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      Flashes of imagery assault me.

      The Procession⁠—

      The train⁠—

      My arrival to the Glittering City⁠—

      Standing there, in that small room⁠—

      Watching, waiting, being told everything that would occur thereafter⁠—

      Then, Daniel: our meeting, our kiss, our wedding.

      Wedding.

      A bomb explodes in my conscience, and for a moment, I see smoke, feel blood running down my arms.

      Then, just like that, I remember.

      I am not in the midst of chaos.

      No.

      I am in my room, standing before one of the most powerful women in the whole country, and awaiting her sentence to the words I have just spoken.

      I try not to tremble in what is undoubtedly the face of adversity, but find myself doing so anyway.

      “You,” the woman begins, “think you would like to dedicate yourself to the war?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I say. “I do.”

      “That is quite a statement for someone who has been told that they are not allowed to interfere within political matters.”

      “This isn’t political,” I reply, fully intent on standing my ground. “I don’t wish to sway a nation, and I don’t want to influence any aspect of the battle on either side.”

      “No?”

      I shake my head. “No,” I state. “If anything… I want to help.”

      The First Lady lifts a brow, obviously unsure about what I have just said. “If you do not wish to sway the war, or offer influence, what is it you wish to do?”

      I can’t be sure. I don’t know what purpose I would serve upon the battlefield as a mere girl of sixteen. I don’t know how to use a gun, so I can’t fight; and even if I wanted to, I’m sure they wouldn’t let me. I’m a commodity now—a walking treasure worth her weight in gold. Because of that, I can only think of one thing that I might do, and that is something I feel is dangerous unto itself.

      So, with seemingly the weight of the world on my heart and shoulders, I straighten my posture and say, “I wish to raise morale.”

      “And just how do you propose to do that?”

      “I’m… not sure,” I reply, feeling once again the tug of emotions at my chest, the flicker of doubt upon my ribcage. “I’m… still trying to piece it all together.”

      “You do not sound confident in your choice.”

      “I am very confident, ma’am. Believe me.”

      “That’s the thing, Mrs. Cross. I’m not sure I do believe you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because what reason would you have to want to raise morale? Or to even dedicate your Purpose to the war?”

      “Because my father is out there.”

      The First Lady merely stares at me—wide-eyed, mouth agape. When she catches her action, she lifts her hand to her chin and says, “I see” without much compassion within her voice. “It is easy to forget that you were once outside these walls.”

      How? I wonder. How is it simply so easy to forget that people—that Beautiful Ones—are taken from beyond the walls of the Glittering City? To think it is outrageous enough, but to hear someone say it? It’s utterly offensive.

      To keep myself from offering a biting comment in response, I tighten my jaw together and simply wait for her response, all the while knowing that, regardless of how I feel about the First Lady, it will be she who will bring my Designated Purpose to the attention of the Countess.

      “You are aware,” the First Lady begins, “that your Designated Purpose will have to be undergo a review by committee.”

      “Who would that be?” I ask.

      “For one, the Countess would have to offer her blessing. For two, the Commandant would have to allow it. And finally: a judge would have to review a statement from you to validate the legality of it. You would be interjecting yourself within a tense conflict. There is no telling what benefits or repercussions it could have.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good.” The First Lady considers the electronic tablet upon which she has written and scribes an additional note before returning it to her pocket. She then says, “I would not get your hopes up about your Designated Purpose, Mrs. Cross. This venture may not even reach it past the Countess, let alone the Commandant or a judge. You are still newly-wed, and a woman without child. The only reason we are offering you the chance to choose your purpose now is because of your worth in our city. Because of that, I would advise that you begin to think of alternatives in the event that your request is denied.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      “No,” I say, wanting the woman to be gone more than anything. “There isn’t.”

      The smile she offers is false—like platitudes given to a child when their wish will not truly be granted—and the slight nod of her head is even worse.

      As she turns to make her way toward, then lets herself out the door, I find myself seething on the inside.

      I have never liked the First Lady. I don’t believe I am necessarily supposed to. But the fact is: she dismissed my entire past with little more than a wave of her hand, as if it were dust floating in the wind.

