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One




“Dominic, don’t touch that,” Officer Elrod said with a shake of his head as he typed on his computer. 

Nic dropped the pen he’d been playing with back onto the desk. He crossed his arms to hide the twitching of his fingers. He didn’t like doing nothing. That was the exact impulse which had been getting him into trouble for years. “I’ve told you before, just Nic is fine.”

Elrod didn’t break eye contact with the screen. He reached over and plucked the pen from where it had rolled and deposited it into the designated pen holder. His desk was always pristine. In all the years Nic had been pulled in here, nothing ever moved from its position. The same pen holder, keyboard, and even mug—painted sloppily in blue with the words “Worlds Bestest Dad!” scribbled across the front—which also inexplicably never moved. The only thing that changed was new family pictures in the old mustard-coloured frame.

And, of course, Nic’s age.

“Well, Nic, I feel like you’re getting a little too old for me to be pulling you up on these things.”

Tell me about it. Nic shrugged and tried to sink lower in his chair. Tonight had been stupid, and he wasn’t especially proud of it. When the police caught you mid-graffiti at fourteen, you were a rebel or a troublemaker. When you were nineteen and drunk off your ass, the names they gave you weren’t…as forgiving.

It just added salt to the wound that it was Elrod to catch him tonight.

The policeman was in his early fifties and seemed as if he’d spent his whole life in this station. Not once in the entire time Nic had known him had Elrod tried to climb the ladder or get promoted. 

The officer had a kind face, creased with the wear of time. His hair was starting to grey on the sides but not the top, yet, unlike many of the other men his age, he made no attempt to dye it or shave it off. His dark skin was weathered, and some kid had told Nic years ago the uniform was hiding a massive skull tattoo on Elrod’s chest. Which Nic was fairly sure was a lie.

If Nic had to pick one word to describe the officer, it would be content. A concept so foreign to Nic it made him taste ash if he thought about it too long.

“I don’t think you realise how serious this is. You can be tried as an adult now.” Elrod’s eyebrows arched in worry; the expression was so familiar, Nic had to focus on the dust-free desk to escape it.

He aggressively pulled at a loose thread on his ripped jeans. He didn’t deserve concern—he was an idiot. He hadn’t been in the station for a little over two years now. Every second stuck here just made him feel worse. “I know.”

“What were you trying to do, exactly?”

Nic opened his mouth and closed it again. Could this get any more mortifying? Some of his friends had thought it would be fun—after a lot of drinking—to play truth or dare. He couldn’t say that. Especially when Elrod had his concerned, empathetic face on. It was excruciating.

The sad thing was that Nic had actually been excited when the night first started out. It had been so long since he’d felt that tingle of anticipation. He’d pulled out his tightest ripped jeans and his favourite shirt which makes his green eyes pop. He’d even used gel in his coal-black hair.

His life was pathetic.

Elrod turned his attention to his screen and sighed. It was a heavy sound, one that seemed reserved especially for Nic. The echo of clicking keys filled the silence between them again, each tap opening a chasm wider between them.

The hour of night meant the station was relatively dead. Most of the desks were empty, and the lights were tinged with a yellow hue, which made everyone here look a little sick. Across the room there was a bulletin board, a mix of papers tacked up, one in loud letters proclaiming $50 in exchange for a one-hour hypnosis session for a research project at the nearby university.

Nic crossed his arms. The air con was just a tad too high. His forearms were covered in goosebumps and his knees were cold.

“I don’t think those friends of yours are any good for you.” Elrod pursed his lips.

Nic ran a hand through his dark hair, an inheritance from his parents. He’d also inherited his father’s pale freckled skin and his mother’s grey-green eyes. At least that was what he’d gathered from the one picture that he had of them. There was no way to know if he had their humour or their mannerisms or their interests. “Oh yeah?” He pushed as much sarcasm into those two words as he possibly could. What did Elrod know about his friends? About his life? About him?

Elrod’s voice was dry as he said, “For one, they ran off and left you the moment I got there.”

Nic grunted. He wasn’t blind. He’d known they were the “all for yourself” kind of crew when he’d agreed to go out with them. He doubted he’d even see them for a few days since he’d been busted by a cop. He wasn’t about to give Elrod the satisfaction, though. “Can I go yet?”

