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To my wonderful mother Lois, my first fan, who taught me to never give up.
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[image: ]




Bleach Blonde

––––––––
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I STARE OUT TINTED LIMOUSINE windows that offer protection from the sun and its searing heat. What’s left of my freedom can be measured by the highway’s dashed white lines skimming past. They’re a countdown. I bunch my fist around the seam of my pants and sigh. Can’t they slow down? Only a few months of freedom, and now I race toward being a slave again.

The window reflects an image that still looks strange. Jessica helped bleach my brown hair blonde to look more like she does. I can’t say I love it. There was a time when I would have cried over the change, back when I was a normal teenager living at home with my family. 

Now it just seems trivial. 

Soft leather seats and air conditioning are my last vestiges of comfort. A beautiful boy sits at the opposite end of the seat, his shoulders slack as he stares out the window. The time for anger and yelling has passed. I don’t know if we came to an agreement or if he just got tired of arguing.

He turns and meets my gaze for a long moment. Pain glosses his eyes.

A lump forms in my throat, and I look away. 

People have words for what I’m about to attempt. Reckless. Crazy. Stupid. Those are the words Justin used anyway. But I see it differently. I’ll be a slave again but on my terms and for a purpose—rescuing my friend Nathan. I have another set of words. Brave. Loyal. Selfless. 

I glance at Justin again and swallow hard. There’s only one way to take away his pain, and that’s to stay here and abandon this mission. But I can’t do that. If I had made different decisions in the past, this path would be unnecessary. How many times have I nearly drowned in regret for leaving Nathan behind when I escaped? Now Justin has to suffer for my mistake. I’ve hurt them both. I have to set this right.

I rub my fingers over the tender skin where the tracker chip containing my new identity is concealed. Sarah, Uncle Rex’s staff nurse, made the switch a couple of days ago. She cut out Jessica’s chip and implanted it in my hand. I now have Jessica’s name and history.

Justin reaches for my hand. I curl my fingers around his, absorbing the warmth and comfort of his grasp. He slides across the seat to my side. Breathing in his cedar and vanilla scent floods me with memories. Sitting beside him at a piano. Long horseback rides. A gentle kiss. 

He strokes his thumb over the back of my hand. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

I shake my head. “Justin, we’ve been through this.”

He pivots in his seat to face me. “Rielle, please. I don’t want you to get hurt. Or lose you.” 

I force a smile. “I’m not going to get hurt, and I’m coming back. In a couple of weeks, we’ll be back together.”

“I’m going to hold you to that.” He wraps his arm around me and pulls me into his side.

I rest my head on his shoulder and blink away tears.

“Don’t take any risks, okay?” he says. “Lay low. Don’t call attention to yourself. If you can’t get him out, just come by yourself.”

“That’s not going to happen. Nathan will be with me when I come back.”

Justin’s shoulder tenses, and I lift my head. His expression is ever so slightly darker. Must have been Nathan’s name. How many times do I have to reassure him that Nathan is a friend, and this is nothing more than an effort to rescue a friend in danger?

The car slows and turns into the Bank Security parking lot. 

Justin tucks a strand of blonde hair behind my ear. “I kind of like this new look.”

I furrow my brow. “I’m glad someone does, because the minute I get back I’m turning brunette again.”

“You could keep it for a little while, just so I get more time to enjoy it.” He kisses my hand, but as the car slows to a stop, something outside the window catches his attention.

Several car lengths away, a solar-powered bus sits atop magnetic skis. Roughly forty Contracts stand beside it, handcuffed in the heat. Slaves awaiting delivery to their masters. Pity for them overwhelms me as memories of my first experience as a Contract rush to mind. Being torn from my family. 

Sold and then transported to the Banker’s home. 

This time, though, it’s different. I’ve chosen enslavement to save my friend. 

The car slows to a stop, and my heart thumps out an anxious beat. This is really happening.

Justin peers out the window, and his jaw tightens. He shakes his head and motions to the line of prisoners. “No. I’m not leaving you here. I can’t do this to you.” 

My resolve wavers. Justin is right. Images swirl in my head like forbidden fruit from a serpent. Turning the car around. Heading to Mexico with my brother, Silas, and the other freed slaves. Spending my days on a beach with Justin. 

But then another image takes their place. Nathan’s face as he told me he’d never leave me behind, just hours before I left him behind. 

“I need to go. Please don’t be angry in our last moments together.” I touch my palm to Justin’s cheek. “You should understand this better than anyone. You and your father risk everything when you free slaves. You could get caught too, and then you could end up like my parents. Yet you still do it.”

“Yes, but we have contingency plans and friends in Bank Security Intelligence who will tip us off before they ever come for us, and we have a safe house to escape to if something goes wrong. You have none of that.”

I lightly kiss his lips. “I have you.”

His piercing blue eyes search me. He lifts his hand to cover mine, still pressed to his cheek. “A couple of weeks, or I’m coming after you myself.”

I offer him a tight smile and nod. “It’ll go by quickly.” 