      My mother, my father, my village, my community, everything that has allowed me to become the person I am today—all were pushed aside like they were nothing.

      The moment the door shuts behind her, I sigh, and will the tension to pool from my lungs like flames would from a dragon’s breath.

      The knowledge that I have just exposed myself to the forces that be immediately sets me on edge. But with nothing to do, and no way to speed the process or the answer to my request along, I know that I am meant to suffer these cruel emotions, no matter how long they are meant to last.

      Because of that, I decide to do what I feel will be the most appropriate thing.

      Given that I am now a housewife, and am meant to act as one, I come to the conclusion that it will be in my best interests to learn how to be as domestic as possible. As such, I turn to face the bookcase that stands near the door and examine the items upon it. From volumes on cooking, to manuals on cleaning, to handbooks on sewing, washing clothes, and more, I scrutinize the bindings—or, more appropriately: the foundations my future will be built upon—before pulling and carrying the manuscripts to the couch, fully intent on gleaning the necessary information from them.

      At first, I leisurely work my way through the manuals and volumes—believing, in a manner of speaking, that this is what I should do, and am required to do as a Beautiful One of the Glittering City.

      Shortly thereafter, I realize how foolish that is, and move to set one of the many books I’ve pilfered from the shelves down.

      It seems, I start to think, then stop myself before I can finish.

      I want to say that these actions are below me—that these chores, as simple and pedestrian as they happen to be, are not what I wish to dedicate my life to. Shortly thereafter, the foolishness of that thought strikes me—not because of its intent, but because of the meaning behind it.

      I am not feeling this way because I don’t want to cook or clean. I am feeling this way because I feel I am too privileged to do so.

      The thought is haunting, the prospect so damning that at first I don’t even want to believe it.

      To think that I have become so self-centered in such a short amount of time is almost impossible to fathom.

      No.

      I shake my head.

      I am not self-centered. I am not above this, nor am I in any way, shape or form, better than anyone who may be required to do these chores either for me or themselves. To think that is to reduce everyone who lives outside the Glittering City to mere peasants.

      Though some may believe otherwise, I am not better than anyone else, especially not someone like my mother.

      My mother⁠—

      I sigh as I consider what all—and, unfortunately, what little—she taught me to prepare for these days.

      Always remain kind, considerate, and courteous, she always said, but never expected me to lift a hand while cooking, less I mar or scar my skin.

      I want to believe that all her instruction was for the better—that, because of her coddling, I am in the position I am today. Regardless, I can’t help but feel a resentment toward her. I know so little, and can do so little as a result.

      What would my father think if he saw me now? Would he be proud of the woman I have become? Or would he be disappointed?

      As I attempt to push these feelings of inadequacy behind me, I lift my head to face the timepiece that rests on the wall beside the door and try to determine when Daniel will return from his errand.

      He’s only been gone for a short amount of time. Perhaps he will return sooner rather than⁠—

      The sound of a key entering the lock enters my ears.

      I am just about to rise when he comes around the corner—and looks upon me with a befuddled expression. “Hel… lo,” he says.

      “Hello,” I reply, frowning at the way he’s allowed his word to trail off.

      “You’re covered in books.”

      “That’s obvious,” I say, then laugh as I look him up and down. He’d gone downstairs in his undershirt and denim pants, which leads me to believe he was not necessarily concerned about being spotted.

      “Why are you reading?”

      “Am I not supposed to?” I frown.

      “No. It’s not that. It’s just…” He lifts one of the volumes from my side. “A Woman’s Guide to the Art of Cooking.”

      I can’t help but blush.

      Daniel lifts his eyes to face me and says, “You don’t know how to cook?”

      “I… I don’t. I mean, I⁠—”

      “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Kelendra.”

      “It’s just…” I sigh, and take a deep breath to reclaim what I’ve lost. “My mother, she… believed it to be too dangerous for me. For my skin. My future. She wouldn’t even let me help her prepare food, let alone cook it.”

      “I see.” Daniel lowers the book back to the couch, and in doing so, falls to a knee to face me. “Why are you ashamed?”

      “It’s that easy to see?” I ask.

      He nods.

