
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Atmospheric Pressure 2

The Rise of the Resistance

––––––––

Aaron Frale 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Free Story

[image: ]




Nab your copy of Kal’s Fall here. You’ll join my mailing list for all sorts of fun and free stuff. You can unsubscribe at any time.

[image: image]

KAL HAS ALWAYS BEEN considered too “fragile” to participate in the village activities. Her lithe stature seems to link her to her father, and distance her from everyone else. He left the village to fight in the Teristaque Wars and never returned. 

She meets Sarge, a strange star species called human who seems to know the secret of the patch from her father’s uniform. Kal has always known she is different than her fellow villagers, and finally she may be closer to finding out why.
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Breath clouded the faceplate of Helena’s hazmat suit. She was nearly hyperventilating, and the reduced vision didn’t help calm her down. Not that she could see anything even if her suit wasn’t fogged up. She was enveloped in a red haze and couldn’t see past the reach of her hand.

The most frightening part wasn’t the visual impairment but the screams of her team. She could hear them crying out in horror over the headset in her ear. They choked and wheezed, and a few sputtered out phrases about their lungs burning before they all went silent. All except for one. She could hear his labored breath sucking in oxygen.

“Luis? Vladislav? Boris?” Helena yelled out into the unknown. No one returned her call, just the gasps of her one colleague. She stumbled forward, holding her arms in front of her. She knew the tent walls were close. She was lucky that she was already in the biohazard containment room when the accident had occurred, or else she would be sucking in her last breaths too.

She bumped into the wall of the tent. It was a plastic enclosure that acted as a makeshift medical facility. However, the fog had somehow penetrated the barrier. Helena wasn’t sure how because it was airtight. The tent was created to be airdropped into outbreak zones and inflated into an instant quarantine unit.

The answer as to why the mist penetrated the room came quickly enough. The plastic was being eaten away by the vapors. She could see the wall becoming brittle before her eyes. No sooner did she see the disintegration that she realized it was also eating away at her hazard suit.

She could see the rubber in her gloves flaking away. Helena tore through the plastic wall and stopped for a moment. She attempted to visualize the camp in her mind’s eye. The medical facility was on the southern edge. The living quarters were on the west. The sinkhole was on the east. Luis’s lab was in the middle and the jeeps were on the north end.

To the best of her knowledge, she was facing west when she had escaped. She breathed deeply and turned ninety degrees to the right. If she was correct, she might have to dodge Luis’s equipment. If she was wrong, she was heading towards a sinkhole that had appeared in the Siberian tundra a few weeks ago, the same damn sinkhole that got them into this mess in the first place.

Helena was a doctor for the CDC. She had been called into Siberia when the crater first appeared in the warming tundra. It wasn’t anything unusual. When the permafrost melted, sinkholes would appear as trapped gases were released into the atmosphere. It was just another effect of climate change. However, what got the CDC involved was an interesting phenomenon.

This particular sinkhole had a red mist at the bottom. A few Siberian farmers had their lungs liquefied when they went to investigate. Helena had been called to the scene when they discovered the fog was nothing more than a byproduct of bacteria they had never seen before.

How the phenomena had grown past the crater to envelop the camp, Helena wasn’t sure, but it had happened quickly. She had been in the process of treating one of the farmers when the room had filled with the red haze. She had seen it coming through the patient’s breathing tubes and had pulled off his oxygen mask. The murk had penetrated his eyes, nose, and ears then she had heard her colleagues scream. Her patient had died, and she was powerless to stop it.

Helena took off in a sprint towards what she thought was the motor pool. She didn’t have long until her gloves dissolved. She also wasn’t sure how far the haze had extended and wanted to get to one of the jeeps to drive herself out of the danger zone. She was halfway to her salvation when she tripped over something and went tumbling to the ground. At first, she thought she had fallen into the sinkhole, but when she realized that she wasn’t tumbling to her death, she turned around.