He throws his arms around me. I embrace him and absorb the warmth of his touch. His familiar scent releases my anxiety. It’ll be weeks before I experience this again. 

“I love you, Rielle,” he whispers.

Goose bumps prickle my skin. “Me too. I’ll miss you.” 

We remain in each other’s arms until the driver rolls down the window and says, “It’s time.” 

Contracts file onto the bus. I waver between the excitement at getting this plan underway and trepidation at leaving Justin and freedom behind. 

“You have the compass?” Justin asks.

I tap my left foot. “In my shoe.”

“You remember the extraction date and the back-up date if something goes wrong? Don’t forget that your chip is set to deactivate a couple of days before you leave.”

“Yes. We’ve been over this a thousand times.” I take a deep breath to steady myself. What awaits me in Montana? I peer down at my uniform: unflattering pale green scrubs, the same bleak outfit every Contract wears, devoid of anything with personal identity. We are all the same, only valuable for the work we can accomplish. Now I’m one of them again. A faceless Contract. 

“One more thing,” I say, with my stubborn brother, Silas, and little sister, Alyssa, never far from mind. “Promise you’ll keep Silas safe. He was talking about going after Alyssa. I talked him out of it—I think—but I need to know he won’t try anything stupid. He has to be on that transport to Mexico.”

“The kid will be on that transport whether he likes it or not. I promise.” Justin fishes a pair of handcuffs out of the console. I turn my back to him and cross my arms behind me. The restraints click into place. He leaves them so loose I could slide my hands out. His lips touch the nape of my neck, and his breath caresses my ear. “Don’t go.” 

I twist around. The creases between his brows reveals a thousand-pound burden. I swallow against a constricting throat. “Goodbye.” 

His eyes grow glassy. “I could tell the driver to turn around, drive away and there’s nothing you could do about it.”

“But you won’t.”

A deep sigh, and then he hangs his head. He slides across the seat to the opposite door and peers out the window. “Goodbye,” he says, his voice thick. 

Sometimes the distance between us feels like miles, but it’s more than miles—it could be measured in ideas, experiences, the tracker chip in my hand. 

It tears my heart out.

The driver gets out of the car. I take one last look at Justin. He’s staring at the window and away from me. We are a contrast again, him in his pressed shirt and slacks, me in my scrubs. 

I turn away. When I get back, he’ll see this was for the best. Then I’ll be free to be with him. Without guilt. Nathan will be safe, and Justin and I will pick up where we left off. We’ll be two free people. No more distance.

The driver swings the door open, and heat rushes into the vehicle. I pull in a deep breath, summoning the courage to leave the car for the blinding sunlight. One foot hits the blacktop and then the other. The driver wraps his hand around my upper arm and helps me to my feet. He closes the door behind me, and Justin disappears. 

I’m a slave again.

* * *
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Coward’s Code

––––––––
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AFTER A BANK SECURITY GUARD scans my hand, I climb onto the bus and take a window seat at the back. Within minutes, a young guard with thick, black-rimmed glasses takes his position at the front of the bus. The engine thrums, and the bus lifts off the metal track imbedded in the pavement. 

One last look at Justin’s limousine, and my stomach tightens. The bus turns onto the road, and I lean my head against the greasy window. Memories of the morning I broke the news about rescuing Nathan explode into my thoughts like the shadows of a nuclear blast. 

Three mornings ago, I strode into the dining room, the sweet smoky scent of breakfast sausages filling the air. Jessica was reading a romance novel, her blonde hair gathered into a messy bun on top of her head. I took the seat beside her and waited for Silas and Justin, every nerve sizzling and sparking like a frayed wire.

Uncle Rex sat at the head of the table with his silver holo, a hand-held computer, resting on his palm. It generated the holographic image of a news site. He touched a headline and it expanded. In bold, black, three-dimensional letters it read, “Corpium Virus Outbreak Sweeps Central Africa.”

The headline announced what everyone had feared—a pandemic—though somehow, a killer virus seemed less scary than the news I had to deliver. 

Silas strolled in first. His hair stood at odd angles from his head, and his eyelids hadn’t fully opened yet. My brother. The only family I had left, and this might be one of the last days I spent with him. 

Ever.

No, no! I couldn’t think like that. I was only leaving for a couple of weeks. I’d be back. Nothing would go wrong.

Because nothing ever went wrong, did it? Memories sucked me into the dark tunnel I’d languished in for four long days, abandoned and alone. And guilty. So guilty about escaping from the Banker’s and leaving Nathan behind. I blinked the image away. 

Sarah ambled in from the kitchen and sat down. Then Justin hurried in. He kissed my cheek and took the seat across from me. “Morning all. Saw Hayes Oil stock is up this morning.” He grinned at his father. 

Uncle Rex returned his smile. “Indeed.” He swiped the news story away and deactivated his holo. “Silas, could you please bless the food?”

Silas sent up a quick prayer, then reached for the plate of sausage before the word “amen” fully left his lips. 

My stomach cartwheeled. We passed the food, and I dropped some eggs and toast on my plate. I picked up the toast and nibbled the corner.