      “I’m… ashamed because I know so little,” I say. “Because I know I’m not up to the standards that most of the girls here might be.”

      “Who’s to say that they know how to cook? That their mothers didn’t shelter them as yours did you?”

      “I… I don’t—” I purse my lips and expel yet another breath through my nostrils. “I suppose you’re right,” I then say. “I shouldn’t be judging myself.”

      “No. You shouldn’t.” Daniel takes hold of my hands. “Besides,” he then adds. “Anything you can’t learn on your own my mother will surely teach you.”

      “Is that who you went to call? Your mother?”

      “No, actually. I had to call my employer to let them know what the situation was, and why I wouldn’t be coming in today.”

      “Would the Revered Mother really keep you here that long? Considering how important your job is and all?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, there’s other engineers—better engineers, I should say—so it’s not like I’ll really be missed when it comes down to it. Besides—it’s not like I could sneak out if I tried. The SADs stopped me as soon as I left the room.”

      “So they’re out there?” I ask, lifting my head to look toward the doorway. “Right now?”

      Daniel nods. “Yeah,” he says. “It’s bad enough knowing they’re out there. But to actually be surrounded by them? That’s something else.”

      “I understand.”

      “You would,” he smiles. “You’re practically a celebrity.”

      “So are you,” I offer.

      “Yeah, now that I’m married to you.”

      The laugh he offers should make me smile. Unfortunately, it does little to discourage the feelings that I am still experiencing from my meeting with Lady Rosanna.

      “Are you all right?” Daniel asks after his laugh fades away. “You’re quiet.”

      “Am I not supposed to be?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you are, maybe you aren’t. But I do feel like something’s wrong.”

      “Not wrong exactly,” I say, then lower my eyes.

      Daniel taps the underside of my chin with his index finger. I automatically lift my head in response. “What happened?” he asks. “Did someone come here before me?”

      I nod.

      “Who?” he asks.

      “First Lady Rosanna.”

      “You talked to the First Lady of the Glittering City?” Daniel asks. “What did she want?”

      “Mostly to see how I was. I summoned for Mother Terra, but she was… indisposed.”

      “So the First Lady came instead?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s odd,” Daniel says. “From what I understand, the First Ladies don’t make house visits. Unless…” His eyes darken. “You designated your purpose. Didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      “And? What was it?”

      I don’t want to tell him. A part of me fears his reaction, another the truth spoken from my own lips. But I know I can’t lie, and for that reason, clear my throat and say, “The war.”

      He blinks. “The war?” he then asks. “What are you⁠—”

      “I want to raise morale,” I offer.

      “How?”

      “In whatever way I can.”

      “Kel—” he starts.

      “Please don’t judge me. I’ve already gone through enough as it is.”

      “Why the war, though? Is it because of what happened at our wedding? Or because of your father?”

      “Yes.”

      “Which is it?”

      “I… I don’t…”

      There is nothing for me to say, nothing for me to do, no real way I should act. Because of that insecurity, and due to those doubts, I bow my head, and find tears developing in the corners of my eyes in the process.

      Sighing, Daniel leans forward to wrap his hands around my arms, and says, “Kelendra?”

      “Yes?” I ask, lifting my eyes to face him.

      “While I don’t claim to understand how you feel, I can imagine how it must be for you—feeling lost, without purpose, trying your hardest to make a difference in the world.”

      “How—”

      “I thought I’d never be of worth,” he interjects. “Most of my peers are politicians now, fighting over who’s right and who’s wrong, who gets to say this and who gets to do that. I grew up with a bunch of high-brow elites who thought they were better than everyone else.”

      “They can’t be smarter than you,” I say.

      “Not book-smart, maybe. People smart, on the other hand?” He laughs. “They’re like snakes in a garden, just waiting to lash out at the unsuspecting. That’s why I’m so worried about you. If you decide to go through with this—and if you do get involved in the war—then… I don’t know how I’ll protect you.”

      “So this isn’t even about me. It’s about you.”

      He blinks, stunned. Realization dawns on his face; and after a moment of consideration, Daniel sighs and says, “Yeah. I… I think it is.”