It was Luis. He had gotten into a hazmat suit just in time. It was his labored breathing she heard over her headset. He was unconscious, and Helena could barely lift him. She looked at her glove. It was flaking, but it would hold out a while longer. Her suit would breach eventually. It could be minutes. It could be hours. There was no way to tell.

The thought of leaving him behind crossed her mind. Her instinct was to run away, get in the jeep, and drive. She couldn’t live with herself if she did, so she hoisted him up by his armpits and dragged him on the ground towards what she thought were the vehicles. Luckily, the mist had dissipated somewhat, and she could see the outline of a jeep through the red clouds.

She dragged Luis towards the transport and tossed him into the back. She climbed into the front and felt her suit depressurizing slowly. The glove was failing. She dug through the front for the keys. The hole in her glove got bigger, and she coughed and felt her lungs burning.

Helena found the key and hopped into the driver’s seat. She thrust the car into gear and sped off. Her lungs were burning. Blood dripped from her eyes, ears, and nose. She bounced through the Siberian tundra and almost flipped the jeep twice.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity but was only a few moments, she could see the blue sky and the sun overhead. She had driven out of the radius of the killer fog. Her face was swollen and red, and her gloves were almost entirely dissolved. The tires of her jeep were also worn from the fog, but nowhere near as bad as her glove.

She tore her suit off and tossed it into the passenger seat. She turned around to check on Luis, and saw that he was dead. The mist had eaten away his gloves entirely. His eyes, mouth, and nose bled. By comparison, she could feel an ache in her lungs, but whatever was causing the burning had stopped.

She dug through the jeep for a first aid kit and cleaned the blood from her face. She removed Luis’ helmet and noticed the burns around his mouth and nose. The damage looked exactly like what had happened to the farmers. She wondered how much was done to her lungs. If she was lucky, she might escape with the lung capacity of a heavy smoker. Though Helena would need access to a lab to access the extent of her exposure.

She turned back toward the camp to see if the red cloud had dissipated. The mist was billowing out of the sinkhole as if somebody had started a bonfire. The entire camp was enveloped as the vapors rose into the atmosphere.

She noticed there were several other sinkholes that had appeared after she had arrived in Siberia, and they were also releasing the same gas. It was as if the Siberian tundra was littered with deadly smoke stacks. The little scrubby plants that grew on the vast plain were withering and dying near the plumes.

The winds began to change and the deadly fog coming from her camp drifted towards her. She knew there was a farming village thirty or forty kilometers away. She put the car into gear and bounced across the flat scrubby land of the once frozen landscape.
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When Olson and Natalie were close enough to the building with the pyramid tip, onlookers crowding the skyways saw them approaching. The people pressed against the windows, watching the two people emerge from the ruins of the world from before. 

Olson checked his oxygen gauge: 3%. They wouldn’t survive long in the toxic atmosphere outside the city. Natalie had a little more than him, but he wasn’t about to accept any charity from her. They trudged forward.

It was slow going because they were in large bulky suits that didn’t offer much mobility in exchange for protection from the choking red atmosphere. An experienced Washer who spent most of his work hours outside scrubbing the windows and doing all the exterior maintenance would have been able to move with ease. On the other hand, Natalie and Olson, who had never been outside until recently, had to move slowly.

They had to fight the urge to run. Even though the oxygen was almost out, a tear in the suit would mean death for sure. The ruins and rubble of the society from before petered out in pockmarked roads that were free of debris. Just like their home city, this new city had cleared the immediate area around the buildings.

Olson assumed that, for these people, the ruins were the edge of the world, just as they had been for him. It was no wonder why their arrival had attracted a crowd in the skyway bridges that connected the buildings. Hopefully, they would be sending someone soon. He looked down again at his gauge, and it read: 2%.

Olson tapped Natalie on the shoulder and pointed to the base of a building. There was an airlock on the first floor. It looked a lot like the ones the Washers used back home to enter the outside world. There weren’t any lights on in the airlock yet, but since there weren’t any other options, they headed for the door.

