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Aiden woke up with a start. He had been hit in the head by something. It wasn’t hard, but it definitely startled him. “OW!”

“HA! Gotcha!” It was his brother Phoenix. His younger brother had found the Nerf gun Aiden tried to hide from him last week. Great.

Aiden rolled his eyes. He was used to these attacks in the morning. Most often, it was a pillow or smelly socks, but today, Aiden had taken a foam dart to the face instead. At least it wasn’t smelly.

“Dang it, Nix! I swear, you are the most immature human being on the planet. My alarm is set to go off in five minutes! You couldn’t wait to be stupid?”

Aiden threw a pillow at his brother’s head, missing and hitting his Xbox instead. The button ejected Left 4 Dead, and Phoenix pushed it back in, listening to it whirl around inside as the game appeared on the already-on TV screen. Aiden grabbed the controller and shut the whole thing off.

“You missed, loser. Get up. Let’s go do something.” Phoenix tossed pants and a shirt at his brother from off the floor.

Aiden barely caught them, still bleary-eyed, and looked at them before getting up and putting them on.

“What? Before school? Seriously? It’s way too early to do anything right now.” He plopped back down in bed. His alarm clock clicked over to say 5:00 a.m., and the alarm sounded. He shut it off. It was barely light outside, but he was awake now.

“Actually, it’s not. Mom and Dad wanted us to check on the bunker quickly before school. We’ll be missing first period, but it’s okay.” Aiden lifted his shoe to throw at his brother’s face, but Phoenix swerved to the side, and he missed again. Nix bounded out of the room, and Aiden sighed, slumping back on his pillows.

Their parents were preppers, and every day there was something new to do. Last week, they had to pull an Army Ranger weekend—running on no sleep and very little food while camping in the rain. This week was sunny, and their parents were asking them to check on their food and supply storage. Naturally, it just had to be on a Monday morning—and fall to them.

He got up and finished dressing, then grabbed his school bag, wallet, and keys. Snatching an apple on the way out, Aiden ran after his brother, who was already sprinting for the car.

“I call shotgun!”

Aiden rolled his eyes. “Dude, you are the only one getting in this car with me! Besides, you failed your exam like a million times, and I’m the only one who can drive you. It’s not a flex.”

“True, but was it really failing if I did it just to piss off the parentals and scare the examiner?” Nix laughed at himself.

“YES! And they were pretty mad about it. So am I. I am not your chauffeur.”

Aiden threw his backpack in the back seat. Being seventeen was hard enough without his sixteen-year-old brother causing problems—for their parents and for him.

“Just because you get to drive me all over doesn’t make it any less fun. And hey, at least we know that prepping for an apocalypse didn’t prep them for dealing with us! Now let’s go. Gotta get the inventory and crap done before lunch. Plus, I have band practice tonight and I need you to cover my butt while I slip out.”

“Again? Why not just tell them you play lead guitar in a band?” Aiden asked.

“Maybe because guitar playing isn’t a survival skill, duh!” Nix replied.

“It could be. Just tell them it helps with making money on the street. Or that you’re learning more about electronics that way. I’ve seen you fix your guitar. You can do stuff with the pickups and things. Plus, a guitar is a good weapon to have around, you know. Hit someone on the head with that and they’re toast. Or make up a secret family code using notes, or—”

Phoenix cut Aiden off. “Okay man, I get it. Way to take the fun out of a rebellion. I’ll tell them eventually. Just not today. So... can you cover me?” Nix looked hopefully at his brother as they stopped at a red light.

Aiden rolled his eyes. Being a protective big brother to Phoenix was hard work.

“Fine. But this is the last time I cover for you. I won’t keep doing it. You have to do things on your own from now on.”

“Gnarly!” Phoenix shouted. “We’re working on a new song, and we almost have an entire album ready to record and perform. Performing without them knowing will be pretty hard, so I guess you have a point. Still, our bass player, Chris, thinks we can get a sweet gig going here soon. I honestly can’t wait!”

“It’d be nice to see you perform. Just tell Mom and Dad tomorrow and let’s go from there,” Aiden replied, zoning out a little as Phoenix kept gabbing on about his band.

“Okay. I will. Ah, I think we’re close.” Nix looked around as they had now driven from suburbia into the woods.

“Yeah, I think the bunker is somewhere over there,” Aiden joked, pointing at a tree.