      I consider the books spread out around me, if only to keep my gaze from centering fully on him. He’s obviously troubled now that he’s been caught using his emotions to try and influence me, but he isn’t reacting like I thought he would. Men, my mother once said, are not good at being told they’re wrong. Daniel, on the other hand… he seems to be accepting it rather well. At least he hasn’t tried to argue with me.

      Yet.

      Fact of the matter is: he still has his chance to dig his heels in—to let loose the dogs of emotional war and try to keep me from doing what I truly want to. Guilt is an emotion easily harnessed, and once ensnared, it’s easy for the victim to fall prey to another’s whims.

      With a shake of my head, I stand and begin to collect the books from around me.

      “What’re you doing?” Daniel asks, stepping aside as I move toward the bookshelf.

      “Putting these up,” I say. “I need notes. Records. Something that will let me understand how and why this thing started.”

      “You know,” Daniel says, dragging his words out to draw my attention.

      I turn to face him. “Know… what?” I ask.

      “I could tell you all about it. What brought it on. How it started. Why it’s still going on. We learn all about it in school; and though I don’t claim to know all the answers, I could give you a pretty decent picture of it all.”

      “You’d do that?” I ask.

      Daniel nods. “You should’ve asked me to begin with.”

      “I just… I didn’t… don’t, really… think⁠—”

      He waits for me to continue, arms slack, hands at his sides. His eyes center directly on me, and for one brief moment, I am lost within the storms inside, which seem to be parting for clarity that I could’ve only begun to imagine.

      “Kel?” he asks, stepping forward. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, then turn back toward the bookshelf.

      Now that my intentions are out in the open, all my questions are beginning to bubble to the surface.

      Who? What? When? Why? How?

      I can no longer bask in my own ignorance.

      Before, my mother had shielded me; while my father, the brave man that he is, disregarded my questions. He’d always said that girls didn’t need to worry about war—because, as he’d put it, we had better uses elsewhere. Now, in the thick of it all, I realize how wrong that sentiment is.

      With a nod, I turn to face Daniel, and say, “Okay.”

      “Okay?” he asks.

      “Tell me about the war.”

      Sighing, Daniel settles down beside me, wraps his hands around the rough fabric of his pants, and allows his eyes to fall before saying, “It all started with The Change.”

      “The Change?” I ask.

      “Climate change,” he says.

      It is a phrase I have not heard often throughout my life. Having grown up within, and only known, the Great South’s sweltering heat, I have only heard the phrase passed between the mouths of those much older than me.

      “Explain,” I say.

      “When the president of the United States denounced the affects of climate change as little more than propaganda from the opposing party, there was little that could be done to stop what would follow. Before modern energy—before our solar fields and rain collectors—factories were allowed to dump waste into rivers and lakes, energy reactors pumped chemicals into the atmosphere, and refineries meant to fuel our vehicles and power our homes drained the soil of its natural resources, and tainted everything around it. It’s hard to believe that we used to pull sludge out of the ground to power and sustain our vehicles, but that’s what we did.

      “It’s… hard to explain what happened afterward. It didn’t happen quickly, but the results of his actions became clear in the years to come. A place called Antarctica, which was covered in ice, started to melt; the seas rose, swallowing up coastal cities; terrible storms came in, killing thousands of people. The population of the United States began to move inward, and that’s what historians say helped start the war.”

      Daniel clenches his fist as he looks down at the floor, obviously struggling with what to say next. “The people that came from along the coasts,” he continues, “struggled to find homes. They fought with those who lived in the center of the country, became bitter as a result, even became violent. There was nowhere for them to go, and only one person to lay blame on.”

      “The president,” I say.

      “He was not like Aa’eesha Dane. Some called him The Mad King. Others worshiped him as something he was not. A choice few considered him a great messiah, and perhaps that was the reason he was allowed to stay in power.

      “Anyhow… I’m trying to get to my point here. Because of the climate change, and the deregulation of crucial acts that protected our environment, people started to starve. They lined up in the streets, begging our corrupt government for food. But how can you feed millions of people when there is no food?”

      “You can’t,” I say.

      “Exactly,” Daniel replies. “So… naturally… they died. And then they started to fight.