They walked for what seemed like a much longer time than it actually was. They took one tenuous step at a time towards the airlock while they sipped their last oxygen. Olson had shut off the alarm on his suit warning him about the lack of air long ago.

He didn’t see it slip past 2% to 1%. He only noticed when it started blinking at zero. Olson powered through the last few steps to the airlock. He lifted his hand to bang on the door and felt dizzy.

Natalie caught him and started screaming and pounding on the door. Not that banging would do anything. There was no way anyone could hear them through the thick metal protecting the city.

Olson was almost to the point of passing out from the carbon dioxide building up in his suit when the door opened. Several people in hazard suits different from theirs stepped out. They dragged Olson and Natalie into the chamber and shut the door. As soon as the toxic atmosphere was sucked out of the room and replaced with breathable air, Natalie tore off Olson’s helmet.

Olson gasped and sucked in breath. He coughed and wheezed as he still wasn’t quite one hundred percent healed from his first encounter with the outside. The people who had pulled them inside took off their helmets. That’s when Natalie and Olson noticed that one of them was carrying a gun.

“We aren’t going to cause any trouble,” Olson said, eyeing the gun pointed at him.

A black man with a buzz cut hairstyle and a stoic look was the first to speak, “You’ll forgive us if we are cautious. We don’t get many visitors.”

“My father,” Natalie said. “He is in a vehicle up on the hill near the ruins of the domed building. He may still be alive.”

The man with the buzz cut nodded to his compatriots, and one of them radioed in the location of Natalie’s father. Olson wasn’t sure what they would find when they got there, but it was better than leaving him out there to rot with all the bones left in the ruins.

“Chancellor,” the man said to an earpiece. “We have two teenagers, maybe seventeen or eighteen in age.”

“I’m an Eleven Year,” Olson said. Though his trip to the horrors of the ECC showed that there might be some years of his life that he’d be glad he’d forgotten. 

The man stuck his hand out. “We have a team looking for your father. Hickson,” he said. “John Hickson. I’m Head of Security.”

Natalie stuck her hand out, and Olson followed suit. From the looks of him, Hickson didn’t look like he was top floor material. Olson could see a tattoo climbing up the neck of the man, and when he pulled his gloves off, his hands looked like a person who had put in many years of hard labor. However, the guy had two names. People from lower floors in Olson’s city didn’t have two names.

“Now, how the hell did you get here? I’m assuming you came from the UTTFP?” Hickson said.

“The what?” Olson said.

“The Union of the Three Towers of Free People,” Natalie said. “Do they not teach you that down below?”

“I’ve always called it the city.”

Hickson looked between the two of them, and then after a moment of thought, he said, “You two know anything about the explosions at the Union?”

Olson and Natalie looked at each other and back at him. He seemed to know a lot about their city, which made Olson nervous. If the man had any ties with Erik, then they might not survive the night. They also didn’t have any options. It wasn’t like they could just put their suits back on and be on their way.

Olson decided to play it cool. “No, we were out exploring the ruins when we saw it happen. The way back was blocked, so we had to come here.”

Hickson looked between the two of them. “They normally get kids to do exploration?”

Natalie picked up the lie where Olson had left it. “No, but having your mom as the HR Director has its perks. I get to go on all the exciting field trips. We were separated from our mentors.”

Hickson sized them up one more time. He signaled for the woman who was holding the gun on them to stand down. “Come on. Let’s get you a room, and I’ll have a doctor take a look at you.”

He turned to leave, and Olson stopped him.

“Wait,” Olson said. “What’s going to happen to us?”

“That’s out of my pay grade. I’m only here to assess if you are a threat to the city.”

“Are we?” Natalie said.

“We will have to see about that. In the meantime, I see no harm in assigning you a room. But know that I will have a guard posted outside your door. Now get a move on. We don’t pay you by the hour.”

He shuffled them out of the airlock and into the city. It looked a lot like Olson’s homeland. There were skyways at the second level of each building and large common rooms with stores, food carts, and people. The big difference was that there were families. Children seemed to have parents. And the people were curious. They gawked as Hickson guided them through the city.