“Is something wrong?” Jessica asked.

“I’m fine.” My voice shot too high. 

Just do it. Do it now! I pulled in a lungful of air. “I have something I need to tell you all.” That frayed wire sparked and writhed inside me. 

Everyone fixed their eyes on me. Forks clinked against stoneware as they waited for me to speak. “I’m—” My throat dried. I swallowed and started again. “I’ve made a decision.”

Silas stuffed a whole sausage link in his mouth. Justin stopped spreading jam on his toast mid-swipe and raised his eyebrows. 

“I need to help Nathan. Uncle Rex is selling me back in so I can go to Montana and help him escape.” I say it so fast that it sounds like one word.

Justin’s brows drew together. “What?”

“I need to get Nathan out.”

Justin shook his head in small, tight movements. “You’re not doing that. 

You’re going to Mexico with the next transport.”

I lifted my chin. “I’m not.”

An angry red flush boiled in his cheeks. “Dad would never help you do something like that.” He looked to Uncle Rex. “Right, Dad?”

Uncle Rex placed his fork on his plate. “She’s leaving in three days.”

Justin’s mouth gaped. He leaned forward. “What the hell? You two planned this all behind my back?” 

I glanced away from the heat of his gaze. “We did.”

Silas glowered at me, his mouth full of eggs. “What do you mean? You can’t leave. We’re going to Mexico together.” He swallowed. “You can’t go.”

“I’m sorry Si, but I have to do this.”

And then the whole thing devolved into a shouting match. Angry accusations about me going behind their backs, not caring about their feelings. My plan was stupid and ridiculous and dangerous. 

Uncle Rex raised his hand, palm out. “Now that’s enough.” A hush fell over the room. “Rielle, I think you need to explain to everyone what you plan to do.” He turned to Justin. “And we are going to listen.” 

I rubbed the tablecloth hem between my fingers and drew a deep breath. “That last night at the Banker’s . . . Nathan and I planned on escaping together, and if the storm hadn’t hit, we would have. Everything got turned upside down. Thankfully Justin got me out, but my friends, Nathan, Lydia, Eli, Jonah—they’re all still slaves. I promised myself that if I ever escaped, I’d help them escape too. I can’t rescue them all, but I found a way to get two of them out. It’s a good trade—me for the two of them. Uncle Rex is going to sell me back in and arrange to have me sent to the logging camp in Montana where they’re keeping Nathan. Once I’m sold, he can buy Lydia’s contract from her new owner without arousing suspicion. I’ll help Nathan get out.” I looked around at the 

angry and confused faces. “I’ll only be gone a couple of weeks.” Silas pushed his chair back and stormed from the room.

Justin tapped his finger on the table. “Is it my turn yet?” 

“Yes,” Uncle Rex answered. “But don’t say something you’ll regret when she’s gone.”

“When she’s gone? If she goes at all!” 

“Son, we are past the ‘ifs’ and on to the ‘whens.’ The sooner you accept that, the sooner you can stop wasting your time with anger and start enjoying what time you have left together.”

Justin peered into my eyes and the irate flush drained from his cheeks leaving pain behind. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. He broke my gaze, stood, pushed his chair under the table and walked out of the room.

I blinked back tears.

Jessica squared her shoulders, and a tear skittered down her cheek. “Please don’t go, Rielle. We all worked and prayed to get you here. Your brother more than anyone. Please just trust Uncle Rex. He’ll find a way to free the others.”

“And if he doesn’t?” I ask.

“He will.”

I wanted to escape the room just like Justin and Silas had, but I couldn’t. 

Not just yet. “I need a favour.”

“A favour?” Jessica asked.

“I need a tracker chip.”

Jessica, eyes wide, laid her palm over the spot in her hand hiding her chip. “If . . . if you don’t have a chip, you can’t go.” 

I pressed my lips into a hard line. I would hold her down and cut it out myself if I had to. “What if Uncle Rex is too late, Jessica? He said the place they sent Nathan is dangerous. What if he doesn’t last long enough for Uncle Rex to free him?” I asked.

She leaned toward me. “That’s just it. Did you hear yourself? It’s dangerous.”

Anger exploded in my chest. “I can’t believe you! You two were close. You told me that you and Nathan grew up together, that he was like a brother to you. How could you not want to get him out?”

She picked up her napkin and twisted it. “You don’t think I want him out? Of course I want him out!”

“And yet you’re getting on the next transport headed to Mexico to lie on the beach while he suffers.”

Her cheeks flushed. “Which is exactly what you should be doing. I trust Uncle Rex to take care of it.”

Code for “I’m-too-damn-scared-to-help-anyone-but-myself.” I lifted my gaze to the ceiling. “He could’ve escaped the Banker’s, yet he stuck around to help you get out and then to help me.”

Jessica folded her arms. “I know Nathan better than you do. And I can tell you that he wouldn’t hold it against you. He’d be happy you got out. In fact, he’ll probably be upset to find you a slave again.”