Elrod stood and grabbed his jacket. “Okay, let’s go.”

“What are you doing?” Nic was still slumped in his chair as he eyed Elrod suspiciously.

“I’m driving you home.”

Nic shook his head. “I can walk.”

“I’m happy to. Besides, you have work tomorrow.”

Nic considered his options. Elrod was right; he did have work tomorrow. It was a basic retail job, nothing fancy. It was a miracle they’d hired him at all. Elrod’s letter of recommendation was responsible for that. To this day, he still didn’t know what the letter said. Elrod had insisted on delivering to it the store manager himself.

Besides, Nic’s head was starting to pound. All he wanted to do was sleep, probably get out of this god-awful chair. Back when he was fourteen, the chairs had never been this uncomfortable. Or had they?

“Okay,” Nic said tiredly.

They walked out of the station in silence, Elrod lifting his hand in a slight wave to one of the other cops sitting at a desk across the room. Nic shoved his hands as deep into his pockets as the fabric would allow and kept his head down. Once they were out in the parking lot, Elrod guided him over to an old brown Toyota. Nic slid into the passenger seat of the car. This was a strange sensation; he’d ridden in a police car with Elrod more times than he could count. He’d never been in Elrod’s personal car.

It wasn’t a long drive from the station to Nic’s street. Nic gave directions but didn’t see the point in any other small talk. The closer they got, the more Elrod’s knuckles whitened on the steering wheel.

“This one’s mine.” Nic gestured up at the building. It was old and wasn’t much to look at. Most importantly, it was technically declared safe to live in.

Elrod peered up at it. “You’re living here?”

“Yes.” Nic’s tone was clipped. He was well aware it sucked, but it was his, paid for with his own money.

Elrod glanced around at the other buildings on the street. They were in more or less the same state as Nic’s. “You have a lock on your door? A good one?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, good.” Elrod let out a breath that didn’t seem to calm any of his nerves.

Nic reached for the door. Before he could leave, there was a loud clicking. Elrod had hit the car’s internal locking mechanism. Nic groaned and let his head fall against the window. He just wanted to sleep. He’d only be able to get a few hours of shut-eye before he had to get up again.

“Dominic, I know you don’t like me very much.”

Nic frowned. That wasn’t precisely true. Was Elrod annoying? Yes. Did he have the worst timing? Yes. Had he been there for all the lowest points in Nic’s life? Yes. But he’d also been there. Nic couldn’t say that for anyone else in his life; bouncing from foster home to foster home in the area didn’t exactly leave much room for steady adult influences.

“You’re a good kid,” Elrod said. “I don’t want to see you throw that away.”

Nic pulled himself off the cool glass of the window and gave a polite distant nod. He’d heard a version of that phrase too many times to count. Maybe one day he’d look in the mirror and be able to call himself a good person. Not tonight, though.

Elrod hesitated as words fought to escape, a lecture no doubt. Instead, he settled for, “Just take care of yourself, okay?”

“I will.” Nic fished his keys from his pocket as Elrod unlocked the doors.

“And Nic?”

“Yeah?”

“You still have my number. Call me if you get in trouble.”

Nic pursed his lips. He did still have the number. It had sat untouched in his contacts for three years, since the moment he’d put it in there. Nic inclined his head and hurried for his building.

Elrod didn’t pull away from the curb until Nic was safely inside.

The interior was almost as bad as the exterior. Long ago, there had been some sort of elevator here. It hadn’t worked for years, at least. So Nic reluctantly climbed four sets of stairs—which always screeched as if they were moments from giving out—to his apartment.

He jiggled his keys in the lock. The lock was old and there was a trick to getting it to open. As he wrestled with the lock, he yawned and rubbed his eyes. The door finally squeaked open and unceremoniously slammed behind him once he was inside. He pointedly ignored the pan filled with burnt bacon on the stove. For the past few weeks Nic hadn’t seen his roommate—Seb—at all except for the various dirty dishes left in the kitchen. Tonight, he was too exhausted to deal with it. He barely had enough sense to plug in his phone that was dipping dangerously close to one percent and flick on the alarm.