They knew exactly where the bunker was since they had done bug-out drills often. They were the only family they knew that did this. While most of the time it was routine now, they used to have fun with it when they were younger. It always felt like they were in a zombie movie.

“Let’s just pull in off the road—same place as last time—and get this done quickly,” Aiden said.

He parked the car behind a large curtain of trees and vines, just as they had before. This was how they kept their location a secret. They always had to make sure they weren’t spotted off the road. All preppers kept their locations hidden for a reason. 

Never let anyone know how powerful or how weak you are.

Aiden thought it was wise. Phoenix thought it was stupid. What if they needed help and no one came?

They walked into the woods for almost a mile and came to a large cement hatch covered with a camo tarp, leaves, rocks, and other debris. They turned the stiff, metal wheel and pulled the hatch open. A ladder led down into the bunker. The boys climbed down one after the other. Aiden flipped the switch at the bottom to turn on one of the many generators powering their lights. Phoenix grabbed a clipboard off the hook near the light switch and walked over to the steel door leading to their food storage. Aiden grabbed another clipboard and sighed.

“Guess you can do food. I’ll do water. Then we need to do medical, building supplies, and weapons inventory. I think we should also check the solar panels up the hill before we head out too.”

“Sounds like a plan, Stan,” Phoenix replied.

They got to work counting and rotating a few items their parents had stocked up on. Canned beans and large jugs of water were just the start. It took at least two hours to finish those rooms.

Aiden checked his watch. It was almost 7:30. They needed to hurry, or they’d be late for school. As they finished up, Aiden yawned. He couldn’t help but wonder if they’d ever use this stuff. Things were tough in the world now—tariffs had raised prices, families struggled to survive—but really? A bunker? Their family had always been prepared. But Aiden wondered how others would survive the financial crisis. So many of his friends had to move in with relatives. People were taking in friends and family left and right. It reminded him of the Great Depression, except this wasn’t in a history book—this was now.

There were protests across the country. People were trying to survive. Would this make it into history books one day? Would his future kids learn about this? Either way, things were bad. And Phoenix? He didn’t seem to care.

“Let’s go get some breakfast before we head back,” Phoenix said.

Aiden’s stomach rumbled. “Sure. But value menu only, please.”

“Fine. But only because you said ‘please,’” Nix joked.

They hit McDonald's, grabbed burritos and drinks, and ate in the car before heading off to school.

The day had started out great—but Aiden felt off. His heart was racing. The heat from the sun felt unusually warm. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew something big was about to happen. They just had to make it through the school day. But as they got closer to the city, traffic slowed. Cars lined the road. Great. Another protest. People were blocking the road. An officer tried to redirect traffic.

Aiden’s chest burned with stress. He wasn’t against the cause—fair housing, food prices—but he wished people could protest in a way that didn’t make life harder. He was already anxious about school. He wanted to be a doctor like his parents. It’s why their family wasn’t struggling like others. Both his mom and dad worked at the hospital. They were hardly home, but they provided. He hoped things would go back to a time when housing and food weren’t privileges. Police eventually broke up the crowd enough to let traffic through. Aiden and Phoenix slowly pulled around the other cars and found the road that would take them out of the chaos.
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By the time they made it to school, Aiden and Phoenix were able to attend the last five periods of the day. Phoenix was grumpy that he’d missed lunch, and Aiden was frustrated that he had missed school at all—especially just to count supplies. They already knew how much they had. It felt pointless to go over it again.

Aiden had enough on his plate. Between his family constantly pulling him from class and the world spiraling into a never-ending loop of debt and taxes, he wasn’t even sure he’d be able to afford college next year—even if he did pass high school. He was already applying to every scholarship he could find, hunting for grants and student loans. His family had more resources than most, sure, but it still felt like barely enough. And the idea of stepping out into this world as an adult? Terrifying. After everything he’d seen since freshman year, he wasn’t convinced anyone was really ready for adulthood anymore.

During the last period of the day, Aiden and Phoenix were in different classrooms. Both were counting down the minutes until the final bell when the classroom phones began to ring. One by one. Aiden glanced up as his teacher answered hers. He could hear other phones ringing down the hall too. A low murmur fell over the class as their teacher's face stiffened. She whispered into the receiver, then without a word, she got up and locked the classroom door.

