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To the three most influential women in my life; Alexandra, Olivia, and Andrianna. Life is so much more interesting with you in it.
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[image: ]




Year 2187, Earth

How did this happen? I can’t believe I’m strapped into this seat like a prisoner. I’m being sent away to die and if I don’t find a way to escape, that’s exactly what’s going to happen. All I want is to be back home, wrapped up in my blanket like this never happened. But it did, and the stale air in this shuttle is making me sick. The transportation shuttles back home never felt this suffocating. This is the worst day of my life.

Everyone needs to stop staring at me like I’m a pariah. Especially Commander Viteri. Those close-set eyes of his are boring into mine, and I know I should look away, but I won’t. I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing how scared I am. He told Ma and Da that I’m a non-conformist, well then, how’s this for non-conforming. Go ahead and glare at me, I refuse to flinch. 

His hatred is burning into me. He looks at me like I’m nothing, a stupid Single, the only child in my family. But why should that make me less than the Multiples, and who decided that being a Single was a stigma anyway. Ha! He looked away first. Sure it’s because he brought up a projection in front of him, but it still feels like a little victory.

Lenora Averlowes is on my left. I remember her from school, but we were never friends. She’s popular, taller, and prettier than me. Even her shiny auburn hair is better than my dull brown. And she’s not a Single. She has a lot of siblings. She hasn’t said a word to me and I know why. I’m nothing to her. I completely forgot that we have the same birthday, but I do remember that she volunteered to be advanced. Hard to forget, because she let everyone at school know, bragging like it made her special and better than those of us who didn’t volunteer.

“Hi, Lenora, I’m not sure if you remember me, but I’m Dax.” I’ll shake her hand and be friends, if she wants to.

Look at her pulling away, repulsed by my offer of friendship. I should have known.

“I know who you are. You’re a Single and your parents are poor. And you talk too much about things you shouldn’t talk about. I don’t want you talking to me.” She turns away.

There are a few chuckles from the other kids, some I know and some I don’t, and a few of them strain against their seat restraints like they want to get further away from me. So much for making friends.

“Orwan!” booms Viteri, staring right at me. He’s out of his seat, holding onto a strap attached to the ceiling. “There’s no talking on the shuttle! You’ve just brought on the first behavior modification.” He touches a small metallic box attached to his belt.

Immediately, there’s a stinging jolt that goes through my feet all the way to my head. Apparently, everyone got the same shock because they all jump and cry out as well. My fingers and toes are tingling. Viteri sits again and goes back to scanning through the projection.

Lenora glares at me, her bottom lip trembling. Her voice is barely above a whisper, “I knew you were trouble. Behavior modification before we even get to camp. Who’s ever heard of that? I’m going to be made a Lead at training camp and I’ll make you pay for this.”

The other recruits nod and scowl at me.

How does she know she’ll be a Lead? I thought ranks were given out at the camp, not ahead of time. It doesn’t matter to me though, because I’ll be slated to spend the rest of my life, however long that might be, fighting the Katarga aliens on the moon, unless I can find a way out of this. All Singles go straight to the moon and are never heard from again. Everyone knows that. I wish I never had to turn fifteen and go through my Date of Fate. I wanted to stay home and get a job, not get advanced into the Global Forces. 

Soldiering is a world I know nothing about. All I have left are my memories of home. It seems like forever ago, but it was just this morning that I woke up and smelled the wonderful buttery aroma of birthday cake baking. Ma must have saved for weeks to buy eggs. Before it came out of the oven though, Viteri showed up at our door.

That was the moment my life changed. He ordered me out of my bedroom and made me stand against the wall in our tiny living room. He’s so big, he took up most of the room and made Ma and Da look incredibly small with their heads drooped down. That’s something I’ll never forget because they looked defeated. I’ve never seen them like that. Even with us being poor and low status, they always had hope and made the best of things. That hope vanished this morning though and that’s what scared me most.

When Viteri went on about how the only option Ma and Da had was to advance me instead of keeping me home where I could work in our outlier, I got all sweaty and almost fainted. That’s when Ma yanked the cake out of the oven and tried to hand me a piece, but Viteri was fast and smacked it away, grinding it under his boot. The expression on Ma’s face crushed me inside.

Looking back, I don’t think I’ve ever heard of him showing up at anyone’s house to pick up a recruit. So why me? I’m not exceptional in any way, so it’s not that. He did stress how my child-rearing subsidies had ended since I turned fifteen today and that by advancing me, Ma and Da would get advancement subsidies now, almost double what they’d been getting. But that couldn’t be the reason. Viteri doesn’t care about low-status families.

I can’t take it anymore.

I unfasten my restraints and get up. “Commander, I think there’s been a mistake. I don’t belong here. I’m not a soldier.”

He shoots up out of his seat. “Orwan! There are no mistakes. I own you now.” He rushes at me and gives me a hard slap across my cheek. “Sit down!”

What just happened? My legs are buckling and my cheek stings. I’ve never been hit before. He’s hauling back for another slap, but before he can hurt me again, I sit and slip the restraints over my shoulders, even though my shaking hands make it almost impossible.

With his left eye twitching, he lowers his hand and strides back to his seat but doesn’t sit.

“Recruits!” he bellows. “Any further outbursts will warrant a secondary intensified behavior modification.” He glares at me. “I hope I’m understood. One last pick-up and then straight to training camp, where insolence will be met with a lethal penalty.”

Lethal? My stomach’s tight and it feels like the air’s been knocked out of my lungs. We’ll be at camp soon where things will be even worse. Only one stop left to pick up another recruit and then that’s it. Maybe it’ll be a girl who’ll like me and be my friend. My only friend on a shuttle full of kids who hate me. 

The shuttle banks to the left, descends, and settles at the mystery place to collect our last recruit. Viteri is out of his seat, standing by the entryway door as it opens. He has a hint of a smug smile. What does that mean? He steps aside and fires a scowl my way. I hold his look for a moment and then glance around. All of the kids have perked up and are craning their necks to see who’s coming in. A second later, in strides a broad-shouldered boy with a long, jagged scar running from the bottom of his right eye all the way down to the right side of his upper lip. He has wavy, coppery hair, one of those barely-there mustaches, and a stern expression like he’s better than everyone. I don’t know him and I doubt he’ll ever want to know me. 

Unfortunately, Viteri tells him to take the empty seat next to me. If I could get up and move, I would. Now I’m sandwiched between him and Lenora.