He collapsed onto the mattress, too tired to readjust his position away from the springs poking into his body. He was dead to the world before he could form another thought.








  
  
Two




Nic jolted awake. Sunlight filtered in though his curtains. He groaned and let his head fall back on the pillow. His head was throbbing, and it was already too bright. After a few minutes, he groaned again and forced himself to roll over and click on his phone. 

Nothing.

The screen stayed completely black.

Nic frowned. This was a new charging cord. Surely it wasn’t already dead. He sat up and flicked on the light switch, squeezing his eyes shut to protect from the light. But there was nothing.

He flicked the switch again, then again. And again.

The power was out. The freaking power had gone out, and he’d slept late.

Nic threw off the covers and raced to the window, throwing open the curtains. He squinted and based on the position of the sun, he’d slept through most of the morning.

Cursing and with a pounding headache, he rushed out the door, uniform in one hand and a piece of bread in the other as he tried to choke down his medication dry.

Nic ran the couple of blocks to the shop, so when he arrived, he wasn’t only late; he was also sweating buckets. His very angry manager met him at the door.

“I’m so sorry, Jane,” Nic said between big gulps of air. He pushed down the strong tilt of his stomach. This really wasn’t the time to throw up. “My alarm didn’t go off.”

Her eyes narrowed. She was the kind of person you didn’t want to mess with on a good day. Most of the time, Nic just tried to stay out of her way. She hadn’t hired him and wasn’t happy that his contract meant she had to keep him on the roster. “You’re two hours late.”

“I am so, so, so sorry.” He pressed his hand to his side, trying to dull the pain of the stitch ripping through him. “I’ll stay an extra two hours, or even three. You don’t have to pay me.”

“You can’t keep making excuses. When you don’t show, it affects everyone.”

Okay, that was a little unfair. He was on time, mostly. There were a few times he’d been ten minutes late but nothing like this had ever happened before. “Please, Jane. I can do better; I know I can.” Nic would have gotten down on his knees and begged if he thought it would make an ounce of difference.

Vomit rose in the back of his throat involuntarily and he bent over for a moment to get a grip on himself. He squeezed his eyes shut before he rose again, swaying a little on his feet.

Jane’s eyes hardened into an even steelier grey. “Are you hung over?”

“No.” Nic’s voice fell flat.

Her face twisted in disgust, and she glanced at her watch. “I need my team to be reliable. Besides we just got a new hire. I’m sure that he’ll jump at the chance for extra hours.”

Nic’s mouth fell open. No way. She was firing him! At the very least, he thought she’d cut him from the roster for a week or two. “I need this job,” he pleaded.

She gave him a long look. There was no sympathy in her expression. “Go home, Nic.”

Still shocked, he walked away from the store and sat on the curb. Nic leaned forward and put his head between his knees. Isn’t that what they always said to do if your plane is crashing? He wondered idly if it was just so you couldn’t see the inevitable coming.

God, what a horrible few hours. He’d just started feeling like he was getting a grip on his own life and had thought that maybe, just maybe, he’d be okay.

“Nic, my man.”

Nic pulled himself out of the small bubble he’d created to look up blearily. “Oh, hey guys.” Nic found that he suddenly wasn’t as keen to see them as he once had been. Their cool factor had rubbed off last night when they’d left him behind. “Where did you disappear to last night?”

The leader of their little group, who insisted on being called Tony (even though that wasn’t his name), winced. “Sorry mate, you know how it is.”

“I guess.”

“You up for some more fun tonight?” Tony slapped Nic’s back, which just made him feel queasy.

Nic hesitated. “I don’t know guys, my boss just fired me, and I’m not really feeling up to it.”

“Even better.” Tony beamed. “Don’t have to worry about work ruining things.”

“No, I just have to worry about my rent,” Nic said drily.

“Dude.” One of the other boys slapped his shoulder as well. “Don’t get so bogged down by money.” The bloodshot eyes told Nic all he needed to know about this guy’s mental state.

“Come on. Let’s grab a beer, you’ll feel better. Besides, my uncle can totally pay you to do a few jobs for him,” Tony assured Nic.

The offer was tempting. A beer probably wouldn’t hurt.

Nic shook his head. It definitely wouldn’t help, either.