Her words struck with the force of a hammer. I know Nathan better than you do. Of course she did. She’d known him all his life. But it felt as if she were laying claim to him, as if no one else could possibly know him like she did, yet she didn’t care enough to risk her life for him. “What kind of friendship is that? If you really cared about him, you wouldn’t rest until he’s free too!” My throat tightened, strangling the last words.

And then Jessica pushed away from the table, dropped her napkin on her chair and hurried from the room too, as though I were a killer virus. 

Uncle Rex cleared his throat. “You know Rielle, I too would rather you not go. I like having you here. Not to mention the fact that it hurts me to see my son’s heart breaking.” He smoothed his hand over the tablecloth. “And this place I’m sending you worries me.”

“You said I’ll be cooking. How dangerous can that be?”

“I’ve been doing some research. There’s something . . .” he paused and stroked his chin, “not right about it.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It appears to be a simple logging operation, but OneEarth Bank is pumping in a tremendous amount of resources, both money and Contracts. They buy a handful of new Contracts each month and with a constant influx of new workers, you’d think production would go up. But it hasn’t. It’s gone down. In addition, their supply deliveries have me worried. They should have over 120 Contracts up there, but they only buy food for roughly sixty.”

“All the more reason to go. I’ll be careful.”

Uncle Rex offered a sympathetic smile. “I know that if we stop you from doing what your conscience tells you is right, we are just imposing another type of slavery. So, I set you free that someday you may return, not because you have to, but because you have chosen to.” 

Over the next couple of days, Silas and I gradually made peace, and Jessica handed over her tracker chip. Justin and I made up, but the distance between us grew. Whenever I mentioned Montana, tension tightened his jaw and clipped his words. Maybe I wanted something from him that he just couldn’t give. Maybe I wanted him to see my actions as heroic and to be proud of what I was doing. 

Perhaps I need to realize that he never will.

The bus slows and makes its first stop. Two Contracts startle as their names are called. They slowly rise from their seats and make their way down the aisle. One last glance at the rest of us—as though we could do something to rescue them—and they walk down the steps to the parking lot. 

I was once in their position, when I was taken to the Bankers home. I had no idea what awaited me. Would I have wanted to know about the work, the exhaustion, the starvation? The beatings? I shiver and stroke the scar on my cheek, a reminder of the first time the Banker hit me.

If it weren’t for the guards’ watchful eyes, I’d tell them that this isn’t the end. There is still hope of finding freedom again. 

* * *
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CHAPTER THREE
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Glasses

––––––––
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THE LONG HOURS ON THE transport bus are just as I remember them. Stuffy. Cramped. Dismal. Contracts stolen from their families mourn their losses and lose their lunches. Now, my second night on the road, most of the Contracts have been unloaded. About a dozen of us remain. We crossed the Montana state line hours ago. I should be getting close to my destination. And to Nathan. 

The electric bus engine thrums in the darkness. Leaning my head against the window, I wait for dawn. Despite my aching back and sleep-deprived, throbbing head, I concentrate on composing a new piece of music for Justin. I want it to be a joyful, love-infused melody, but the tone keeps turning tragic, no matter how many different ways I try to approach it. 

After giving up on the composition, my mind drifts and I doze. I imagine seeing Nathan, journeying through the woods to a remote lake in the mountains of northern Montana and meeting the plane with Justin inside. Nathan happy in his freedom, Justin smiling at my return. Their images merge and blur until I can’t separate the two.

A flash of light catches my attention. An illuminated orb glows alongside the bus, casting a bright circle on the pavement whizzing past. I squint to focus, and another beam appears behind the first one, matching the bus’s speed. I sit up taller and peer out the windows on the other side of the bus. Two more lights over there.

Through the front windshield, red and blue lights flash in the distance. The guard at the front with the glasses leans over and says something to the driver. 

Beside my window, the second light dips, hovers and then swerves into the beam of the first orb. I can finally see what it is—a craft about the size of a Frisbee. Propellers spin inside wide, flat black wings and the tree-like One Earth Bank symbol is stamped on the fuselage. The rotors tilt as it changes directions. 

A drone. What’s going on? 

The bus slows as it approaches the red and blue flashing lights. Bank Security cruisers. They’re blocking the road. Their revolving lights send red and blue rays skating around the interior of the bus.

Confused, anxious glances dart between Contracts. 

My heart speeds. Bank Security. Do they know I’m on this bus? No. That can’t be. They think I’m dead . . . don’t they? Uncle Rex said that was the “official story.” What if they found out I escaped, and they set a trap?

The bus stops, circled by four drones. Bank Security officers position themselves around the bus, holding guns at their shoulders. The driver opens the door, and a Bank Security officer steps aboard. 

“What’s going on?” the driver asks.

“Just a routine check-stop. We need everyone off the bus.” My hands tremble, and I clutch them into fists. 

The Bank Security officer steps off the bus again. The driver flicks on the interior lights, blinding me for a moment, and then rises from his seat. The guard with the glasses marches to the back of the bus and stands against the back door beside my seat. I look up at him. He stares down at me, his eyes narrowing, and then he looks back to the driver at the front. A droplet of sweat trickles down his temple.