I take one deep breath, let it out slowly, and then another. I’m still trembling. It’s not working.

Before the boy sits, Viteri motions to him. “Recruits, for those of you too ignorant to know, this is Tablon Neemiss, Senior Lead recruit and heir to the Neemiss financial enterprise. He scored a perfect 100% on his exit exams and has won every Early Training Simulation game he’s played. Take a good look at him because he’s in charge of you. Your duty will be to protect him and die for him.” 

My duty is to die? Tablon marches down the aisle to his seat, with a sneer set on his face. I sneak a closer look at him while he’s busy fastening his restraints and wonder how he got that scar. And what is an Early Training Simulation game? I’ve never heard of it. Nobody ever said I could practice training. 

When he’s strapped in, the ship zooms up into the sky again and Tablon lets out a whoop. Nobody receives an electric shock this time for the outburst. 

He turns and looks at me with a cocky smirk. “Like what you see, smudge? Too bad because I don’t associate with smudges.” He laughs, leans back, and closes his eyes.

My jaw hurts from clenching my teeth. I’ve only heard the term “smudge” once before when one of the boys at school called his little sister a smudge. It meant she was worthless and if she was advanced, would end up as a smudge as the result of being on the frontlines. I may not know much, but one thing I do know is that I’m no smudge.
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Chapter Two
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The shuttle’s gaining altitude and almost everyone is quiet, except for Tablon and Lenora. They’ve struck up a friendship, talking to each other like I’m not even in between them. Obviously they’re allowed to chat, being higher status than me. All I can do is stare at the seat back in front of me and hope they don’t start anything. Couldn’t there be windows for us to look out? At least that’d give me something to do. I’d love to see where we’re going and what the landscape looks like.

Tablon reaches across me, like he’s handing something to Lenora, and smacks me right in the chest. “Out of my way, smudge.”

“Where am I supposed to go?” 

He continues, “Hold your breath until you die.”

“I’d only pass out.” I look directly at him.

He narrows his eyes. “Shut up. You smell like rotting garbage. Don’t you ever shower?” He smacks me again.

“Orwan! No talking!” Viteri gets up but then sits down again. “I hear one more word from you, I’ll shove you outside the shuttle.”

Wonderful. I look forward again, at the seat back, and hope Tablon leaves me alone.

He does, but in my peripheral vision, I see him smirking.

I’m curious to see what Mid-World, where the camp is, looks like. I remember the lesson at school where we learned it used to be called Africa and had been filled with all sorts of wild animals like elephants and lions, but now those animals are extinct and their DNA is stored away at the Cryo-Center in the Polar Regions where there’s still some remaining tundra. It was fascinating to learn that scientists maintain a gene bank of every animal that went extinct in the last hundred years, somewhere around 2085 or 2086. Those pictures of elephants and other animals I saw made me sad but when I asked if humans had forced them into extinction, I was shut down, as usual. I wonder if humans will end up like them and some other species will study us by looking at projections of us.

The shuttle banks left and levels off. If I could see outside, I bet we’d be cutting through fluffy white clouds, and every now and then when they got thin, I’d see a wild landscape or maybe the ocean below. Instead, all I can do is watch the other recruits once Lenora and Tablon finally stop talking and close their eyes. From my seat, I have a clear view of Viteri, who’s scrolling through documents on a screen projected in front of him. 

He looks up and points straight at me. “Orwan, step forward and salute.”

Me? Why me? Did he notice me looking at him? I unfasten my restraints, ignoring the soft chuckles around me, and try to think if I’ve ever seen anyone salute before. If I don’t do it right, I’m sure to get punished. I’m glad the ship’s flying smoothly or I’d stumble and fall with my legs trembling so much.

I glance sideways to see if anyone is willing to help me out with the salute. They’re not, or maybe they don’t know what to do either. With the restraints off and draped across the seat back, I stand and take a deep breath, doing my best to prove that the slap across my cheek didn’t faze me. I trip when Tablon sticks his foot out. Everyone laughs.

As expected, he laughs louder than anyone else and doesn’t get yelled at for it. “You want help, little smudge? Beg me. Go ahead, get on your knees and beg me. I’ll show you how to salute correctly.”

Viteri shouts, “Orwan! Front and center with a salute!”

With my shoulders back and my head held high, I mumble, “I’d rather take my punishment than deal with you.” 

Tablon whispers that he’ll snap my spine the first chance he gets. 

“You’ll never have the chance,” I whisper back. With that, I walk to Viteri and wait.

Viteri stands, his fists balled up. “I said salute, Orwan!”

I stare straight ahead as a trickle of sweat rolls down my back. “Sir, I don’t know how to salute.” 

“I guess that means Senior Lead Neemiss is right. You are a worthless smudge.” Viteri grabs my shoulder and shoves me backwards.

I tumble to the ground but get right up. “No, sir, I’m not a smudge. I will salute if you show me how.”

Again, he shoves me to the ground. This time though, he motions for me to stay down. “Senior Lead Neemiss! Come and show this ridiculous excuse for a recruit how to salute.”

From the ground, I watch Tablon stomp down the aisle. He stops and hovers over me. “You salute your superior by placing your right hand on your left shoulder and raise your left arm, bent at the elbow, open palm facing outward.” He bends down and whispers, “This is how you’ll be saluting me, smudge.” He faces Viteri and makes the salute.

Viteri gives Tablon a nod. “Well done, well done, Senior Lead. Please return to your seat while I conduct business with Orwan.” He motions for me to stand.

I get up quickly and execute the salute perfectly.

“Sloppy,” is all the Commander says.

How was it sloppy? I did exactly what Tablon did. “Yes, sir.”

Viteri sits down again and points to the screen projection. “Now, I have your test scores for the exit exams and while you scored higher than most of your classmates, your lack of obedience and discipline is unacceptable. I have reduced all of your final scores to account for your non-conforming, destructive attitude. A notice of your lowered grades will be displayed at your school as incentive for other students to strive harder and mind their mouths.”

I hear Lenora mumble that I’m stupid and lied about volunteering and should never have been advanced. I hate her so much. “Yes, sir.”

He continues, “You’ll be a foot soldier after training. You’ve already alienated yourself from your fellow recruits and that’s a quality that won’t allow you to be promoted into any position of responsibility. I’m placing you in the Lunar Seven encampment. You’ll fight the Katarga. They’re a nasty bunch of creatures. You might not survive your first day on the moon. Dismissed.” He waves me away.