Besides, he wasn’t fully clear on what Tony’s uncle did and it didn’t seem like something he should agree to blindly.

Nic looked at the crowd around him. They were the kind of people to take to a party, to have a good night. They were not the kind to sit down and try to pull your life out of the toilet with. If he wasn’t careful, he’d slip so far that he couldn’t get up again.

Elrod was right, he needed to at least try to make smarter decisions, and that started here. The reality was no one was going to fix his life for him. He’d have to do that for himself. “Nah, I’m good.”


      [image: ]Nic used a library computer to write a new resume and send it out to a few employers. The document was depressingly empty. He sent it anyway. The librarian—a nice older lady who suffered through all Nic’s questions as he tried to get the library computer system working—was kind enough to let him charge his phone behind the desk as well. 

By the time he left the library, he had a new cautious optimism and a fully charged phone.

Halfway home, the bubble of hope he carefully constructed popped when he got an email from his landlord.

He headed straight for his landlord’s apartment on the floor above his own. “Jerry!” he yelled, knocking on the door. “What is this?”

Jerry gently opened the door; the look of pity was already on his face. Jerry was a big guy. He spent most of his time lifting weights at the gym. He only owned Nic’s apartment as an inheritance from some relative, and Nic didn’t even know what he actually did for a living. “Look, kid—”

“Don’t call me kid,” Nic snapped.

Jerry raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, I won’t.”

“You’re evicting us?” Nic said, waving the phone wildly in Jerry’s direction.

“You seem like a good ki—” Jerry stopped himself. “Guy. You always give me your share of the rent, even if it’s a little late sometimes. But I’ve come into some family money lately and I’ve decided to buy the building, clean it up a little.”

Nic frowned. “So what?”

“Drug dealers don’t make good tenants. Plus, your roommate never pays his share on the rent.”

Nic scowled. “Isn’t he your drug dealer?”

His roommate, Seb, had been dealing out of their apartment for months now. It wasn’t exactly that Nic liked Seb, but they’d been in the same foster home together and their birthdays were within a week of one another. It just made sense for them to move out together.

“That’s why I know he’s making enough to pay rent.” Jerry crossed his arms so that his forearms were bulging intimidatingly.

Nic closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath. The worst thing he could do here was lose his composure. “What does that have to do with me? It’s not my fault he’s dealing.”

Jerry raised a brow. “You really think you can afford this place on your own?” After a moment of silence, he stepped back. “You’ve got a month.” He slammed the door shut again.

“Jerry.” Nic banged his fist on the door, but Jerry didn’t come back. The conversation was over.

Evicted.

Nic took some deep breaths again, trying to steady himself. It was a temporary problem, just like the job (or lack thereof). He would get a new job and a new place. He could totally do that.

Nic leaned his head back against the wall. If Jerry was going to own the building, this wasn’t somewhere he wanted to live, anyway. He was bad enough as a landlord and Nic was sure that he wasn’t reporting the rental income to the tax department since he made them pay in cash. Best to get away from here.

He trudged back to his apartment. Seb was home. The sound of heavy music pounded through speakers in the other bedroom and the air was filled with a burnt smell. Nic couldn’t keep up these days with what drugs Seb was peddling. It seemed to span everything, from steroids to ecstasy.

There was another thing to add to the list. Find a new roommate. He couldn’t live with Seb again. He could probably ask Elrod for help. Nic flopped onto his bed and opened his contacts. He stared at Elrod’s number. If he asked, he’d have to explain everything, and he really didn’t want to do that. There was too much in his life that Elrod wouldn’t approve of. He let a frustrated sigh and exited his contacts. Instead, he switched over to one of his many social media apps and spiralled into the world on his phone. It was a quick and easy way to numb his brain, to pretend that everything was fine.

That killed a few hours before he got bored, so he jumped over to his emails. There were a few automatic replies from companies saying they had received his resume. He checked his spam folder, his finger hovering over the “empty spam” button.

Except, one of the emails caught his eye. The subject line read in all caps: “NEED MONEY QUICK.” He studied it for a moment. It looked like exactly the kind of email you shouldn’t click on. Then again, what more did he have to lose, his identity? What the hell, the world can have my identity too. He opened it.