Like the skyways back home, it was a maze of pedestrian walkways that went into the hearts of the buildings. After a few turns Olson didn’t even know how to get back to where they had entered. Even though he had navigated the skyway his whole life, this wasn’t his skyway system.

There were eerie reminders that the people here faced the same problems he had faced. There were giant metal doors that could seal off each building if the need arose. The windows were also a grim reminder that the only thing that prevented people from choking on the atmosphere outside was glass.

It was reinforced glass that was tested and maintained, at least in Olson’s city, but a glass cutter had caused so much death in his past that Olson couldn’t help but feel claustrophobic in the skyway bridge, especially when the crowd was dense. He had never been nervous about enclosed spaces before since his entire life was spent indoors.

They finally made it to the fourteenth floor of an apartment building. Hickson dropped them off in the room and told them not to leave until someone came for them.

“But when will—” Olson was cut off, and they were left in a place with two giant beds and a bathroom. It was the most amount of living space he had ever seen in his life. Only a rich midlevel manager could afford such a luxury back home.

Natalie flopped onto the bed and said, “It’s kind of small, but it will do.”

Sometimes Olson couldn’t figure out if she was joking or if it was because she came from the top. He saw a fridge in the corner and opened it. It was full of drinks, food, and prepackaged items Olson might find at a convenience store. He pulled a sandwich and a soda from the fridge and sat on the other bed.

Natalie grimaced and said, “I don’t understand how you can eat.”

“I’m hungry, and we don’t know when or if we will eat again,” Olson said.

“Spoken like a true person from the bottom floors.”

“So how do you think he knew about the explosion?” Olson said with a mouthful of sandwich.

“I don’t know. I didn’t know this place even existed.”

“But can’t you see this place from the upper floors? I mean, this is an entire city. It’s the Union’s twin.” Olson still felt weird calling it the Union. All his life, he had called it the city. Sure, there might have been a textbook somewhere that had the official name, but no one ever called it that. Was a place what the people called it or its designation on a map?

“The fog prevents visibility even on the best of days. You can see the ruins, but not much else from the upper floors.”

Olson remembered his one chance to see the world from Natalie’s perspective, and she was right. The atmosphere was dense. He couldn’t conceive how it would be clear enough to see very far. “So how much do they know about our city?” Olson thought out loud.

“I don’t know,” Natalie said.

“They knew about the explosion,” Olson said. “How else would they know about that unless they are in contact with someone from our city?”

“Do you think we are safe here?”

“I’m not sure,” Olson said. “But right now, it’s not as if we have a choice.”

Natalie walked toward the window of the room. She opened the shades and could see the cityscape before her. There were people milling about on the floors of the buildings below. She viewed a building with crops inside. There was a team of Washers changing the air filters on the roof of a building. Life looked normal other than it wasn’t their homeland.

“So what’s our plan?” Olson said after a while.

“I don’t know,” Natalie said. “I just want to know what happened to my father.”

Olson finished the sandwich and walked toward the door. It was locked from the outside. He pounded on it, and a guard in a black uniform opened it. He looked a lot like the OPS officers back home, with the exception of the helmet. His head gear was military, similar to a few Olson had seen in some of the old streams.

“What?” the guard grunted.

“We want to talk to someone in charge,” Olson said.

“Someone will come for you.”

“But what about her father? Hickson sent a team, but we haven’t heard—”

“Look, I know about as much as you. Hickson is good on his word. If he said he sent a team, then he sent a team. Besides, if her father survived, he’d be in the hospital right now. My orders are to keep you inside until further notice. Now, unless someone is bleeding—”

Natalie grabbed a knife that was from the utensil holder by the fridge. The guard lifted his gun and told her to put it down. She slit her own wrist and dropped it. She stared at the guard and said, “Now take me to see my father.”
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Bauer, Xiong, and Hanson hid in the crawl space between the ceiling tiles. It was where the guts of the building were hidden. Wires, pipes, and ducts crisscrossed the space, leaving very little room for anything but themselves. The OPS officers with the red armbands had stormed the McGladrey School and gathered up students.