I bite my cheek. Why did he look at me that way? Unless . . . unless he knows they’re after me. What am I going to do? I peer through the grimy window and scan the area for any means of escape. Between the drones and the officers, every inch of the bus is surrounded. 

The driver pulls out a night stick from behind his seat. “We’re going to file off the bus in an orderly manner.” He claps the baton against his palm. “Any wrong move will be dealt with swiftly.” He waves at the Contracts in the front seats. They stand and slowly, carefully make their way off the bus.

Outside, officers herd them into a line. The middle of the bus empties. I stand on weak legs, but before I can move into the aisle, Officer Glasses slaps his hand on my shoulder and pushes me back down onto my seat. “You get off last,” he hisses through clenched teeth.

The boy in the seat opposite mine appraises Glasses and me through the black hair dangling in front of his dark eyes. 

“Move!” Glasses shouts at him. He shuffles toward the front and glances over his shoulder at me before descending the stairs.

Glasses leans over me, his cheeks flushed and sweat beading on his forehead, and shouts, “Get up Contract!” Now he wants me to stand? 

The driver eyes us. 

“I got this one,” Glasses calls to the driver. The driver descends the stairs. Then just Glasses and I remain on the bus. He grabs my arm and yanks me to my feet. He leans in closely, so closely that I can smell his stale breath. “It’s good to see you, Rielle James.”

* * *
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Resistance Scum

––––––––
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I SWALLOW HARD. GLASSES KNOWS who I am. 

His face softens. He pushes a piece of plastic about the size of my thumbnail into my hand. “Your aunt sent me to give this to you. Pretend to scratch your nose and put it in your mouth, under your tongue. Don’t open it until you’re alone.”

My breath catches. He knows my aunt? I lean away from him. Is this another trap? Are they trying to use me to get at Aunt Angelique? They view her as a terrorist for kidnapping and freeing Resistors. I peer down at the piece of plastic.

“Do it. We don’t have much time,” he whispers. 

“How do I know—?”

“She said to tell you, ‘Hair dryers are a not a good use of finite resources.’” 

The last time I visited Aunt Angelique, we had an argument about wasting electricity. Silly in light of my life now, but Glasses quoted her words exactly. 

Doubling over to avoid being seen through the windows, I place the thin plastic piece under my tongue. 

Glasses reforms his expression into impatience and annoyance, and then he pushes me toward the front of the bus. Cruiser headlights blind me as I stumble down the stairs. I throw up a hand to shield my eyes and take my place beside the bus at the end of the line of Contracts. 

I glance up at Glasses. He stares ahead with his gun at the ready. The plastic disc he gave me irritates the bottom of my tongue, but I resist the urge to shift it into a more comfortable position. A warm, late summer breeze drifts around us. Drones hum overhead, shining their blinding lights down on us. 

At the opposite end of the line, one Bank Security officer pats down a Contract, while a second officer runs his activated holo over the boy’s hand. It announces his name and Contract number. 

One by one, they search and scan each Contract. When they come to me, the first officer runs his hands down my sides and back, finishing with a search of my front. His hands run slowly over my breasts. I clench my teeth to keep my mouth shut and stare into the distance to avoid his sneer. Now is not the time to attract attention. 

When the first officer is done with his “search,” I hold out my left hand to the second officer, folding my thumb against my palm so he can’t see the fresh puncture wound where the chip was inserted. Jessica has been in the system for a couple of years. She shouldn’t have a fresh insertion mark.

I keep my head down and hold my breath as he passes his holo over my hand. A holographic image of my blonde-framed face pops up, and then my alias sounds over the whir of drone engines. “RUBY, JESSICA. 

CONTRACT NUMBER 06651.”

The officer with the holo steps back and motions to the driver. “You’re free to reload.” The driver nods and climbs aboard.

I hold back a sigh of relief and stand frozen, afraid any body language might somehow tip them off. Contracts file back onto the bus in the same order they got off. I follow the boy with the dangling black hair up the steps. Glasses follows.

I’m on the second bus step when one of the officers behind me yells, “Stop!” 

I twirl around, but I’m not the one he’s shouting at. An officer blocks Glasses’ path with a rifle.

“I said ‘stop,’” he orders. His partner digs his gun barrel into Glasses’ back. Glasses looks up at me, panic turning his eyes wild. He raises his arms. They drag him back, shove him to the ground, and the second officer grinds a knee into his back.

“Resistance scum,” the driver mumbles from his seat as I keep staring at 

Glasses. Then he barks at me. “Contract, Take your seat.” But I can’t move. 

Another officer climbs aboard. “Are you deaf, Contract? Get to your seat.” He shoves me and I fall. The toe of his boot nails me in the thigh. I jump to my feet and hurry back to my seat in time to see a Bank Security officer shove Glasses into the back of a cruiser.

Someone must have given him up. Back at the Banker’s place, Roberta posed as a Contract to spy on me and the Banker. Did Aunt Angelique have a spy in her organization too? I nudge the edges of the plastic circle with my tongue. What did he risk his life and freedom to give me? 

