked in. If I kissed him now, I risked ruining everything between us. Damn Rush, and damn my conscience. I decided to jump. I tore off my coveralls and made the leap.
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      Rush

      Why did Pym have to be so damn stubborn? I shouldn’t have told her about what I saw on the horizon: me and my stupid big mouth. I should have known she wasn’t going to give up until she got what she wanted. Pym was determined like that, and that’s why I was in love with her.

      It didn’t help the matter when General Maddox decided to say the word ‘precaution’ at breakfast. There was a very thin line between letting the word out and risk causing mass panic, or not letting the word out and have everyone worry about what was going on. I admit, if I were the General, I wouldn’t know what to say to my people, but Pym really shouldn’t have second-guessed her father as she did. You do not go and say the word ‘war,’ especially when you are the daughter of your community’s General. I tried to pull her back down. I tried to shut her up, but she was a determined girl. I failed, and in turn, caused the mass panic we had been trying to avoid. So I pulled Pym out of the situation as soon as things turned ugly.

      God, she was gorgeous when she was mad at me. All I could do was to stare at her while she yelled at me. I didn’t care if I had been a jerk to her. It was for her protection. I had to do something to make her forget about going out there to search for the other community—anything. Think, Rush. Think. The only thing I could think of was kissing her. Damn, I had such a one-track mind! When she asked me what happened with going for a swim together, I had to do it. I had to do the only other thing I could think of besides kissing her, and that was to make her hate me.

      “You can forget about it,” I said, and immediately regretted it as soon as I walked away from her.

      I regretted it more an hour later when I walked past her room and found she wasn’t there. Dammit, Pym! I knew it! I ran to the elevators and made it just in time. She was almost there. She was standing near the open cargo door, staring at the ammunition crates that her father had ordered. I knew about this because I had been in charge of taking inventory, hence why it was so easy for me to misplace a bag or two of coffee beans. But we were not alone. Her father’s men were there unpacking the new stock and could have easily seen her. I yanked her back against me and placed a hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t scream and alert the men to our presence. Standing this close to her was a mistake. I tried to distract my brain by teasing Pym that she needed me, which caused her to blush bright red, which was the hottest thing ever. I loved watching her respond to how I affected her. I placed a kiss on her flushed cheek and felt her go a bit slack in my arms. I didn’t want to let her go, so I decided to go with her. When she decided to jump, I jumped after her.
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      Pym

      The fall to the ocean’s surface from the side of the ship, even from the cargo floor, was pretty far, probably about five meters. I pin-dropped into the water, keeping my body straight so to minimize the impact. As soon as I hit the water and submerged myself, I heard another splash only seconds later. I looked over and saw Rush floating beside me.

      Looking up at the surface of the water, the sun’s rays were bright so that I could clearly see his face. He swam toward me and put his hand on my waist. I smiled at him to thank him for coming with me, and he nodded. He gestured that we should swim, so we did. We swam for about an hour, racing a pod of dolphins and seals until I noticed that something was wrong with Rush. Every few strokes, he would stop, and his body would appear to shudder, and he seemed to be in pain. I caught up to him and touched him. When he turned to look at me, his eyes were completely white. I flung my body backward in fright. What the hell? I suggested that we should surface so I could talk to him. After all, we couldn’t speak telepathically. I broke the surface after Rush, and I immediately confronted him.

      “What the hell was that, Rush?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your eyes.”

      “What about my eyes?”

      “They were white. They were freaking white!”

      “Oh.” He turned away and looked down at the surface of the water.

      “Rush? What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. What are you hiding from me?”

      “Nothing. I’m not hiding anything from you.”

      “Yes, you are.” I swam up to him and grabbed him, forcing him to look at me. “This has happened before, hasn’t it?”

      He hesitated for a moment before speaking. “It may have.” He tried to divert his eyes, but I held his face in my hand.

      “Rush Rodgers, talk to me. Look at me, please.” Then he looked at me, really looked at me. His dazzling blue eyes were bluer than the sky and ocean put together. I was glad they weren’t white anymore. His black hair had fallen over his eyes and was dripping trails of water down his face. I longed to kiss the water off his face and his delicious pink lips… Gosh, what was wrong with me? I shook my head and concentrated on his eyes.

      “You’ve been acting strange ever since the morning you followed me into my room back at the community base. Is it the fact that you saw me almost naked?”

      He blushed and chuckled. “Yeah, that’s it.” I shoved him.

      “Pervert.”

      “I’m a guy. I can’t help where my mind goes. You were standing there all gorgeous with dripping wet skin exposed.”

      I gaped at him, and he laughed.

      “Come on. We should get going before it gets dark. We won’t be able to find our way back, otherwise.”

      “Okay.” We let go of each other and continued to swim.

      “Do you know where we’re going?”

      “Of course. Do you doubt my expert navigation skills?”

      “No, I was just wondering, is all. I can’t see anything.”

      “It’s not far.”

      “You’d better be right.”