Rumors flew around that they were executing the students by tossing the unlucky ones that were caught into the wreckage of the IDS Commons. Others said that they were shooting on sight. Bauer heard that they were only rounding up the ones with black skin like himself and his friend Pickett. There was so much chaos. People didn’t know what to think. After the explosions, the teachers were ordered to gather students in the Puck Grind Arena. Bauer, however, thought something wasn’t quite right with what was going on.

He had seen Olson’s video like the rest of them but didn’t know what to believe. The new redband OPS seemed like the same OPS, just with different uniforms. The redbands quelled the fighting and civil unrest after the explosion, and the entire city was on lockdown hours after the riot at OPS headquarters. Bauer gathered the few friends he could find and decided to hide. They had just replaced the ceiling tile when they heard a voice from below ask, “Is there room for one more?”

Bauer peered through a crack and saw Eckelston standing there. If there was one student who would report them to the authorities, it was Eckelston. He would sell out anyone for a window side cubicle.

“I know you’re up there,” Eckelston said. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I promise.”

Bauer looked toward his friends. Xiong shrugged, and Hanson stayed silent. Bauer cracked open the ceiling tile and waved his hand. Eckelston climbed onto the desk of the cubicle under the hole and jumped up. They caught his hands and hoisted him inside. They put the tile back in place, save for a small crack where Bauer peeked out.

They had just gotten settled when the redbands burst into the room. The officers ransacked the entire floor. They overturned beds and desks, tore out cubicle walls, and shattered the locks on drawers. Touchlites were gathered up and given to an officer collecting electronics. 

The redbands disappeared into the stairwell, and they could hear the boots stomping to the next floor. The room was in shambles as Xiong jumped down from the ceiling. He was able to pile enough debris to give the others the ability to step down rather than risk breaking an ankle.

After they were all on the floor, Bauer said, “What do you think they were looking for?”

“Olson, I suppose,” Eckelston said.

“Yeah, but why do they want him?” Bauer said.

“You saw what happened,” Hanson said.

“I saw what the screen wanted me to see,” Bauer said. “But that doesn’t mean it’s the truth.”

“Maybe we should find the others,” Xiong said. “Or at least see if we can see what is going on.”

“Those goons are guarding the stairwells,” Hanson said.

“That’s why we’ll take the elevator,” Xiong said.

“They are shut off,” Eckelston said. “I barely made it up here before those goons stormed the school.”

“I’m not talking about riding the elevator. I’m talking about using the elevator shaft.”

_______

Xiong pried open the elevator doors, and the shaft stretched out above and below. Ten floors was a lot to look at when they were viewing them from a gaping hole. The sight made Bauer a bit dizzy. Xiong steadied Bauer and said, “Don’t look down. Come on. Follow me.”

Xiong reached over to a ladder within arms-length of the door. He pulled himself over and began to climb. The others followed suit. Hanson, who had been more nervous than Bauer, went last, but only after some coaxing from her classmates.

After a while, they got to the sporting floor. Most of the students were gathered in the Puck Grind Arena. If they could just get a peek inside, they could figure out what was going on. Xiong reached over and climbed over to the door. While he worked to get it opened, he was supported by only one hand on the edge of the doorframe. The Eleven Year had no fear. By comparison, Bauer was terrified, and he had two hands and two feet planted firmly on the ladder.

After a moment or two of fiddling, he finally got it to slide open with a whoosh of air, and they filed out into the entry. The elevators were in a short entrance with two glass doors on either side leading to two corridors. One hall led to the Puck Grind Arena, and the other led to other smaller classrooms.

Hanson was the last one left in the shaft. She climbed the ladder to the point where she would have to reach for the door. Both Eckelston and Xiong held their hands out for her. She clutched the rung and wouldn’t budge.

“Come on,” Xiong encouraged her. “We got you.”