Small firework animations exploded across Nic’s screen. It was an advertising portal for researchers to find participants. Most were psychological studies. You got paid to come in and answer a few questions or solve some puzzles.

One in particular caught his eye. It was one interview for $500. A much higher rate than most of the others. The only stipulation was that you had to be an orphan between the ages of sixteen and twenty-two. He scanned through the rest of the information. There was a lot of scientific jargon that he didn’t understand, not that he really cared.

They were conducting interviews in a weeks’ time, and it would only be an hour or so out of his day. The longer he lay there thinking about it, the more stupid it seemed not to do it.

Nic typed out an email to the organiser.








  
  
Three




Aweek later, Nic was no closer to getting a job, and he was standing outside of a Subway. The longer he stared at the sandwich shop, the tighter his chest felt. He double-checked the address and then switched over to his maps app. It was the right place. He gulped; he needed this $500. Nic didn’t even want to admit to himself how desperately. He’d blown through his savings in no time at all, since he pretty much had no savings to begin with. Not knowing what to do, he checked the email for probably the fifth time in a minute. 

The girl behind the counter waved at him to come inside. He shook his head at her, trying to convey without words that he was lost.

She gave a big sigh and came out from behind the counter and walked to the door. She pointed to the alley beside the building. “You get in from the back.”

Nic blinked. “What?”

“The research study, right?”

Nic nodded, dumbfounded.

“Yeah, I’ve had a couple dozen confused people today. They should have given a better description. Go down around the back and there’s a set of stairs up there. You can’t miss it. They’re on the second floor.”

“Thank you.” Nic smiled gratefully at her.

He hurried off down the alley, which he would have otherwise avoided. It was dark and thin. There was a large dumpster further down and it led to a dead end—a small concreted area, enclosed by a large fence.

The girl was right, tucked against the building was a set of stairs which lead up to a door. The door itself was a flimsy wire and there was no sign next to it.

Nic squared his shoulders and headed for it. $500. That was the important thing.

The door squealed as it swung inwards and Nic stepped inside to a very modern interior. Everything was either a crisp white or black with sleek lines and edges, in complete contrast to the dodgy way of getting here. There was a large desk in the front, and to Nic’s left the room opened up into a large section filled to the brim with plastic chairs. Most of which were filled with people. The sound of scratching pencils on paper and the artificial smell of flowers that only came from air freshener filled the air.

Nic stepped up to the desk. “Umm…hi,” he said quietly. His voice sounded like thunder in the mostly silent room.

The man behind the desk had a tailored button up shirt with absolutely no holes and his nails were long enough to make a distinctive tap on every key that he hit. Nic tugged at his own shirt with a few moth-eaten holes. The receptionist turned, a wide and obviously fake smile curving his features. It was the smile that had become easier to spot ever since Nic had started working in customer service. “You’re here for the study?”

“Yeah.” Nic fidgeted. He had the distinct feeling that others in the room were watching the exchange.

The receptionist pulled out a piece of paper with a flourish and attached it to a clipboard. “Just fill this in and they’ll call you in when they’re ready.” He tapped a pencil on the clipboard and slid everything across the desk to Nic.

Nic nodded stiffly and gathered up the clipboard. He shuffled over to the corner of the room and half-tripped over someone’s feet into one of the free seats.

The boy next to him checked his watch and huffed out a breath. His leg shook up and down as he glared at the clock with the wrong time on the wall.

Nic lowered his voice. “You good, man?”

The boy jerked and his gaze wheeled around as if he hadn’t noticed Nic trip right in front of him. After a moment, he seemed to get over his shock and gave a sharp nod. “At this rate, they’re never going to get through us all.”

The boy couldn’t have been more than sixteen, where did he need to be so desperately?

He slumped down in his seat and crossed his arms. He blew a few stray strands of blonde hair off his forehead. His hair obviously needed a cut, but it wasn’t quite long enough to be unruly yet. His skin was pale and still slightly pockmarked. He had swirling blue eyes; he was on the verge of the classic kind of handsome. He’d grow into it in a few years. “I have a therapy appointment across town, but I’m pretty sure”—he checked his watch, which was much more reliable than the slow clock, and slumped back in his seat— “I won’t make it.”