* * *
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Old Garnet Mine Road

––––––––
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MY PULSE CLIMBS WITH EACH passing mile marker. I’m getting closer to putting my plan into action. Closer to Nathan. Closer to freeing him. And closer to returning to Justin.

The road sign reads “Missoula 10.” My leg jitters. The plastic piece irritates the bottom of my tongue, so I shift it around my mouth like a throat lozenge. What is this thing Glasses gave me? I want to spit it out and look it over, but I can’t. Not here. 

Ten more miles . . . five . . . two.

Finally, the bus turns off the highway into Missoula. I have to make a conscious effort not to jump out of my seat, so I clutch the seat cushion to anchor myself. I’m not supposed to know where I’m going. I’m a Contract, after all. 

“Jessica Ruby. Terrence Tran.” 

Relief settles over me. Soon I’ll be with Nathan. When I stand, pins and needles prickle my feet from sitting for so long. Relief gives way to jittery apprehension as I walk down the bus aisle. Uncle Rex’s warnings about the dangers awaiting me push their way front and center. Getting caught. Not being able to escape the camp. Discrepancies between the amount of food ordered and the number of Contracts on site. 

Will I be able to help Nathan, or have I just arranged my own undoing? 

And what if I’m too late to save him? 

The black-haired boy follows me to the front. With a deep, steadying breath, I stop before the guard blocking the exit. 

The guard spins me around and fits handcuffs to my wrists. Not as generous as Justin, he cranks them so tightly that the metal digs into my skin. I twist my wrists, but the cuffs only pinch worse.

The guard leads me off the bus. I stumble down the steps, and he yanks me upright. I stand beside the bus door as he cuffs Terrence Tran and ushers him down the steps. 

Terrance is tall and lanky. If it weren’t for his height, I’d think he was about twelve years old. His baby face portrays no fear. No anything. It’s expressionless. The black hair obscures his eyes and hides anything they might betray. I scrutinize his bony arms and thin fingers. They’re going to make this kid work as a lumberjack?

The guard muscles Terrence into position beside me, while an older man wearing forest green coveralls and heavy work boots stomps over to us. His weathered skin folds into deep wrinkles. Thin, cinder-grey hair clumps and mats against his scalp. A cigarette hangs loosely from his mouth, a long ash tail drooping from it as he digs through his pocket for a holo, the usually gleaming metal dulled with grime. 

The guard scans my hand and then Terrence’s. “TRAN, TERRENCE. CONTRACT NUMBER 09332.”

A scowl forms on the face of the man with the cigarette, and a chunk of ash falls onto the toe of his leather work boot.

The officer fingers the hologram before him, and the cigarette man’s holo chimes. Smoker eyes the image, irritated, then regards the officer as one 

might regard a fly swimming in milk. “We done here?”

The guard deactivates his holo. “They’re yours now.” 

Smoker grunts and walks toward a battered mint-green pick-up with tires instead of magnetic skis. Gas powered. A faded PulpMax Forestry logo is stamped on the door. 

Am I supposed to follow Smoker? I glance back at the guard, and he shoos me forward.

Smoker flings open the truck’s passenger door and yells, “Git a move on!” 

I step aside and let Terrence go first. He turns sideways to slide into the truck, his hands still secured behind his back. I fidget with my own cuffs. 

“What zis?” Smoker mumbles around his cigarette. He pinches the stub between his fingers and shouts at the officer, “Come git yer handcuffs!” I sigh. Thank goodness we won’t have to keep wearing them. 

The officer approaches, the annoyance on his face transforming to anger. 

He removes the offensive bracelets and tucks them into his pocket. 

“Ijit,” Smoker growls under his breath.

I smile to myself as the officer turns on his heel and marches back toward the bus. I slide into the passenger seat beside Terrence. Smoker gives the door a stiff shove and it creaks shut. The floor is covered in an array of what can only be described as junk—heavily soiled coveralls in various shades of brown and green, a flannel lined vest, dirty plastic travel mugs and plastic food containers. I’m not sure where to put my feet. The cab smells of oil and stale smoke, but it sure beats the bus’s vomit and armpit stench. 

To my relief, Smoker puts out his cigarette before getting into the truck. He reaches over Terrence, opens the glove compartment, tosses his holo inside and slams the door shut. He has to crank the engine a few times before it coughs and rumbles to life. He puts the vehicle in gear and stomps on the gas pedal. The tires spin on the parking lot, throwing pebbles for the guard to remember us by.

I bite my lip to suppress a giggle.

Smoker tears up Highway 93 toward Kalispell, his yellowed fingers wrapped around the steering wheel. “I’m Boedeker. Everbody calls me Dek.” 

The boy beside me clears his throat and says, “Terrence Tran,” his voice low.

“I’m R—Jessica.” I clamp my teeth together. The first time I have to say my new name, and I almost get it wrong. I’m Jessica now, not Rielle.

And that’s it for the small talk. The plastic piece Glasses gave me grows more and more irritating. Saliva pools in my mouth, but I’m careful to swallow it without gulping down the disc.