Hanson didn’t move. The color drained from her face. Bauer stood near the glass door leading to the Puck Grind Arena. He heard two of the redbands approaching. They were bantering with each other, talking about their time at McGladrey.

Bauer turned to the rest of the group. “Come on guys. We have to go!”

Tears streamed down from Hanson’s eyes. Eckelston got mad and was about to yell at her. Bauer pushed him aside and said to Hanson, “Remember when Swords and Djinns came out?”

Hanson looked at him and gave a weak nod.

Bauer continued. “Remember when we got to the sky castle level at the same time? I was ahead, and you were throwing insults at me left and right. Since I was in the lead by thirty seconds, I ignored your jeers. There was no way you were going to beat me.”

“But then you didn’t make that jump,” Hanson said.

“Yeah,” Bauer said. “And you did... I had to restart the level, and you—well let’s just say no one can beat you at that app.”

“That’s an app. This is real life!” 

“The Hanson I know isn’t afraid of anything.”

The guards’ voices got closer. They were almost at the door.

“You can do this,” Bauer said and stuck out his hand.

Hanson grabbed it, and he pulled her into the room. Xiong pulled out the touchlite he used to jam the door open, and it shut. The group dashed the opposite way from the approaching guards and rounded a corner. They heard the redbands enter the elevator hallway and walk toward them. Bauer mouthed the word “Go!” and they rushed down the hallway as quietly as they could. 

They burst into the One Year activity room. It was a huge kiddy gym, a couple stories high, with foam balls, a ball pit, and an assortment of colorful padded sports equipment. They looked around for a place to hide, but there wasn’t much. The height of the room made it hopeless to try to go through the ceiling.

“The ball pit,” Xiong whispered. It wasn’t a half bad idea, considering it was deep enough to sink below the surface of the balls. They climbed into the pit that always seemed to smell like sweat and urine. While Bauer was searching for a spot, he unexpectedly pressed up against a warm body, and Jaramillo jumped out in shock.

Bauer clamped down on his friend’s mouth before he could scream. They froze when they heard the redbands right outside the room. They saw the door handle turn. A radio crackled.

“Yes, sir,” one of them said.

“But we haven’t checked this room,” the other said.

“Erik wants us in the arena.”

“But...”

“The area is secure.”

“OK.”

“The area is secure!”

“I’m coming. I’m coming.”

Their voices trailed off into the hallway, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

“Jaramillo!” Hanson hugged him. “What are you doing here?”

“After the explosions, I got scared and hid here. Those crazy red armband OPS officers are crawling all over the school!”

“We know,” Eckelston said. “We’ve been avoiding the redbands ever since the explosions.”

“Have you seen the IDS?” Jaramillo said. “It’s missing the top floors!”

“Where’s Pickett and Richards?” Bauer asked.

“They were caught by a teacher in the chaos. I think they took them to the Puck Grind Arena,” Jaramillo said.

“Then that’s where we are going,” Bauer said.

“Uh uh. No way,” Jaramillo said. “You can count me out. That’s where all the redbands are taking the students they have found hiding in the school.”

“Xiong has a way to get us over there without anybody noticing.”

“How?”

Bauer looked up at the ceiling. Unlike the dorms, the duct work was exposed.

“How are we going to get up there?” Jaramillo said.

“There’s a vent on the ground floor in the hoop court,” Xiong said. “I can shimmy my way up to where it levels off.”

“I don’t think Hanson can make it. Maybe someone should stay with her,” Eckelston said, which Bauer was pretty sure was code for that he couldn’t make it either. Hanson was too shaken up by what had happened in the elevator shaft to call him out.

“We can use some of the ropes from the climbing wall,” Bauer said. “Worst comes to worst, Xiong and I can hoist anyone up. It’s better than splitting up and possibly getting cut off from one another.”

Bauer had climbed to the ceiling on the knotted rope many times during gym class, and Xiong was a monkey. Everyone was surprised when he wasn’t picked for the Washer program. He certainly had the physicality and fearlessness for it. However, Instructor Duncan had said something about discipline and caution being a requirement for the program too.