“Yes, sir.” I spin around. Don’t cry, don’t cry. He already had his mind made up. I’m not anything but an expendable soldier. Maybe if I’d been given the opportunity to train on that early simulation thing like Tablon did, I could have been made a Lead, too.

When I get back to my seat, Lenora can’t wait to rub my nose in my predicament. “You’re a foot soldier? How humiliating for you. At least you’ll get killed fast so you won’t have to live long with the humiliation.”

“Shut up,” I mumble.

“Don’t ever say that to me, smudge. I’m your superior. I thank the stars that we won’t bunk together because you’re disgusting. Leads have their own dormitory, you know.” She stares at me with her nose wrinkled. “Didn’t you have any nicer clothes to wear? Can’t your parents afford any decent clothes? Look at you, you’re repulsive.” She makes a face and leans away from me as much as she can. “Singles are worthless.”

As if things weren’t bad enough, now she’s starting in on my clothes. “What’s your problem, Lenora? I have no idea how you were chosen as a Lead. You’re horrible at math and barely passed the genetic recombination experiments in science. Just because you have new clothes doesn’t mean you’re better than me.”

She shakes her head. “Don’t even look at me, smudge.”

“I’ll look wherever I want.” I shouldn’t have said that, it’ll only make the situation worse.

Tablon is in his restraints again and growls, “You don’t ever speak to a Lead like that, smudge. I’ve decided to set a goal for myself; to make your life pure misery. I really wish you’d been assigned a job so I wouldn’t have to look at you. Although you’d probably fail at factory work and put defects in our fighter ships. Why the Commander ever recruited you, I’ll never know. You’re not even good enough to be a smudge, you’re vapor.” He glances at Lenora and they both chuckle.

No matter how much I try to stop them, tears tumble down my cheeks. If they don’t want me, why not send me back home? Working in a factory all day, coming home to Ma and Da and sleeping in my cot would be fine with me. Right now, any job would be better than being here. I wipe my eyes, slip the restraints on and fasten them in place, and do my best to block out the mocking laughter. Viteri calls up another recruit, who salutes and receives praise for it, even though it wasn’t as good as the one I’d done.

Was Manti treated like this, too? She was my best friend and it hurts to think she might have been teased or called a smudge. When the weekly announcement came that she’d been killed, I cried at night for days. Although since she’d volunteered, maybe her fellow recruits were nice to her. I really hope they were. I squeeze my eyes closed and imagine I’m snuggled in bed, with Ma singing the little song she always did when I was sad.


Sleep well, sleep well, my sweet baby,

Dream well, dream well of dead aliens,

They die, they die, and we live,

It’s them or us, them or us,

So get ready to advance proudly,

Save the human race and sleep well my baby.



I dozed off at some point, for how long, I have no idea. But the shuttle is descending and everyone seems anxious. After a few minutes, we touch down. The other kids are smiling and Lenora and Tablon look giddy with joy, but joy is the last thing on my mind. We all get up when ordered and step into the aisle; I’m one of the last, behind Tablon and in front of Lenora, not a good place to be because they decide to crush me in between them.

Tablon is enormous, I know I have no chance of moving him, so I haul back with my elbow and catch Lenora right in the ribs. She grunts and I finally find something to smile about. 

She whispers in my ear, “Better watch yourself, smudge. You’ve got no friends here.”

“Yes, I know. I got your message loud and clear.” 

I’ll have to be my own friend. Nobody else is standing in line for the job.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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We disembark and walk single-file down the ramp to where Viteri is standing on a small platform with his arms folded across his chest. It’s incredibly hot and humid, with green trees and tall grass all around the perimeter of a large open area with rectangular buildings surrounding it. I’ve never seen anything like this. My outlier only has half-dead trees, with shriveled grass growing in small pitiful clumps from the six-year drought we’ve had. I’d love to walk through the grass here, but I’m sure it’s off-limits.

I follow along as everyone lines up in front of Viteri’s platform and salutes. I take my place in the second row when it’s my turn. Nobody drops the salute.

Viteri hops off the platform and walks back and forth in each row, checking us out one-by-one. “End salute and stand at attention.”

I don’t know what ‘at attention’ means, but I carefully watch Tablon. In one quick movement, he slaps both arms against his legs and presses his palms to his thighs, shoulders back and head held high. Everyone makes the movement, but we’re not together. Of course, this makes Viteri angry.

He gets up on the platform again. “Salute and repeat! As one! Senior Lead Neemiss, instruct the recruits.”

Tablon steps out of line and takes a position in front of the platform. He’s arrogant and orders us to follow his lead like he’s a commander. For several minutes we work hard, sweating, until we’re all in rhythm and Viteri is finally satisfied. My thighs sting and my shirt is soaking wet, but I now know how to do the perfect salute and stand at attention.

Viteri says something to Tablon and dismisses us. Nobody talks as we once again go in single-file, this time with Tablon in front. He’s already the leader. I will not be happy until I see him fail. We go to a long, rectangular building with ‘Holding Dormitory’ written above the doorway, head to a ramp, and stop when Tablon turns and holds up his hand. 

With an irritating smirk, he throws his shoulders back and clears his throat. “Listen up! This is your temporary quarters until you receive your permanent dorm assignment. Take the first bunk you see and change into the training camp uniform. Be prepared for inspection. I’ll be right outside. Go!” He stands aside, with Lenora next to him. We go up the ramp and enter the dormitory. When I make it inside, I’m met with a blast of cold air that feels like winter. I wasn’t expecting air conditioning. 

There are two rows of bunks with an aisle between them. The greenish paint on the walls is faded and peeling and sort of reminds me of my bedroom back home, except mine is pale yellow. I’m glad I won’t be staying here because it smells musty. It’s half-full with recruits, most already dressed in the uniform; a bright red short-sleeved shirt, black pants, grey socks, and black lace-up boots. Everyone ahead of me grabs a bunk, making my choice limited to a couple of bunks at the far end of the dormitory; a bunk next to the wall, or one in between two frowning boys. I take the one next to the wall so I only have one pimple-faced boy on my left. He stares at me like I’m intruding on his space.

I give him a casual smile. “Hi. I’m Dax.”

He doesn’t smile. “Nikko.” His uniform is still neatly folded beside him. He motions to my uniform at the end of my bunk. “That’s yours. You pick out your boots over there.” He points to some shelves with stacks of different-sized boots.