It takes over two hours before we’re through Kalispell. Then Smoker— Dek—turns off the highway onto a dirt road. I grip the strap above the passenger door as we bounce and jostle over potholes. It might be an easier ride if he didn’t insist on keeping the pedal pinned to the floor. He swerves all over the road trying to avoid the largest pits but ploughs right through smaller ones. It feels like I actually achieve weightlessness a few times. An hour passes. The only scenery is towering fir trees guarding the road, their outstretched branches brushing the truck. 

Dek turns onto a gravel road at a sign marking Old Garnet Mine Road, and a clearing opens up ahead. The roller coaster slows, and he guides the truck down a narrow driveway into the clearing. After passing a couple of ancient cedars, the camp appears before us, tidy and uniform. 

Early morning sunlight is smothered by the sentinel forest surrounding the camp. Moths flutter around lights perched atop square polls. Dek pulls up to a small wood building with a green metal roof and a sign hanging above the door: “PulpMax Forestry Office.” 

He pushes the driver’s door open, and it groans in protest. The moment his feet hit the dirt, he digs his fingers into his breast pocket and retrieves his pack of smokes. He kicks the door shut and tosses one in his mouth, lights it and takes a long drag. The hint of a grin and fluttering eyes suggests an experience of pure pleasure. He starts toward the door and then looks back through the windshield at us. 

Are we supposed follow? 

“Come on!” he yells.

I draw a deep breath for courage, heave my door open and follow him inside the building with Terrence walking close behind me. A short, plump woman leans against the counter at the front of the office, a game of Hearts hovering in the air before her. She touches the holo with her pudgy fingers, and the image disappears. She quickly hides it beneath the counter. 

“Workin’ hard I see,” Dek says.

The woman grins and tilts her head as though she thought his comment cute. “Hello, Dek. How was the drive?”

He grunts something indecipherable and then says, “Well, here they are.” The woman rounds the counter. “Thanks, Dek.” He marches out the door.

She lifts her chin and looks us over from top to bottom. “Jessica Ruby, you’re on kitchen duty, and Terrence Tran, you’re working the logging camp.” Her gaze settles on Terrence’s lean arms, and she furrows her brows. 

“Take a seat.” She motions to a row of wooden chairs. “I’m just going to call some folks to come collect you.” She picks up her holo and presses it to her ear. After a few moments on the holo phone, she returns to her game. 

Her holo beats her three hands in a row. I glance at Terrence. He stares at her. No—not at her, at her holo. His eyes narrow.

The door opens. A tall, sturdy young woman in tan workpants and a buttoned-down shirt walks inside, her mousy ponytail swinging behind her. She stops in front of me. “Hi, Jessica. I’m Pam.” She offers me her hand. 

I stand and shake her hand. “Hello.”

“Come on. I’ll give you a quick tour before we have to start breakfast.”

I stand and take one last look at Terrence and his clenched fists resting on his lap, his hard gaze, before following her out the door.

* * *
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CHAPTER SIX
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I’m Not Here to Enjoy the View

––––––––
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WE WALK ALONG A MULCH trail down the center of a wide grassy area that separates two sides of the compound. Dense forest surrounds us on every side, emerald spires of Douglas firs pointing to the blue sky. 

It feels good to finally walk and stretch my legs. Sweet and resinous pine perfumes the crisp morning air. Crickets creak and a bird whistles from somewhere within the canopy of trees. Such beautiful music, something I can’t begin to duplicate on the piano no matter how well I play. 

As we venture farther into the clearing, the unmistakable jagged peaks of the Rocky Mountains rise majestically above the trees. I trip over my own feet as I gape at the sight, breathtaking for this prairie girl.

I force my mouth shut. I’m not here to sightsee. I’m here on a mission. The beauty is deceptive. It hides the danger to Nathan and to me. They’re keeping slaves here, and those slaves are dying. Even now, I need to be planning the details of our escape.

Forest is the only barrier I can see, but perhaps there is a fence hidden somewhere within the trees. Dark green painted cinderblock structures with small square windows line either side of the clearing.

A boy in tan work pants and heavy boots hurries past. He greets Pam as he passes, and he nods at me. Anticipations quickens my heart. I could run into Nathan at any moment.

Pam points to the longest building on the west side of the camp. “That’s the men’s dormitory.” A couple of young men loitering in the doorway stop their conversation and watch us walk past. Neither one looks familiar.

“We have about sixty men who do the heavy labour. They work at the logging site all day, and it’s pretty quiet here while they’re gone.”

We pass a large black column rising from the center of the green space. It’s wide enough to be a stage, but too high. I’m tempted to ask what it’s for, but I don’t want to appear too eager. I’m supposed to be a scared, broken slave, not a curious new girl at summer camp. 

Beyond the black column, a dozen posts are scattered evenly over the north side of the clearing. Handcuffs hang from short chains anchored to the top of each one. The wind blows, and the metal cuffs rub against the wood. I shudder. I don’t ever want to know what those are for. 