      “I am. Trust me.”
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      Rush

      I fell with Pym, and as soon as my body collided with the ocean’s surface, something weird happened. I couldn’t explain it. I put it down to the change that has slowly been taking over me the past few weeks. That’s all I could do to attempt to explain it. It’s like something inside of my soul, or my cells screamed out and communicated with the water cells, and together, they caused a chemical reaction within me. Something had happened to me in a big way so that I could turn into a shark—a freaking shark! I mean, who turns into a shark? Oh, that’s right, me! Unless you were in a science fiction movie, it never happened—or never had happened before. It was happening now, though. Were we in a science fiction movie?

      I didn’t want to let Pym know how much I was struggling in the water. We had to get to the other community. She swam toward me, and I tried to swim away and into the glare of the sun so that she couldn’t see my face. I was sure I looked pretty sharky by now. She swam toward me and grabbed onto me. I just kept gesturing that we swim, and finally, she agreed… thank God.

      After about an hour of swimming and gliding through the water with a pod of dolphins and a group of seals, unmentionable pain took over. I stopped, and I wanted to cry out, but I couldn’t. I opened my mouth, but water flooded in and threatened to drown me. White-hot pain shot through my muscles and joints from my head to my feet. What was happening to me?

      By now, Pym had noticed something was wrong, so I continued to swim to try to cover it up. Try being the operative word there. She finally caught up to me and grabbed hold of me. I forced my face away from her, so she couldn’t see what was going on, my hideous change, but she forced me. I turned to look at her, but immediately wished I hadn’t. The look on her face was pure horror and shock. She scrambled to get away from me like she was disgusted by me. Oh, God, what have I done? I was torn over swimming away and staying. She gestured that we should surface, and I felt like I had lost a battle. I had, with her and myself.

      “What the hell was that, Rush?” she asked.

      Just my horrible monster face, I debated saying. I decided to deny any knowledge.

      “Your eyes. They were white. They were freaking white!”

      Crap. She had seen my eyes. Were my eyes white? I admit that I had never looked in a mirror when I had changed, so I didn’t know what I looked like. I had only seen my reflection in another shark’s eye when I knocked him away from Pym. I looked like an ordinary Great White Shark then. I turned away from her. I couldn’t look at her, but she wouldn’t have it. Pym Maddox always got everything she wanted. She forced me to look at her, so I did. I heard her gasp, and I tried to look away or close my eyes again. What had happened? Had my eyes turned white again?

      “Rush Rodgers, look at me,” she told me. This time when I looked at her, she was looking at all of me, like she could see into my soul. It was the most unsettling feeling ever. I felt like I was naked, exposed in the middle of the ocean. Pym Maddox always made me feel exposed. Then I saw something else in her gaze. Something like a look of… What was that? A glimpse of desire? Did she want me as much as I wanted her? When she shook her head and told me I was acting strange, I wanted to laugh and say that she was the one acting strangely.

      She made a joke about the reason why I was acting strange was that I had seen her nearly naked and her dripping-wet back. Yes, I couldn’t help where my mind went. I changed the subject, so hopefully, we both won’t be thinking about… that, and told her we should get going. After all, who knows what lurks out here in the open ocean after dark.
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      Pym

      Rush was hiding something from me. I knew it. I was determined to find out what it was… as soon as we reached the other community. It took two more hours of continuous swimming before we saw something light up the sky. We saw the shimmery thing Rush had told me about and had almost reached it when we saw the red light. It was reflecting off the object in the distance, the haze surrounding the other community. We turned around, now at the surface, and I gripped onto Rush. It was a flare. Someone was firing a flare. Was it our vessel? It must be because I swear ours was the only vessel in this vicinity.

      “Was that a…”

      “A flare,” I finished for him.

      “What are they doing?”

      “I don’t know. Should we go back?”

      “No. We’re too far away now. They’re a few hours away. We have to keep going.” He grabbed my arm and pushed me forward. Near exhaustion, I pushed on, looking back over my shoulder now and then. Was something happening back on the vessel?

      “Maybe they’ve noticed we’re gone,” I suggested.

      “Maybe. If they do know, we have at least a few hours until they come searching for us. Let’s use that time to explore the community.”

      I relaxed and smiled at him, deciding he was right. “Let’s go.”
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      We reached the other community, the one our parents had been lying to us about, half an hour later. We submerged and swam down in search of an entrance hatch. If the community base were similar to ours, there had to be an entrance hatch directly below the docking station. Around the center of the base, which was cylindrical, was a platform, which ran around the entire circumference of the base and acted as a dock for the navy vessels. Above the docking platform, the top of the community rose and formed a dome at the top. The dome on this community base looked like it was made of a type of mesh. What was this base used for?

      As Rush and I swam down, we could still see the flash of the emergency flare above the surface. Were they getting closer? It didn’t take us long to locate an entrance hatch and pull ourselves up inside the base. As soon as Rush was on his feet inside the room, he reached down and pulled something out of his boot. A knife.

      “Rush? Why do you have a knife?” I pulled myself up into the room and wrung out my long, dark brown hair. My mother called it a tangled mop, but I refused to cut it. I loved my long hair, and so did Rush.