“Thanks. Nice to meet you, Nikko.” I sit on my bunk and look around for somewhere to change. It looks like the uniform shirts are one size because some of the shirts on the kids who are dressed are stretched tight like they’ll rip any second, and the skinny kids have baggy shirts as if two kids could fit in them. 

How come nobody is doing or saying anything?

There’s a whistle from outside and a second later, the kids without their uniforms on all strip off their clothes and get dressed without a second thought. How can they do that? Boys and girls together, undressing. I don’t want to take my clothes off in front of anyone. They probably all have brothers or sisters and are used to changing in front of other people. I suppose it’s not that bad, we all have underclothes on and we’re all recruits, sort of brothers and sisters when you think of it. So why do I feel awkward?

Nikko’s already dressed and kicks my bunk. “Put your uniform on. If you get us disciplined because you refuse to obey orders, I’ll be the first one to break your spine.”

Nikko isn’t interested in being my friend either. Is there no one who wants to see me for who I am? I’m just an ordinary girl and I don’t want to be here. Can’t one person say something kind? Of course they can’t, kind words seem very scarce around here. I nod to Nikko, turn away, and take my shirt off. I look over my shoulder and see that he appears satisfied because he fiddles with his boot laces, keeping an eye on me the whole time. I want to get dressed quickly since my underwear is old and worn, but Lenora rushes over before I have the chance. She’s wearing a dark blue shirt. Where’d she come from?

She grabs me by the arm, pulls me to the middle of the dormitory, laughs, and tugs at my old undershirt. “Ew! Smudge has dirty underclothes!”

I pull away. “They’re not dirty,” I mumble as I wrench my arm until she lets go. “Leave me alone.”

Stomping down the aisle, Tablon claps his hands together for attention. He’s fully dressed in his uniform, which also is a blue shirt instead of our red, but his has a white stripe around the middle. “What’s all the noise? You’d better shut up because the Commander is coming for inspection.” He glares at me. “Why aren’t you dressed, smudge?”

He puts his meaty hand on my shoulder and pushes me backward so I fall onto a bunk. I get up fast and ignore the jeers. “I was trying to get dressed, but...”

“No excuses, smudge!” he bellows. He thumps his way to the doorway and looks out. “The Commander is here. Recruits, get to your bunks and stand at attention.”

I hurry to my bunk with no time to dress. Viteri has already entered the dormitory and is walking down the aisle slowly as the recruits stand up straight at the foot of their bunks. I do the same, wearing my regular pants and my undershirt. I can hear Nikko muttering under his breath that my spine will be snapped in half as soon as Viteri leaves. Breaking spines certainly seems to be a popular threat.

Viteri announces, “These are open-gender dormitories. There will be no sexual activity tolerated. You are here to train, not engage in sex. Control your urges. Anyone disregarding this rule will lose their subsidy forever, your family will be disgraced and you will be sent directly to the front lines without further training. It is your duty to report any sexual activity you might witness. All those accused will be examined by the verity-probe. For you uneducated vaporous nebulas, the verity-probe taps into your mind and detects deceit. If you report a verifiable incident, you will receive an extra ration of food and your family will receive a one-time bonus. If you falsely accuse someone, you will lose your subsidy for a month and receive half-rations for the entirety of your training. This is your only warning.” 

He continues on his way, screaming at a couple of recruits who evidently hadn’t tied their boots correctly, but praises Tablon, of course, for his excellent military behavior. Now it’s my turn.

“Orwan. I should have guessed you’d be the one to cause problems.” Viteri’s so close to me that I see the hard, deep lines etched into his face. He shakes his head. “How difficult is it to change clothes? I would have thought even you could manage that. Is this another of your rebellious traits?” He feels the fabric of my undershirt between his fingers. “This is the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen. You might be a lowly Status 2, but in this camp, you’re a recruit and will look like all the other recruits. Senior Lead Neemiss! Dress this pathetic waste of oxygen.” He steps back and waits for Tablon. 

I automatically back away. I don’t want Tablon to touch me. Ever. I turn around and reach for my uniform shirt but Tablon grabs me, throws me to the ground on my back, straddles me, and pins my arms down. He’s so strong, I can’t move. He looks up at Viteri.

“Stop!” I shout.

Tablon slaps his hand over my mouth.

Viteri frowns and leans down. “Do I have to reiterate that a recruit does not argue or speak unless spoken to? When you are dressed in your regulation uniform, you will come to my office.” He straightens and motions to Tablon. “Dress that recruit. And burn those underclothes. This is my camp and I have an image to uphold.” He spins around and struts from the dormitory.

Nobody is talking or laughing, just staring at me, helpless on the ground. Tablon sneers and rips at my undershirt while I struggle. After a few seconds, he tears it off. “Well, at least you look like a girl under that filthy shirt. But you’re nothing. A smudge. A trouble-making piece of galactic dust. You’ll die so I can survive. Understand?”

I want to cover myself and scream out and push him off me, but I’m powerless. He works at my pants and underwear and with help from Lenora, gets them off me as well. I’m lying here, completely naked with everyone in the dormitory watching. Tablon finally gets off me, gives me a half-hearted kick, and throws my uniform on top of me. Lenora is laughing and pointing and tosses a pair of boots right at me.

Tablon chuckles. “Worthless smudge. Get dressed and go see the Commander.” He peacocks around like he’s just accomplished the greatest feat, and when he laughs, the other recruits follow suit, although a few hesitate, but ultimately join in.

I sit up with my shirt covering my chest, turn my back to everyone and dress faster than I ever have before, even with my hands shaking. Once I have my boots on, I rush from the dormitory as everyone laughs harder. I hate them all. Not one of them came to my rescue. Well, if they have no time for me, then I have no time for them. 

Once outside, I take a few deep breaths and wipe my sweaty face with my new shirt. It’s a bit loose and scratchy, but at least it’s clean. The boots are a good fit, but I’m sure Lenora was hoping they wouldn’t be. With my head clear again, I can see how the camp is set up in a semi-circular wheel-spoke pattern with the dormitories radiating out from the commander’s offices, with the clearing at the center. It’s similar to how our outliers are positioned around the city. It must be a popular planning design. 

Viteri’s is the nicest building in the camp, with a fresh coat of greenish-gray jungle camouflage paint and a precisely printed sign above the doorway that says Viteri, Senior Commander. The other commander’s offices are located on either side of his and are much smaller. 