Pam points to a wide paved trail that cuts through the underbrush. Ferns stretch over the pavement. “Not everyone here is a Contract. Susan, the lady you met in the office is our administrator. She’s not a Contract. Did Dek pick you up?” I nod.

She grins. “He’s definitely not a Contract. He’s one of the site supervisors. His wife, Penny, is the nurse. Hopefully you won’t need her.”

We pass a large square building on the east side of the site. “That’s the kitchen where you’ll spend most of your time. I won’t bother showing you. You’ll see enough of it later.”

She leads me around to the back of the kitchen past a row of dented metal trash cans. I peer into the darkened forest. Still no evidence of a fence. After firmly tucking the plastic disc under my tongue, I ask, “Where are the boundaries?”

She glances over her shoulder. “Boundaries?”

“Sensors for our chips.”

“There aren’t any.” She shrugs. “No need for them. The drones keep watch at night. Besides, there’s nothing within fifty miles of here. The forest is so dense that once you’re inside, it’s hard tell which direction you’re heading. Story has it that a Contract tried to escape once. They found him halfdead three days later. He only made it out about five miles before he got lost and started wandering in circles. They don’t worry about us running off.”

I follow Pam to the northernmost point of the clearing where a forested incline bends the land at a sharp angle. A gate blocks a narrow, paved roadway that snakes up the hill into the woods. A large sign declares: “WARNING. Restricted Access.”

“That area is off limits to Contracts and supervisors. They’ll take away your food for even walking too close to it.”

“What’s up there?” I ask, remembering Uncle Rex’s words regarding the logging camp. There’s something not right about it.

She shrugs. “Don’t know. Don’t want to know.”

“Do people work—?”

“It’s none of our business. Don’t ask. Stay away from it. Okay?” I snap my mouth shut and nod.

Pam turns on her heel. “See the small building over there?” She points to a small cabin tucked behind a stand of evergreens a couple of hundred feet north of the kitchen. “That’s the infirmary. If any of the guys get hurt, they take them there. We have to bring them food.” She sets her lips and looks down, shifting from one foot to the other. “Next, I’m going to show you the women’s quarters, but . . .” She opens her mouth and closes it and then draws a heavy breath. “Look, Jessica, the work the guys do is very dangerous. The equipment is old and poorly maintained. They aren’t trained or given safety equipment. They often get hurt, and usually it’s no small injury. They don’t last long. I’ve been here just over a year, and in that time, we’ve lost more than one a month.”

The number punches me in the gut. More than a dozen? I force air into my lungs against the band of shock that wraps my chest. Over twelve young men have lost their lives here, and that’s just since Pam arrived. How many before that? 

Adrenaline floods my system. I have to get Nathan out of here.

Pam rubs her arms as though she’s cold. “In fact, yesterday . . . ,” she swallows hard, “we lost Number Sixteen.” 

So they’ve lost sixteen Contracts. Is she referring to the Contract as a number to distance herself from him? 

“About a week ago,” she continues. “It was terribly windy. They were expecting a tree to fall one way, but the wind caught it and threw it the other. 

He couldn’t get out of the way in time.” 

“I’m sorry—”

“All the kitchen girls watched him slowly die.” 

“What?” I shake my head. “They didn’t take him to a hospital?” 

She licks her lips and lifts her chin. “Pay hospital bills for a Contract? It’s cheaper to buy a new one.”

The gravity of her words settles over me. I need to get Nathan out of here before he becomes a victim too. 

According to Uncle Rex, the camp purchases at least five Contracts a month. Losing Contracts to accidents might explain why, but sixteen in just over a year only works out to one or two Contracts a month. Where have all the others gone?

We stare at the infirmary. The only sound between us is pine needles combing the breeze. I swallow hard. They don’t send them there to be healed, but to die away from the others. 

“Make sure you’re careful. Keep your head down, do your work, don’t cause any trouble. You’ll last longer that way.” Her stare drills into my eyes. “It’s something I’ve learned the hard way. Don’t get too close to any of the male Contracts. Keep your friendships to the female Contracts. It’s less painful that way. And don’t piss anybody off.”

“Anybody” sounds like a specific person. I’ll have to figure out who “anybody” is and steer clear. I nod, my stomach souring. 

“One of the reasons I’m telling you all this is that one of the girls ignored my advice. She got involved with Number Sixteen. She’s taking it hard.”

“Involved, like boyfriend and girlfriend?” I ask, thinking of the forbidden nature of romantic involvement at the Banker’s house.

“Yeah,” she says, as though it’s obvious.

“That’s allowed?”

Her eyes narrow as she looks me up and down. “This isn’t your first assignment?”

I shrug, suddenly wary about whether or not this information should be revealed. “No. I did housekeeping at a banker’s home down in Texas.” That’s safe. I think. After all, the real Jessica did that too.

“Ah, yes, things will be different here. The site supervisors don’t care what we do in our spare time so long as it doesn’t interfere with our work, we stay away from the restricted area, and we’re in our rooms by nine. When the workday is over, the site supervisors go up to their houses. You do something to ruin their quotas or bring them down here after nine, there will be hell to pay.” 
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