      “It started with minor squabbles—murders in the street, attacks on embassies, assassinations of political figures. One side wanted things to change, and for the president to answer for the errors his reign had created. Another side—this other side—didn’t think anything was wrong. But people were dying, and it was all because of a few men and women’s actions.”

      “They changed the world,” I say.

      “For the worse,” Daniel replies. “The revolution started twenty-five years ago. The president stood at a rally, attempting to rile his supporters, claiming that he would solve all their problems. His supporters believed him, even after all the things he had helped put into place. But others… well… didn’t.

      “On that day, someone from a faraway building shot and killed the man who was our president. It was considered a political assassination—and to the president’s believers: an act of civil war.”

      “Who commanded this assassination?” I ask.

      “A woman by the name of Aa’eesha Dane.”

      I blink, stunned.

      Daniel smirks, obviously amused. “I… won’t comment on her participation in the war, but I will say that she was attempting to make things better for us. But by that point, any bullet fired would’ve caused a revolution, so it was only a matter of time before one person’s actions would start a wildfire.

      “Anyway… the people who believed Aa’eesha Dane’s promise for a better world fled to the Great South, while those opposing her divided themselves along the Terrible North. She believed technology, and eugenics⁠—”

      “Eugenics?” I frown.

      “—the act of making the population better through selected breedings, would save our world. She considers those of the North weak and arrogant, foolhardy and crazed. She believes us better. I don’t know if I believe that or not, because I think there are fools on both sides of the fence, but it doesn’t matter, because her foes considered her a national threat, and as such, formed an army in opposition of her.”

      “But if there’s places beyond our country,” I reply, “then why didn’t the people there try and help us?”

      “Because the president Aa’eesha Dane assassinated believed they were wrong. They tried to sway him to make things better—to make things right—but regardless, that didn’t happen. He closed our borders, shut us off from the rest of the world, and those outside were left to watch as we tore ourselves apart.”

      “And the breeding,” I say, “the Beautiful and Handsome Ones⁠—”

      “Are meant to be our future. We are not only the most physically attractive of the population—we are the strongest, most intelligent, and most practical means for a better tomorrow.”

      “And you agree with this?” I ask.

      “I can’t refuse it, Kel. It’s… just the way it is. At least here women are treated fairly. Up there, in the North…” He shudders. “I don’t even want to begin to tell you how women are treated.”

      “My mother said that a Northern girl would never rebel.”

      “Because they kill women who think contrary.”

      I pale. “What?”

      “The man who leads the Terrible North against us feels that women are beneath men—that they are weaker, less intelligent, less useful.”

      “Then why would anyone live there? Why wouldn’t the women come here? To the South? Where they are valued and given places everywhere in our world?”

      “Because some people are blinded by their beliefs,” Daniel replies. “So… in hindsight: it was famine, division, and two people who thought differently who started the war. We can thank the Great God that the W.O.M.Ds were never used.”

      “W.O.M.Ds?” I ask.

      “Weapons of Mass Destruction.”

      “Which are⁠—”

      “Bombs that can destroy entire cities. Gasses that can wipe out a whole population. Viruses that can leave us writhing in pain. They’re… torturous, regardless of however you view them, but both the North and the South are said to each have one.”

      “That’s terrifying to think about,” I say.

      “Exactly,” Daniel replies. He turns his head to look at the threshold through which the door stands and sighs. “Do you see why I don’t want you to get involved in the war now?”

      “You don’t think the world would be a better place if the South won?”

      “The world would be a different place. Whether or not it would be better is up for individual interpretation.”

      “But the women⁠—”

      “Are treated like dirt.”

      “And our world⁠—”

      “Was supposedly altered by the North. Yeah. I know. But who’s to say it’ll change if one of us wins?”

      “I—” I start. “I don’t⁠—”

      But I can’t bring myself to speak.

      I am not an educated woman. Unlike Daniel, who knows maths and histories and everything in-between, I was taught only the basics—how to read, how to write, how to add and subtract simple numbers. I barely even know how to sew, considering that my mother was always afraid I’d stab myself with needles. But even now, hearing the struggles that the women of the North go through, I can’t help but wonder if my life in the Sandstone Hills wasn’t that bad after all.