      “Precaution.”

      “Don’t say that word. You sound like my father.”

      “Sorry. Ready to explore?”

      “I was born ready.”

      He laughed and softly punched my arm. “I admire your optimism.”

      “It’s determination. I’m determined to find out what’s on this base.”

      “I’m with you. But we must be careful. If they grow something here, there’s bound to be people who look after it. We don’t know if they’re hostile or friendly.”

      “How do you know there are people here?”

      He shrugs. “Think about it. Plants don’t grow themselves. Plus, where do you think we get our packaged food from?”

      “Good point.”

      “Okay, stay behind me. I have the knife.”

      “Hey, don’t tell me that’s your way of saying, ‘I have the knife, so I’m the boss.’”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “Don’t be so quick to judge, Rush. I could use a knife if I had one.”

      “I’m not saying you can’t use a knife, just that I’d rather it was me who had the knife.”

      “Gah! Men! You’re all the same.”

      “Now, who’s quick to judge?” He cocked an eyebrow at me, and that was when I heard the voices.

      “Rush! Shh. What was that?” I froze and gripped his arm.

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      “I heard voices.”

      “Voices?”

      “There’s someone in the entry-level!” someone shouted. Rush immediately sprang into action and pulled me the other way. Luckily, there were two staircases up the next level and two doors. The voices were at one door, so we ran to the other. We just hoped both doors didn’t lead to the same room. We reached the top of the stairs, and Rush peered through the glass window in the door, whilst pushing me behind him.

      “Quick, Rush. They’re coming.”

      “Okay. Let’s go, hurry.” He opened the door, and we bolted through it.

      “They’re escaping! Get them!” We heard the men shout as we ran, but we didn’t look back to see where they were, or how far they were behind us. We just kept running. This community was different from ours in layout, so we didn’t really know where we’re going. We slowed to a fast walk as soon as we could no longer hear the men.

      “Who were they, Rush?” I gasped, leaning against a wall trying to catch my breath.

      “I don’t know. All I know is that they had guns. I wasn’t going to stick around to ask.” While I was catching my breath, my head between my knees, Rush walked down the corridor we were in and looked into one of the doors. We had passed a few rooms on our way, but we’re moving too fast to get a decent look inside any of them.

      “Pym, you’ve got to see this.”

      “What is it?” I stood up straight and made my way over to Rush.

      “Look.” Rush nodded toward the glass window in the airtight door, and I followed his gaze. What I saw through the window astounded me.

      “What is—” Rush twisted the door handle and pushed the door in. The airtight metal door hissed as the air seal was released, and the door opened. On the other side was a large, round room with what appeared to be a maternity or neonatal care ward. There were nearly a hundred incubators around the room. I walked over to one of the incubators and peered in. What I saw made my heart flutter.

      “It’s a neonatal ward for baby animals!” I exclaimed.

      “Animals?” Rush came to join me at the incubator I was standing in front of and gazed in. Inside one was a sleeping lion cub.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he muttered and ran over to examine some of the other incubators.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, following him. We stopped in front of another. Inside was a Giant Panda cub. I almost went giddy and squealed. I loved pandas. We were told they were extinct, so this moment was surreal for me.

      “Do you realize what this is, Pym? Do you know what we’re standing in?”

      “No. What is it?”

      “This room that we are standing in,” Rush spun around and gestured to the whole room, “is freaking Noah’s Ark!” My eyes widened as the words sunk in.

      “You mean…”

      “Yes. They’re cloning all the animals. Well, most species, anyway. Do you understand what this means?”

      “They’re trying to re-populate the earth.”

      “Yes. Our fathers have been keeping this from us, all of this. They lied to us, Pym.”

      I didn’t want to admit it, but Rush was right. My father did lie to our people and to us. I gazed back down at the tiny panda cub and had the strongest urge to open the incubator and pick the sleeping cub up. I gazed around the room and found Rush staring at me. I smiled, and he smiled back.

      “What?”

      “You love this, don’t you?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled and looked down at the panda and back up at Rush. “It’s amazing.”

      “You should see the look on your face right now. I wish I had a camera.” I blushed and let my hair fall over my face.

      “No, don’t do that.” Before I knew it, he was in front of me. He used his finger to tip my chin up and made me look at him. I took in his dazzling blue eyes and smiled. He appeared to stop breathing and swallowed as he drank in the sight of me. Was he feeling the same way I was feeling?

      “Rush…”

      “Shh. Don’t speak.” He brushed my hair back from my face and leaned in closer. Our faces were only inches apart, and I could feel his breath on my face. If I leaned forward more, our breaths would be mingling. But no, I couldn’t. Rush was my friend, and I didn’t want to ruin what we had. I turned my head away.

      “Pym?”

      “I want to see how they do it.”

      “Do what?” Rush remained in the same place, but I moved over toward the computers at the side of the room.

      “I want to see how they clone the animals.”

      Before Rush could answer, we heard the door we had come through, and our only means of escape, click, and the sound of the air seal release.

      “Someone’s coming!”
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