I need to calm down before going in, or my mouth might blurt out something I’ll regret. Just a few minutes to check out the camp and make Viteri wait. My personal rebellion. What’s he going to do to me at this point if I don’t rush to bow down to him? Deny me food, electro-shock me again? Sweat is dripping off my face, no matter how many times I wipe it on my shirt. Since there’s no one in the area, I’ll sneak around the back of the offices. That’s amazing, ten fighter ships lined up in two rows of five each. They’re beautiful ships; shiny silver and sleek with a main cockpit window located at the nose and smaller portholes on either side. Their wings are graceful, delta-shaped, and seem to be made of a solid piece of metal, no seams or rivets anywhere that I can see, and the ships are hovering off the ground without anything supporting them.

Across from the fighters are several small camo-colored buildings close together with an armory sign on them. I’ve never held a weapon; not a knife, not a laser gun, nothing. And I’m expected to fight against the enemy and kill as many as I can while protecting the likes of Tablon?

I wait a few more seconds, but I know I can’t delay any longer. Back to Viteri’s office I go and give one knock.

“Enter!” he shouts.

I walk in and salute. He paces back and forth behind his large, ornate desk, clicks his tongue, and comes to me, looking me up and down.

“At attention, recruit. You’re late.”

“Yes, sir.” I press my lips together to stop from smiling, drop the salute and slap my hands to my thighs. At least I can salute perfectly.

He shakes his head and mumbles, “Can’t even salute or stand at attention right. This only proves I was right to bring you here and get you away from prospective recruits. You’d have them questioning everything, wouldn’t you? You’re only good for one purpose.” He lets the words hang in the air. “Senior Lead Neemiss and Lead Averlowes have already formed an opinion about you. And I agree with them. I can’t justify wasting time and money on someone like you. You’ll receive minimal training in weapons only.” He goes behind his desk again, places his palms flat on his desk, and leans forward. “Your sole purpose is to serve my will and protect the lead soldiers when necessary. Got it?”

The last thing I want to do is protect Tablon, but I nod. “Yes, sir.” 

I don’t plan on dying, no matter what he thinks. Ma and Da need my advancement subsidy, so the longer I stay alive, the more money they’ll get. This isn’t fair though. Nobody lasts long on the moon fighting the Katarga, but I have to find a way so Ma can save enough subsidies to get fertility treatments and have more children. It’s kind of ironic though. She refused the government-sponsored fertility treatments because she wouldn’t sign the waiver that the resulting child would automatically be advanced on their Date of Fate. And now, here I am, a soldier.

Viteri continues, “I called you out privately for a reason.” He straightens, walks around me, and runs his thick, stubby fingers through my tangled hair. “I’ve come up with a practical way for you to serve the Global Forces regardless of your continued non-conformity. You’re going to be an example and you’ll be famous for it.”

“Famous, sir?” Famous for what? Dying faster than any recruit in history?

He smirks like he read my mind. “Hopefully you won’t die right away because I have plans for you. Being a Single, your sacrifice for the greater good will stand out and show other families that are as selfish as yours that they need to produce more children to keep their subsidies coming in, and to provide more soldiers for the wars. Nobody wants to lose a war. And for a Single to be a casualty of the enemy, well, it’ll stir up the outliers. Parents will scramble to produce more kids and advance the ones they already have to keep the subsidies rolling in. We’ll get a bump in advancements.” He pauses for a moment and as an afterthought, mumbles, “And as a bonus, with you out of the way, there will be no more anti-Global Forces rants.”

What does he mean? I’ve never ranted about the Global Forces. “I don’t understand, sir.”

“I didn’t expect you to. You tested well, but you’re really quite a simpleton, aren’t you? Well, let me put it in words you can understand. You ask questions you have no right to ask. I have a way to shut you up. And you’ll like this, your death will help the Global Forces grow. Your mother refuses to accept the fertility treatments we can provide free of charge, so when you die, your parents will have no subsidies at all and will be driven from their home, financially destitute. Living on the streets is a tough life and most people don’t survive long. They’ll starve or become victims of the roving scavenger gangs. Their demise will be broadcast to everyone on Earth, especially in the outliers.” He nods to himself. “Oh, I didn’t forget about you. Your death will be broadcast first, all over the planet. So, Orwan, you’ll be famous for providing the world with proof that reproducing frequently and advancing children is a matter of survival. Families need money and we need recruits.” He has a full-on smile now. He stares off into the distance. “Advanced kids equals money.”

I’m not going to be his propaganda. If I had the chance, I’d run from his office and wouldn’t stop until I’m back home. My life means nothing to him, but my death is going to be used for his purposes. Am I supposed to react, to beg him not to let me die? If he expects me to crumble, he’s in for a surprise. I throw my shoulders back a bit more and look straight ahead, willing myself not to break down.

He sits behind his desk and brings up a projection in front of him. “Tell Senior Lead Neemiss to report to me right away. Dismissed.”

I salute, even though he’s no longer looking at me, turn and leave the office. Once outside, I can’t hold it in and run around the back of the building, crouch down and scream into my hands. Sweat drips down my face and mixes with my tears. I don’t want to cry, but I can’t stop myself. My life is over before it ever really started. 
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I can’t catch my breath and have to lean against the building so I don’t fall. The hot damp air is thick and sticks to my lungs, and my face is dripping wet. I’m to die in one of the absurd, endless wars against beings I’ll never get to know or understand. 

The blaring sun is miserable and I’m too uncomfortable to stay outside any longer. My feet won’t cooperate and I end up shuffling across the camp to my dormitory. My shirt is soaked through with sweat and tears. I’m sure this’ll get me yelled at or disciplined. Does it matter? Do I really care?

I step into the air-conditioned dormitory and see Tablon’s still there. I can’t stand the thought of talking to him, so instead of telling him Viteri wants to see him, I walk down the aisle to my bunk. For whatever reason, nobody speaks to me, not even Tablon who’s marching around glaring at everyone. Why doesn’t he go to his own dorm and leave us alone? I lie down and stare up at the ceiling, listening to Nikko mumbling something to his other bunkmate, but I don’t care enough about either of them to try to listen.

I’m not sure how much time passes before Viteri storms in and thunders for Tablon to stand at attention. “I will not tolerate a senior lead disobeying my orders! Are you learning bad habits from Orwan?”

Tablon snaps a salute. “What orders, sir?”

Viteri is red-faced. “To report to my office! Orwan was to tell you.”

Now they both stare in my direction. In one smooth movement, I spring from my bed and salute. “I told him when I returned to the dormitory, sir.”