Jaramillo grumbled about the plan but decided that following them into the vents was better than waiting in the ball pit. They went to the various classrooms and gathered all the equipment they needed for their expedition into the shafts.

Xiong crawled into the vent and pressed his arms and legs to either side. He made it to the top with impressive speed. A few moments later, a rope dropped to the ground. Bauer tugged on it and hoisted himself up to the top of the vent. He climbed over the edge to see Xiong waiting for him. He had tied the rope off on a grate and sat hunched over in the small space. They dropped one of the climbing ropes down and pulled the others up. Once they all were at the top, they crawled through the vents, attempting to make as little sound as possible.

The noise from the Puck Grind Arena was loud, and soon they could move a little more quickly. There were several vantage points to view the arena from inside the vents. They each gathered around a grate to watch the chaos below.

The students were all sitting on the bleachers chatting and messing around like they would before any school assembly. Even though there were armed redband OPS officers guarding the doors and placed at regular intervals to keep the students in the bleachers, the day seemed like any other day.

The worry was more apparent on the teachers’ faces. Nervous glances toward the redbands and swift punishment for student misbehavior created tension in the room. There were no windows in the Puck Grind Arena, or otherwise the smoldering IDS Tower would be in view. When Bauer risked a glance out the window earlier, the upper floors were on fire, and people in the lower floors were waiting by the windows for rescue.

The redband takeover of the school didn’t follow any logical pattern. They should be helping the survivors in the IDS, not ransacking the school on the hunt for some kids. Nothing made any sense to Bauer anymore. 

After scanning the crowd for anyone he knew, he saw his friends Pickett and Richards sitting in their usual spot near the top of the bleachers. They were no doubt looking for the others because they turned towards the door every time it opened. The redbands were shoving kids into the room. His Two Year teacher, Simone, raced to take the newcomers from the redbands and scolded the officers for their rough handling of the children.

Bauer didn’t like these new OPS officers. He knew something was wrong, but before he was able to stew anymore, the man Olson had confronted on the television entered the arena. He was surrounded by an entourage of elite redbands. They all had fierce expressions and held a weapon Bauer had never seen before. It looked like a blaster rifle from a shoot-em-up app.

Simone attempted to speak her mind to the man, and his bodyguards blocked her from approaching. He walked up to a podium where the school administrator usually kicked off assemblies. He tapped the mic, and it made loud popping noises.

The crowd quieted down quickly. It was the first sign that the students were just as nervous as the teachers. The man at the podium spoke, “My name is Erik, and I’ll be the acting authority in this new transition in government. I’m here to quell any fears you may have about the changes. I’m here to personally assure you that the educational quality of the McGladrey School won’t be affected—”

A teacher spoke up, “What about the IDS? There are people trapped in there!”

“Rescue attempts are being made as we speak. Now if you’ll save all questions for the end. I have some big plans for the school, and we are gathered here today to talk about those changes.”

“Call off your men,” Simone demanded. “If you want us to listen to your plans, the school board will consider them, but there is no reason to treat the children like rats.”

“I think I might have misled you, and it’s my mistake. These changes are not optional. We are here to figure out who will be the best fit to help facilitate those changes.”

“You have no right,” Simone said. “These are children! They are—” 

Erik nodded, and Simone was cut off when a redband smacked her with a stun stick. The students gasped and fell silent when Erik called them back to order.

“I’m a reasonable guy,” Erik said. “I will consider suggestions, but remember there is a proper time and place for discussions. Please don’t interrupt me again unless you have something that adds to the discussion. Now, before we got off track, I wanted to tell you that classes are henceforth canceled.”

The room was silent. Erik chuckled, and said, “You can cheer. It’s OK.”

The students looked at each other, unsure of what to do.