      No.

      I shake my head.

      Back there—back home—there was always a chance that something could go wrong, that you could get hurt, that you could get sick, that the crop wouldn’t grow or the wells would run dry. Every day was a battle for life and against death, and though my community had always rallied together in times of need, survival was never guaranteed.

      Here, though⁠—

      I shiver.

      Here, I am bathed in the lap of luxury. I have food on demand, air conditioning streaming across my skin, clean water that runs hot or cold depending on my mood or need. I even have a whole army of SADs who are willing to give their lives for me, all because of the promise of a better future.

      But this war… this conflict… it could end, and with it change our world for the greater good.

      But was she right? I wonder. To do what she did?

      I was always taught that murder was always wrong—that you didn’t hurt people you don’t agree with. At the same time, I have heard of enough human travesties to know that sometimes, there are evil people in this world; and sometimes, they do evil things.

      But does killing them make them right?

      I don’t know, nor do I feel I am educated enough to make that decision.

      With a sigh, I reach down to take Daniel’s hand and say, “Thank you for explaining all this to me.”

      “So you still want to make the war your purpose?” Daniel asks. “Even after everything I’ve told you?”

      “I have to,” I reply. “For my father. My mother. My friends back in the Sandstone Hills.”

      Daniel closes his eyes. “God,” he says. “Please—watch over us.”

      I haven’t the heart to tell Daniel that there are days when I feel that God isn’t watching over us.

      Today is one of those days.
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      I try not to think about the war in the hours after Daniel has explained it all to me. Left to my own devices while my newlywed husband sleeps, I pace the apartment in an attempt to gather my thoughts, but find myself unable to do so.

      A thousand questions flutter through my head.

      What will happen? one asks.

      How long will we be here? another questions.

      Where will we go afterward?

      What will we do?

      How will we live?

      What will we think?

      Though Daniel has already mentioned going to live with his parents in their home on the outskirts of the city, I am unsure what we will do once we arrive. For all I know, it could be the home we are meant to start a family within.

      Regardless, there is only one person who will be able to answer my questions.

      Mother Terra.

      But where could she be?

      I cross my arms over my breasts as I consider the doorway, which is so close and yet so far away, and long to escape. Even stepping into the hallway to look out the panoramic view of the Glittering City would offer me some respite, but with the SADs stationed outside our door until further notice, we’re stuck here—caught like two troublesome mice within a trap.

      I sigh, then turn to consider Daniel. He’s sleeping so soundly, so peacefully, without the regret I feel in my heart, my lungs, my bones.

      I’m just about to wander to the bed and join him when a knock comes at the door, startling me mid-stride.

      “Who is it?” Daniel asks, his eyes snapping open.

      “I don’t know,” I say. “I⁠—”

      The door opens abruptly.

      Mother Terra steps in.

      I sigh as a combination of relief and fear overwhelm me.

      The Revered Mother frowns. “Kelendra,” she says, stepping deeper into the room. She considers me for several short moments before asking, “To what pleasure do I owe this summons today?”

      I turn to look at Daniel, whose hair is disheveled and whose eyes are still clouded with sleep, then return my gaze to Mother Terra. “I… had some questions I wanted answered.”

      “Questions you did not ask the First Lady?”

      “You knew she was here?” I frown.

      “I was made aware that she would answer your summons in my stead, but was not informed as to what your conversation was about.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Tell me: what all did you discuss?”

      “I asked about our confinement,” I reply.

      “Which she explained was mandatory until further notice.”

      “And… well…” I pause. “I designated my Purpose.”

      “Something tells me that I won’t approve of this.”

      “I decided to dedicate myself to the war.”

      She blinks. Though obviously stunned, she does not stew in her disbelief like the First Lady did. Rather, she opens her mouth and says, “Are you out of your mind?”

      “No ma’am,” I reply. “I’m not.”

      “You have to be if you are insane enough to try and dedicate yourself to a political purpose.”

      “This isn’t political, ma’am.”

      “Then what is it?” She snaps her gaze to Daniel. “Did you not speak to her about this?”