“You liar! You didn’t say a thing to me, smudge!” Tablon roars.

“Yes, Commander, I did. I passed him and told him, then went directly to my bunk, sir.” I continue to hold the salute, but it’s really hard not to smile.

Viteri glares at me. “At attention, recruit.” He turns to Tablon. “Did you think it was unimportant because it came from Orwan? If I give an order, no matter who delivers it, it’s to be obeyed!”

Tablon is pale. He looks at a girl next to him. “Did you hear her?”

The girl stands up, salutes, shakes her head, and motions to her bunkmate. “I was discussing strategy with Mayon. I wasn’t paying attention to anyone else.”

Viteri gets face-to-face with Tablon. “My office. You’re a senior lead, act like one.” He spins on his heels and strides away.

Tablon is obviously shaken. He straightens his uniform, points directly at me, and threatens, “You’re dead, smudge. I’ll make you pay for this.”

I give him a salute and stare straight ahead, not at him. “Yes, sir.” My lips curl up ever-so-slighty, even though I’m fighting it.

After Tablon stomps out of the dormitory, I sit, well aware that everyone is staring at me. This is the only good thing that’s happened to me since I left home and I plan to cling to it and replay it in my mind many, many times.

With Tablon gone, there’s mumbling and chatting among the recruits and I hear my name and smudge a couple of times. Thankfully nobody bothers me. After a while, the talking dies down and I’m left wondering what we’re supposed to do. There’s nothing in the dormitory, no books or computers. The only distraction from the boredom is to count the mismatched tiles that make up the ceiling and imagine ways that Tablon could get disciplined. I get to five hundred and thirty tiles by the time he returns and orders us to gather outside. He’s angry judging by the scowl set on his face and I hope that means he was disciplined.

Everyone moves into the aisle, single-file, making me last, and trudges out. Tablon is waiting by the door and shoves me out, hard, and I fall face-first onto the dirt in front of the dormitory. As fast as I can, I scramble to my feet and hurry to join up with the other recruits. When Viteri comes out of his office, we all salute and Tablon stands in front of us, like we belong to him. My hatred for him is getting stronger.

Viteri, holding an open metal box, strolls down the row of recruits, passes me and slows, but doesn’t stop. He continues down the line and finally stops at Tablon and Lenora, takes two swatches of fabric from the box, and presses one patch on the left shoulder of Tablon’s shirt and the other onto Lenora’s shoulder. They stick like they’re sewn on. Tablon’s patch is blue with SLS in white. Viteri announces that SLS stands for Senior Lead Soldier. Lenora’s patch is light blue with LS in dark blue; LS means Lead Soldier. The rest of the recruits get patches with various initials; PS for Pilot Squadron, SC for Strategic Command, and IC for Intelligence Control. Nikko has a PS. Why was he chosen to be a pilot? I could be a pilot if someone would teach me. Everyone has a patch except for me. What’s left? Viteri whispers to Tablon and hands him a patch. Without a word, Tablon slaps the patch onto my shoulder harder than he had to. It’s a pale green rectangle with the letters AFGF in bold red print. Tablon steps back and Viteri comes to me. 

He’s smirking. “AFGF. Anti-foe Ground Forces. Bottom of the barrel. The loser squadron.”

He goes and stands beside Tablon again, directly in front of us, and clears his throat. “Recruits, find your new dormitories and introduce yourselves to the RIC of your squadron.”

I glance at the other recruits and a few are nodding like they know what RIC stands for. Tablon steps forward to seize the opportunity to assert his official status on those of us who know nothing. 

He clears his throat just like Viteri did and receives a nod of approval. “Your RIC is the Recruit in Charge of your squad.” He steps back with his chin jutting out.

Viteri gives one sharp nod to Tablon. “Thank you, Senior Lead Neemiss. Recruits, dismissed!”

Tablon follows Viteri into his office and the recruits separate and scatter in all directions looking for their new housing, but I stay where I am. The dormitories don’t have any signs on them, so rather than wander into the various dormitories and get screamed at, I’ll just stand in the middle of camp and wait until everyone vanishes into one of the units. 

Most get it wrong on the first try and rush back out. The only one nobody goes in is the most run-down and shabby dorm in the whole camp. Process of elimination. That has to be mine. 

Alone, I’ll take the opportunity to enjoy the solitude and peace, although after a short time, the heat’s too much. Hopefully my dormitory has air conditioning. I push the door and it creaks. From what I see, it’s not too different from the first dormitory I was in, except it’s a bit worse, with the floor boards worn with jagged splinters poking out. The bunks look really old, too. For a moment, I stand in the doorway and observe. The recruits are all sitting in a circle on the floor, but stop and stare at me. They have the same patch as me. I point to my shoulder and they go back to what they’re doing, playing some sort of game. One girl stands and smiles at me. She’s small and skinny.

“Hi. You’re an AFGF?”

“Yes. I’m Dax. I was just sent here.” 

She continues, “Hi, Dax. I’m Viga. You’re tall and, ah, strong-looking. We never get many recruits in this squad, especially not anyone who looks like you.” She comes to me and motions to the other recruits. “That’s Kova, Mick, Brinna, Parna, and Big Pig.”

I give them all a nod. “Hi. So there are only the seven of us?”

Viga shrugs. “Now there are. Four just graduated and were sent to the front lines. Parna’s been here almost two weeks, so she goes next, then Mick. I’m the newest, here for another twelve days. We get the worst recruits every once in a while. Oh, no offense, but we’re the rejects.” She shrugs again and sits. 

I’m not sure what to say. “I don’t think any of you are rejects.”

The boy named Big Pig laughs. His round belly jiggles. “Yeah, we are. I’m fat and stupid, that’s why I couldn’t be assigned a career and ended up here. I have three brothers and four sisters. They’re all smart. I’m the oldest and the only worthless kid in my family. My Da couldn’t wait to send me away. Laser fodder is what he said I am.”

I’m so shocked at what I hear. How can any kid say things like that about himself? And how could his Da tell him that he’s “laser fodder”? Big Pig looks like any other kid and I bet if he had training, he’d be just as good as any soldier. “What’s your real name? It can’t be Big Pig.”

He looks down at the ground and wrings his hands. “It’s Briett. But I’ve been Big Pig for as long as I can remember. It’s okay, I’m used to it.”

“Well, I’ll call you Briett if that’s all right.” I come all the way into the dormitory. “I’m supposed to introduce myself to the RIC.”