“You can’t reschedule?”

“They won’t be very happy with me, but I could.” He glanced over at Nic and grimaced. “Court mandated.”

“Oh, I see.”

A door opened from the one section of the wall that wasn’t taken up by seats. A pristine woman appeared. Her long black hair was straightened and not a single strand was out of place. Her skin was a light brown, and she had a small delicate nose. She was wearing a simple set of grey loose clothes and looked down at her piece of paper. “Niall Hoffman?”

The boy beside Nic sprung to his feet as if he was being propelled by magnets. “That’s me,” he called. Then he turned back to Nic for a moment and shrugged. “Maybe I won’t be too late.”

Without the distraction of his neighbour, Nic studied the pages in front of him and started to fill in his answers.



NAME: Dominic Mariano

AGE: 19

GENDER: Male

ARE YOU AN ORPHAN: Yes

AGE ORPHANED: 3

ARE YOU CURRENTLY IN A FOSTER HOME: No



Then it moved on to ask mostly about his medical history. All things that he could recite in his sleep and had been able to from a young age. A by-product of moving from home to home when he was younger. He didn’t have any parents to rely on remembering his peanut allergy, and later his epilepsy medication.

Nic frowned. Had he taken his medication this morning? He mulled it over for a moment. He’d skipped it yesterday, he was sure of that. He hadn’t been leaving the apartment and was a little too deep in a self-pitying spiral to be bothered. But this morning, yes, he was fairly certain that he’d taken it with breakfast.

The woman came out again and called another name, “Pepper Porter.”

Nic had to hold back a bark of laughter. She sounded like a superhero. No worse than that, she sounded like a cartoon character.

Pepper jumped up and seemed to know exactly what he was thinking. Despite being on the other side of the room, she glared at him. She handed over her filled-in sheet, and they both disappeared into the door.

There was no sign of Niall, and when he didn’t appear after a few minutes, he leaned across the seat next to him to tap a girl on the shoulder. “Hey, has it been like that every time? They call people away and no one comes back out?”

The girl spun to him. She had massive hazel eyes and thick eyebrows. Her hair was braided back tightly against her head. She surveyed him and then her warm brown skin crinkled as a knowing expression crossed her face. “They probably don’t want to contaminate the results by letting the people already interviewed talk to us. I once heard about this study that put you in a room to wait after your interview.” Then, with an all-knowing nod, she added, “To preserve the integrity of the experiment.”

“Oh, I didn’t really plan on this being the whole day,” Nic said.

She looked him up and down. “You have somewhere more important to be?”

He gave her a hard look and retreated back to his seat. Nic wasn’t sure if he should be offended or not. He crossed his arms.

The judgemental girl—Dawn was her name—left shortly after. Most of the interviews only seemed to go for ten minutes or so, but there were a few that lasted longer.

The room slowly emptied of people and Nic started to relax. The air didn’t feel as stale as it had when he’d arrived. The horrible floral smell remained though.

He’d been sitting for so long that the left side of his butt had started to fall asleep. He wanted to get up and pace a little to wake it up again, but he didn’t want everyone to watch him while he did.

“Dominic Mariano.”

He leapt up and hurried over to the woman, handing over his clipboard. She turned and led him down a long corridor, flipping through his forms as they walked. This place had more rooms than Nic would have guessed from the outside.

They stopped at a small room with only a table and two chairs. The rest of the room was completely bare, nothing on the wall or floors. She held open the door for him and Nic gave her a grateful and slightly awkward smile in thanks. He stepped inside and was immediately hit with how clinical it smelled—like every surface had been scrubbed down with alcohol. The woman slid into one of the chairs and gestured to the one across from her. In a soothing voice, she said, “Take a seat, Dominic.”

Nic lowered himself into the chair.

She scanned over his papers again. “You prefer Nic, correct?” 

“Yeah.” Nic glanced around the empty room again. He had rapidly swayed from feeling bored to feeling uncomfortable, though he couldn’t pinpoint why. “No one really calls me by my full name.” Well, except for Elrod. Which meant when he heard it, he felt like he was in trouble.

“So not in a foster home. Where do you live now?”