      “No ma’am,” Daniel replies. “I only heard about this after I came back from calling my foreman in the fields.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Mother Terra says. “Do you know how many legal loopholes you will have to go through in able for the court to even consider this? Beautiful Ones are not politicians, nor do they hold any standards that would allow them to offer sway to a cause such as the war.”

      “I don’t wish to sway the war, ma’am. I wish to help the soldiers.”

      She stops, and for a moment, she appears to have calmed down. However, that soon fades, as in moments her tone is shifting once more. “You’re ignorant beyond your wildest comprehension, Mrs. Cross. I hope you’re aware of that.”

      “Hey!” Daniel says. “Don’t speak to my wife that way.”

      “Silence!” she snaps.

      Daniel shrinks back.

      The Revered Mother sets her gaze on me once more. “Whether or not this declaration will be admitted into public record is up to not only the Countess, but the Commandant and then a judge thereafter. You are aware of that, correct?”

      “Correct,” I reply.

      “Fine.” She straightens her posture, and appears to turn into a completely different person in the process, metamorphosing like a caterpillar would into a butterfly. “Now then,” she says. “For what reason did you summon me?”

      “I want to know how soon it’ll be until we can get out of here,” I say.

      “Yeah,” Daniel replies. “I want to know too.”

      “Your safety is our number one priority. You will not be allowed to leave until we are sure that you will be safe.”

      “What’s taking so damn long? I thought you had the city on lockdown?”

      “You will watch your tongue, Mr. Cross, when speaking to a Gentlewoman of the Great South.” Mother Terra turns her eyes on me. “And you…” She softens. “You will remain calm and complicit. Do you understand?”

      “How can I be calm when someone just tried to kill me?”

      “You are safe here. Sheltered. Secure. However—” She pauses. “There is a chance to relocate you if the setting is deemed appropriate enough.”

      “Could we go to my parents’ house?” Daniel asks, and for the first time since Mother Terra has arrived, he stands and approaches us. “We live on the outskirts of town, and unless you make a big show of it, we should be perfectly safe there.”

      “Safe? Outside the Spire?” She laughs. “You are either a fool, Mr. Cross, or completely ignorant. I’m starting to believe you are a combination of both.”

      “Revered Mother—” I start.

      “It would be impossible to move you in this current climate. There are photojournalists surrounding the Spire—taking pictures, recording video, watching and waiting for any sign of movement from in front of and behind the building. If we moved you now, there would be no way to ensure that your relocation would be private. And if that happened, you would be just as vulnerable there as you would be out in the streets.”

      “Have they not deemed the city safe?” Daniel asks, frowning.

      “No, Mr. Cross. They haven’t.”

      My hopelessness is rising. Like seas upon a distant shore, it swallows everything—from my life, my purpose, to my conscience. I want so desperately to be free from these four walls, but if we leave only to be placed back in the thick of danger⁠—

      I sigh.

      Daniel lifts his eyes to face me. “What’re you thinking?”

      “I think,” I reply, “that we should stay here, at least for the time being.”

      “Smart girl,” Mother Terra says. “You would do well to learn from your wife, Mr. Cross.”

      “I—” Daniel starts, then stops before he can finish. He sighs a moment later. “Fine. We’ll stay here.”

      “We will let you know as soon as we are able to relocate you,” Mother Terra says. “In the meantime, there are other things we should address.”

      “Which are?”

      “The attempt on your lives.”

      Daniel stiffens.

      I draw in a deep breath.

      Mother Terra’s teal eyes shift between the two of us—back and forth, once, then twice—before she sets her jaw and says, “There has been… widespread rumors surrounding the events that took place on the day of your wedding.”

      “What kind of rumors?” Daniel asks.

      “Who the perpetrator was, who she killed, how the two of you happened to escape.”

      “A report hasn’t been made yet?”

      “Oh, one has been made. It’s just riling up the media, and stirring the conspiracy theorists out of hiding.”

      “Conspiracy… theorists?” I ask, unable to prevent the frown that follows.

      “People who piece together information in an effort to make false claims,” Daniel states.

      “Oh,” I reply.

      “They are extremely detrimental to the state of our government,” Mother Terra explains, “which is why we want the two of you to set the record straight.”