Viga raises her hand. “That’s me. We appoint a different RIC each day so we all get a chance. You can be it tomorrow if you want.”

“I don’t think so.” I sit on the floor when they make a space for me between Briett and Kova. Kova is a cute girl with long brown hair and a few freckles over her nose. She’s also very small and scrawny. In fact, the only big kid is Briett. “So, what are we supposed to do?”

Briett looks up and flashes a smile. “They leave us alone, so we get to play games until it’s time for weapons training. We only train for a couple hours a day. I stink at shooting. My Da’s right, I’m laser fodder. I won’t last a day on the front lines.” He’s still smiling.

“And you’re okay with that?” I look around at the faces staring at me like I said something wrong.

With a heavy shrug, Briett sighs. “Don’t have a choice, Dax. I knew from when I was a little boy that I’d never see sixteen, so I made the best of it and ate everything that tasted good! No reason not to. Had to steal some because my parents ration out the food. But I’m good at stealing. I didn’t even pass my exit exams at school. My Da said he’ll use my advancement bonus money for the early-pay marriage fee for my fourteen-year-old sister so she doesn’t have to be advanced or assigned. When she’s eighteen, she’ll marry one of our outlier’s teachers and have a heap of kids. So, that’s good I guess, huh?”

I’m speechless. I can’t think of a single response to what he said. How could any parent treat a child like that? Ma and Da love me. Then again, if they had other kids, would things be different?

Not a single AFGF recruit appears upset about Briett’s acceptance of his fate, or maybe they all feel the same way about themselves as well. Maybe it’s me who’s weird for thinking this is all so wrong, after all, I am a “non-conformist”. Viga hands me a small clay cube with a series of lines on each side.

She pats Briett on the back and gets up. “Big Pig, can you teach Dax how to play? I have to go to the toilet.”

He nods and perks up. “Sure!”

I watch Viga to see where the toilet is. She goes to the end of the dormitory and vanishes behind a curtain. I nudge Briett. “We don’t have an actual bathroom with doors?”

“Us? Of course not.” He laughs. “There’s a toilet behind the curtain and we get to use the communal shower outside.”

“Communal shower?” I don’t like the sound of that. It was horrifying when Tablon stripped me in front of everyone and the thought of repeating the experience makes me sick to my stomach.

Briett looks at me strangely. “It’s not really a communal shower, that’s just what we call it. It’s a water hose. I use it at night so nobody sees me. Nobody wants to see my naked fat ass.” He chuckles. 

I look at the little clay cube in my hand as my mind spins in a thousand different directions. Here I am, in a broken-down dormitory with a toilet at one end, a hose outside, and a bunch of kids who are ready for death. What would Ma and Da say if they knew where I’d ended up? Will they ever know? 

Briett nudges me. “It’s called War and Money.”

I’m brought back to reality. “What is?”

“The game.” Briett points to the clay cube. “You have to roll the cube. If one line is face-up, you get assigned a bad job and die poor. You’re out. But if you get a two, four, or six, you get advanced and you roll again.”

“What happens if you get a three or five?” I ask, not fully understanding why they want to play a game that’s too much like real life.

Briett takes the cube and turns it around several times. “Ah, I forget. I’m dumb.”

Kova groans. “A three or five are lucky numbers. You get to be a pilot for a three and a Lead for a five. You don’t roll a second time for a three or five, but when it’s your turn again, the numbers are all different. A one means you get an advancement bonus, a two means you get two bonuses, and a four means your family gets subsidies for the rest of their lives. A six, now that’s what you want to get. A six gets you fame as a Foe Buster.”

And I thought my head was spinning before. “What’s a Foe Buster?”

With a grin, Kova nudges Briett. “You know this, Big Pig.”

“Oh, yeah.” Briett smiles. “A Foe Buster means you win the game because you killed all of the aliens and you’re a hero.”

I drop the cube on the ground. “I don’t want to play a game like that.” 

“Come on, Dax,” Briett pleads. “Maybe you’ll win.”

None of us will win. Doesn’t he understand that? A stupid game isn’t going to change that. I get up and find a bunk that evidently hasn’t been claimed. There’s a thin blanket folded on top of the old mattress with an almost-flat pillow lying on top. I spread out the blanket, do my best to fluff the pillow, lie down and close my eyes, hoping to shut out everything around me.

A moment later, I hear Viga beside me. “Dax, what’s wrong?” She squeezes onto my bunk, forcing us both to teeter on the edges. “You don’t like War and Money?”

I open my eyes and shake my head. “No, I don’t.” I sit up. “Viga, it seems like everyone, including all of you, are ready to march into war and die. That’s sick.”

She looks at me as if she can’t make sense of what I said. “It’s just the way it is, Dax. Some people are born leaders or fighter ship pilots and some of us are born to protect them. We protect them for as long as we can. That’s honorable, not sick. And look at us. We’re the dregs of society and couldn’t get a decent job in our outliers anyway. This is best because we get to protect the important soldiers. I feel like my life’s worth something if I can save someone else.”

“Come on, do you honestly believe we can protect anyone with only two hours of weapons training a day? I’ve never held a gun, ever. I have two weeks, two hours a day to learn how to shoot. I can’t do it.”

“You don’t know that until you try. Kova and I have trouble holding the guns because they’re so big and heavy, but the boys are doing all right.” She lowers her voice to a whisper, “Well, except for Big Pig. He’s awful. The instructor said he can put down cover fire since he doesn’t have to be good for that. He just has to shoot in the general direction.”

I flop back down and close my eyes again. “Don’t you want to grow up to be somebody, have a career where you can do something you enjoy? Live each day without the fear of dying from an alien’s weapon?” 

“I guess I never thought of it. My parents advance us all. I have three younger brothers and my Ma’s pregnant right now with another boy. I had four older brothers, but only one of them has survived so far. He’s sixteen and on the lunar surface fighting the Katarga, I think. He was always kind of sickly growing up, but now he’s beaten the odds. I’m hoping I’ll see him on the moon and maybe we can team up and...”

I turn my head and look at Viga. “Hold on. Your parents are told where he is and what he’s doing?” Maybe there’s some hope that if Ma and Da know what’s going on, they’ll bring me back home.

Viga puts her hand on my arm. “Well, no. But the subsidy keeps coming, so that means he’s still alive. And his name wasn’t on the last death roster I saw in our outlier. I like to think he’s on the moon so I can look up at it and imagine he’s there looking down at me. You know, they always send the skinny or sickly kids to the moon. As soon as someone dies, the subsidy’s cut off and we’re notified. The government doesn’t waste any time either. If you die before the month is out, your parents will lose the whole month’s subsidy. That’s why it’s best to try to stay alive until the very beginning of the month. Does that make sense?”