Erik continued, “You’ll thank me later. The new government will be working on curriculum during that break. In the meantime, all the students will be unable to leave the McGladrey building. Don’t worry; you can still have your touchlites. Watch all the streams and play all the apps you want. I don’t care what you do with your break. But just know that at the end of it, you all will be given a test. And because I’m a nice guy, I’ll show you it right now. Trust me when I say you will leave this room with a clear understanding on how to pass. Can I get two volunteers from the audience?”

A bully pushed Richards and Pickett upwards, and Erik flagged them down. “Come down. Come down. I have many buildings to visit before the day is done.”

Richards and Pickett stood, unsure about what to do. One of the redbands climbed the bleachers and dragged Richards by the hair. Pickett saw another redband pushing through the students towards him and decided to follow. They were shoved at Erik’s feet.

Erik popped the mic off the podium and walked towards the both of them. He cupped the cheek of Richards and said, “My boy, you have nothing to fear. In the new city, there will be no class divide. The people on the highest floors of the tallest towers will have the same as those on the bottom. There will be no bullies because you will be taught to stand up for yourself. What are your names?”

The both spit out their names. Erik held each of them by the shoulder. He turned to the crowd and said, “Remember these two boys, Richards and Pickett. They were the brave ones who decided to go first. They did not cower behind their classmates in fear. They did not hide in the system protected by a desk and title. These boys are the true heroes.”

Erik nodded to his compatriots. One of the redbands brought forth a box. Erik opened up the box, and there were two blades inside. They were ivory handled and had a brilliant shine. He pulled them from the case with great care. He smiled and held up the blades to the crowd. “These were knives from the world of before. They were weapons of war. My late sister’s ex-husband, Dale, had them passed down, generation after generation. They’re some of the few items left that haven’t been recycled or abandoned. Each owner took care to keep their polish and sharpen their edges. All except for the last, he sold them for a few months’ rent for an apartment most of you will never see in your lives. That system is no more! Each citizen of this city will have their own room. Not a cubicle or a set of flimsy walls like the hovels in G-Town. We will build a room for each and every one of you. You are all now citizens of the glorious Cohen Collective of Free Peoples! And all you have to do to join this brave new step for humanity is pass a simple test.”

He turned his gaze to Richards and Pickett. They averted their eyes. He handed each of them a knife. He stepped backwards and addressed the boys in front of him. “Only one of you can become a citizen today. You have the knives and know what to do.”

Richards looked down at the knife and backed up to his friend. Pickett eyed the weapon. The room was silent. The students dared not even to cough or shuffle. Erik waited for the boys to attack each other.

Many long agonizing moments passed. Neither wanted to be the first to strike. They were locked in a stalemate of inhibition. Bauer felt Hanson’s hand grip his shoulder. It dug into his arm. Any other day, he would have smacked her and told her to cut it out. Now, he couldn’t do anything but watch his friends in the faceoff.

Once the tension mounted in the room to torturous levels, Erik walked over to one of the redbands with the rifles. He pulled the gun from the officer’s shoulder and strolled back to the two boys. Without warning, he blasted Richards with the gun. Blue lightning crackled from the weapon and burnt the boy’s head. The smell of burning flesh wafted to the vents. Hanson’s fingers drew blood.

Erik stepped towards the corpse of Richards and took the knife he had dropped on the ground. He turned to Pickett and held his hand out to the trembling Eleven Year. Tears streaming from Pickett’s eyes, he gave the knife back. Erik leaned towards Pickett and said, “Don’t worry; you’ll get your chance to take the test again.”

He dismissed Pickett, and he ran towards the audience. Simone, who had recovered from her beating, cradled the survivor in her arms. Erik stood at the podium and took in the crowd. They were silent, and some of the children wept. Teachers gathered the students behind them.

“You have four weeks to prepare for the test. Each student will be required to take it. There will be no exceptions. Those of you who survive will join the most glorious city ever built. Those who do not pass will be remembered with honor rather than disposed of in the dark. This boy gave his life for the city. Services will be held in his honor. The name Richards will be passed down when these knives are nothing but dust. Use your break from school wisely. I will see you all in this arena in one month.”
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