      “How?”

      “By appearing on the city’s premiere television network.”

      I blink.

      Daniel frowns. “Why?” he asks.

      “For one: to prove that you are, in fact, alive. And for two: to silence the people who believe that the two of you carelessly left the scene without helping those who were injured.”

      “We were scared,” I say. “We didn’t know what to do.”

      “You were right to run,” Mother Terra says, “especially since that’s what you would have been instructed to do regardless. However—some networks are beginning to question your authenticity as people.”

      “But—” I start, then stop before I can continue.

      Mother Terra watches me with considerate eyes. “You do not have to explain yourself to me, Mrs. Cross; nor do you, Mr. Cross. Fact of the matter is: you responded out of fear, and did exactly what you should have done.”

      “And people are going to fault us for that?”

      “Of course, my dear. That’s the way the media plays. While one sector is joyous that you are safe, another believes that you were wrong for leaving the scene when you could have done something to help.”

      “Now I’m starting to feel guilty,” I say, and reach up to press a hand to my face.

      “Don’t. As your Gentlewoman, I commend you for what you did.” Mother Terra straightens. “Now then, to the matter at hand.”

      Daniel and I both stand in wait.

      “You will be escorted to the Gold Room and prepared for the interview that will occur in our media center. It will be broadcast live to ensure it is seen as honest, and because of that, you will have little leeway when it comes to your words.”

      “What are we supposed to say?” Daniel asks. “Since we’re obviously going to be coached.”

      “Only for your own good.” Mother Terra pauses to consider the two of us. “When it comes time to be asked how you felt on the day of your wedding, you will simply state that you were the happiest you have ever been, only to have that joy ripped away by the terroristic actions of the Fanatical.”

      “And if they ask anything else?” I frown. “What then?”

      “You will state that you cannot comment due to the ongoing investigation.” Mother Terra sets her attention on the washroom. “I would now ask you to shower, dress in nice but casual clothes, and to prepare yourselves for what is to come. I will return in approximately one hour to escort you to the Gold Room for hair and makeup.”

      With that, Mother Terra turns and exits the room.

      “Well,” Daniel says a short moment later, stripping his shirt off as he heads toward the washroom. “I guess we’re going to officially be introduced to the public.”

      “I guess,” I say, and can’t help but tremble.

      We’re to be judged by the entire population of the Glittering City about what we did or didn’t do.

      What, I wonder, will they think?

      

      I am a nervous wreck. Sitting here, as patiently as possible, in Stylus’ chair, and waiting as he prepares to apply my makeup, is akin to torture in a war-torn land. I find myself cringing as the makeup artist pulls my hair back into a bun, and tighten my hands around the stool’s plush armrests.

      “Are you all right?” Martin Stylus asks as he secures my hair into place.

      “I feel like I’m the focus of a witch hunt,” I reply.

      The makeup artist frowns. “Are you really that nervous?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there nothing you can do to make it better?”

      I consider this question wholeheartedly as he spins me away from the mirror, and find myself dwelling upon the integrity of my feelings in the moments thereafter. I know that they are reasonable—because in my current state of mind, I am feeling a mixture of guilt and relief—but at the same time, I can’t help but feel guilt over wondering if there was something more we could have done.

      No, I think. You couldn’t have done anything.

      We were unarmed—children stripped of their ability to defend ourselves—and even if we’d had weapons, I would have had no idea how to use them.

      Besides, my conscience then offers. What could you have done against a woman with a bomb?

      Nothing, I realize. We could have done nothing at all.

      Regardless, that doesn’t help to assuage my guilt. We’d still left people behind, and in that sense, we could be considered just as bad as the person who detonated the explosive in the first place.

      Right?

      I tremble as Stylus continues to do my makeup, as from palettes he pats color onto a brush and through that brush he works to make me presentable, but I already know that no amount of makeup will hide my shame, my fear, my indignity.

      At my side, Harmony works to make Daniel as presentable as possible. Dressed smartly in a short-sleeved shirt and pants I now have come to know as called jeans, he looks nothing short of perfection. I can only hope that I, in a simple blouse and skirt, can look the same.
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