I give a half-hearted nod. “How can they do that? If we serve for every day except the last day of the month, the government takes the entire month’s subsidy away from our parents? That’s ridiculous. My parents need it all.”

She shrugs. “Everyone needs it all. Without the child subsidies, nobody can make it on only a salary. Except for the rich people. That’s why my parents keep having kids. Unless she pays the marriage fee for one of my brothers or sisters, our family will die out. But Ma’s almost forty-four. It took her nine rounds of fertility treatments to get pregnant this last time. And those treatments don’t come cheap. She gets a state-sponsored discount from Global Command, but even with the discount, the treatments cost a lot. With the discount, she had to advance the child or pay the marriage fee, but we never seem to have the money for the marriage fee.”

“My ma refused to use the free treatments because she didn’t want to be forced to advance her children. But, here I am.”

“It’s a hard decision, Dax. My ma’s going to start accepting the free treatments so she’ll save a bit of money and maybe one day have enough for a marriage fee. She’ll have to advance the child, but if she can save enough, one day maybe she can have one child get married.” She sighs. “Have you ever thought how it seems like Global Command handles just about everything? They make life so hard. Ma doesn’t want to send us away to fight, but we don’t qualify for decent jobs or careers. We’re Status 3. My family is stuck in this cycle. See?”

“I do see. And like I said before, it’s sick. If Global Command forces families to advance their children, soon the population will...maybe that’s the plan. To reduce the population and only keep the wealthy reproducing.”

“Don’t talk like that, Dax. It’s dangerous.”

I roll over and watch the rest of my fellow AFGFs play War and Money. “Viga, what happens when your ma can’t have kids anymore?”

She doesn’t speak for a few seconds. “I don’t like to think of that. Da puts tiny bits of his salary aside when he can by skimping on food, but I once heard him and Ma talking when they thought we were all asleep.”

I roll back over and see tears in her eyes. “Talking about what, Viga?”

“Da said he’ll divorce Ma once she’s infertile and marry a young woman.”

“What!” I spring up too fast and almost knock Viga off the bunk.

Viga wipes her tears and sits up as well. “No, listen, it’s not so bad. He’s going to give Ma money from the advancement bonuses once his new wife starts having kids. Ma can live in one of the underprivileged housing units so she won’t be on the streets.”

I know what the underprivileged housing units are. I saw them every day on my way to school. They’re tall structures, walled in so no one in them can come out among regular society. The people in there are little more than animals kept in cages until they die. They’re either too weak, too old, or too sick to work, or, according to Viga, they can’t have kids. I didn’t realize infertile women were shoved in there, too. Those poor people have scraps of food delivered to them. It’s subsistence food, the stuff that’s not fit for other people. It’s the minimum to keep them alive. They can buy additional food, if they have the money. To think of Viga’s ma, or my ma, in there makes me cry as well.

“Don’t cry, Dax.” Viga uses the end of the blanket to dab at my tears. “This is the world. We live, we die. There’s not much in between.”

“There are wars. That’s what’s in between, Viga. Never-ending wars!” I stand because I can’t sit still any longer and my heart’s pumping so hard it feels like I’ll explode.

“Quiet, Dax,” warns Kova as she tosses the cube. “If anyone hears you, you’ll get us all disciplined.”

I take in a deep breath. “Does it matter? We’re all dead anyway.”

A hush falls over the dormitory as they all jump to their feet and salute. What now? I straighten and salute as well when Tablon walks in with Lenora a few steps behind him. 
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Chapter Five
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Like a factory auto-bot, Tablon stops, bends, and picks up the clay cube. He examines it and hands the cube to Lenora. “You Anti-foe’s sit around all day playing child games? Is that why you’re in training camp? Is it?”

Briett shakes his head. I’m willing him not to speak, but he does anyway, “No, we’re here to get good with laser guns so we can kill the aliens before they vaporize us.” He grins like he’s proud of his answer.

For whatever reason, this infuriates Tablon and he pokes Briett in the stomach. “You must be that waste of oxygen, Big Pig. Did I say you could speak, piggy? No, I didn’t. You don’t open that fat mouth of yours until I give you permission. You’ve just earned your squadron a first-violation discipline.”

Viga groans softly, “Oh, no.”

I want to ask what a first-violation discipline is, but decide to wait and hear it from Tablon’s mouth, just in case he gives me a second-violation discipline for asking what the first one is. 

Tablon motions to Lenora. “Lead Lenora will be in charge of your discipline.” He spins around and strides from the dormitory with his hands clasped behind his back. 

Lenora’s mouth is set in a slight smirk that makes me want to slap it off her. She walks slowly down the aisle, nose in the air. “This squadron is pathetic. I’ve never seen such pitiful alien bait.” She stops at Briett. “Big Pig, you’ll lead your squadron.”

Poor Briett smiles and throws his shoulders back. “I’ll be the leader?”

Lenora smirks more. “Yes, you will. You’ll be 100% responsible for carrying out the discipline. If your squad fails, you’ll incur a second-violation discipline. Okay, recruits, follow Big Pig into the gathering area in front of the dorms and get on your knees.” She goes and waits by the door.

Briett nods and waves to us all to follow him. When I get near Lenora, she glares at me and gives me a shove in the back as I pass. I stumble like I always do when they shove me, but this time I was expecting it and I don’t fall. I calmly continue outside and even though it’s late afternoon, the sun seems even hotter now. I’m not outside for more than ten seconds before I’m drenched in sweat.

Briett is the first to drop to the ground on his knees, but he goes down too fast and hard and tumbles over. I rush and help him get back on his knees.

“Orwan!” Lenora screams. “Front and center!”

Apparently, I’m not allowed to help anyone. I come to her and salute. “Yes, ma’am,” I spit the words like they’re venom.

Lenora slaps my raised hand. “You don’t call me ma’am and you don’t salute me, stupid smudge.” 

“Fine.” I drop the salute.

She walks around me. “You’ve got a tender heart, don’t you, smudge? You think that fat lump is worth helping?” Now she’s in my face. “He’s not. And you’re no better than him.” She takes a step back and looks at the others. “The discipline for you AFGFs is to miss today’s training session and to clean the other dormitories...in your underwear!” She laughs.
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