Nic hesitated. It was a complicated question.

She smiled slightly. “I don’t need an address or anything. Have you moved in with a roommate? Some family you reconnected with? A house, an apartment or,” she said clearing her throat, “nowhere in particular?”

“I’m not homeless, if that’s what you’re asking,” Nic said flatly. He tried to focus on the $500 he’d be handed at the end of this. That was what made this uncomfortable questioning worth it. “I live in an apartment with a roommate.”

She scribbled something on her notepad.

After a moment, he added, “I did just get an eviction notice. So, I’ll be looking for somewhere else.”

She raised her brow. “With the same roommate?”

He shook his head and tried to stop his face from showing his annoyance with Seb. “No.”

She pressed her lips together in what looked almost like pleasure, then looked back down at his form. “You’ve put here you have epilepsy. How severe is that?”

“It’s not too bad. It’s usually triggered by high stress, but if I have my tablet in the morning, then usually I’m good.” She squinted at him for a second and it made him squirm in his seat. Did she want more details? His whole history with epilepsy, that one time he’d forgotten his tablet and had a fit in the middle of his English speech? Surely not.

He couldn’t take her stare anymore and broke eye contact to study the ceiling. It was just the same as the floor and walls; white, sterile and—wait. He squinted. There were vents in the room, painted white so that he almost couldn’t make it out. Goose bumps popped up down his arms. Nic licked his lips nervously and asked, “What kind of research are you doing here exactly?”

There was a long pause before she glanced back at his forms. “Last thing. It says here you’re allergic to peanuts. How severe is that?”

Nic frowned. He didn’t understand why they needed to know this. They weren’t about to try linking his peanut allergy or his epilepsy with the loss of his parents, were they? “It’s pretty bad. I need to carry an EpiPen with me. I could die if I didn’t have it with me.”

“Right.” She nodded and got up, knocking on the door they’d come in through. There was a click of the door unlocking, and it swung open.

Nic’s eyebrows furrowed. He didn’t remember it locking when they’d come in.

A man stepped through the doorway. He was wearing grey clothes that matched Nic’s interviewer. The man had dark hair with a receding hairline. He was pale, with large ears and a sharp, pointed chin.

“What do you think?” The woman asked him.

The man stared at Nic for a moment. Nic was seriously getting sick of people staring at him.

“He’ll do.” The man coughed. “He’s still young and strong.”

The woman hesitated. “He isn’t healthy.”

“They are both manageable conditions.”

Nic stood and stepped away from them. “What’s going on here?”

They ignored him. The woman spoke again. “How many does that make?”

“So far, fifty-five viable candidates,” he replied. “We shouldn’t need too many more.”

“Does that include—”

“Yes,” he said sharply.

“I’d like to leave now. I don’t even care about being paid.” Nic’s voice had risen at least an octave, and his stomach was churning.

The man turned to look at him. “We’ve only just begun.”

They both stepped out of the room, pulling the door closed after themselves. Nic leapt towards it, but it clicked shut before he could get to it. He pulled the handle, and it didn’t budge. “Hey,” he called, “you can’t just leave me here.”

There was a hissing sound. He looked up to see the vents opening in the ceiling. A light pink gas tumbled from it, filling the room with a strongly sweet scent.

“The police will know I’m missing. They’ll come looking for me,” he said, desperately banging on the door. The words sounded fuzzy and forced. Really, no one would care. No one, except maybe Elrod.

Nic jolted and he fumbled for his phone. His hands shook as he located Elrod’s name in his contacts. He clicked on the entry as his vision swam in and out of focus.

Then, suddenly, he was on the floor with no recollection of falling.

The phone rang once, twice, and then one last time. “Dominic?” Elrod’s voice sounded small and far away. “Dominic, are you okay?”

Nic opened his mouth, trying to form anything. His mouth didn’t follow directions and his fingers were starting to tingle.

“Dominic?” Elrod’s voice sounded strained now. “Nic?”

Nic pushed out the word, “Help.” It was strangled and hardly even the actual word. His mind was so filled with cotton that he wasn’t even 100% sure that he’d actually said anything.

It didn’t matter anyway, because after that, there was only darkness and silence.
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