A crackle came over the school loudspeaker.

"This is a code red. This is not a drill. All students and staff, please get to a safe room with a lock and remain there until you receive the all-clear. I repeat, this is a code red. This is not a drill..."

The announcement repeated three times. Panic hit immediately.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t feel good.”

“I have to pee.”

“Is this a joke?”

“Settle down, class!” the teacher barked. “You must remain quiet. Will, away from the windows!”

But it was too late. One of the students pointed, eyes wide. “You might want to see this,” he whispered. “There are people outside... looting the gas station.”

The teacher's brow furrowed as the entire class rushed to the windows—except Aiden. He pulled out his phone and texted his brother.

Aiden: Do you see the gas station? People are looting. What do you think’s going on? I’m gonna text Mom and Dad.

Phoenix: Good idea. You take Mom, I’ll text Dad. Bet they won’t answer though.

Aiden: Maybe not, but I have to try. I’ll text you back.

He quickly switched screens and texted his mom.

Aiden: Hey Mom, we’re on lockdown at school. People are looting the gas station across the street. What’s happening?

To his surprise, she responded almost immediately.

Mom: We know. I can’t talk long. The second you can, you and Phoenix need to get to the bunker. It’s getting worse. Rioters are invading D.C. People can’t afford to live anymore—they’re taking things into their own hands. This is the beginning of a new revolution. A war. Your dad and I have to stay with our patients. If we can’t make it to you, we’ll send someone. Do NOT leave the bunker. We’ll make new plans when we can. Stay safe. I love you and Phoenix both.

Aiden’s hands trembled slightly as he replied.

Aiden: Love you too, Mom.

He waited for the confirmation that the message had gone through. Once it did, he switched back to his thread with Phoenix.

Aiden: We have to get to the bunker. Mom said it’s war now. The people are fed up.

Phoenix: Yeah, Dad said the same. And it looks like the rioters are heading toward the school now. Time to battle-armor up, bro. See you soon...

Aiden: Yeah... hopefully.

He shoved his phone into his pocket and glanced around the classroom. He needed something—anything—that might help if things went south. All he found were dull scissors, a heavy stapler shaped like a shoe, and a half-empty water bottle. Fantastic. Not exactly combat-ready. But if someone came in with a knife? Maybe, just maybe, he could defend himself. If it came to that.

His heart was pounding. His throat was dry. Outside the classroom, the world was shifting, spiraling into something unrecognizable. And all he could do now... was wait.
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The rioters burst through the school’s front doors, the sharp crack of breaking glass and splintering wood echoing down the halls. Aiden’s heart jumped in his chest. They had battering rams—actual battering rams—which struck him as odd. Who brings that kind of equipment to a riot? This wasn’t spontaneous. These people had planned this.

In Aiden’s classroom, students scrambled to the back of the room, unsure of what to do. His hands shook as he pulled out his phone and texted his brother.

Aiden: Nix, are you okay? Rioters are in the school!

Phoenix: Yeah, I know. They’re lining people up in the hallway. IDK why, but man... this better not be an execution.

Aiden: I second that. Why would they even come here? There’s nothing of value. Grab whatever weapon you can and hide it. I’ve got scissors in my pocket. We need to be ready to get out of here.

Phoenix: Yeah, we do. I might bring a friend or two, though. Think Mom and Dad would mind?

Aiden: Of course, they would but do it anyway. I’ve got a feeling we need allies, not enemies right now.

Phoenix: Agreed. Meet at the car if you can. Stay low till I get there.

Aiden: Okay.

Aiden glanced up. Even the teacher looked terrified now, frozen by the sound of footsteps and gunfire growing louder in the hallway. The door lock—cheap and no match for real violence—meant nothing.

The classroom door blasted open. Rioters stormed in with guns drawn.

"INTO THE HALL! LINE UP! QUICKLY!" one of them shouted.

Nobody hesitated. Aiden found himself wedged between Will and a girl he’d never spoken to, who was shaking so hard he thought she might collapse. A man in a military uniform—massive, thick-necked, like a retired wrestler—strode down the hall with commanding authority.

“YOU HAVE ONE CHOICE TODAY,” he barked. “JOIN US FOR THE REVOLUTION OR DIE WHEN YOU FIGHT AGAINST US. YOU ARE OLD ENOUGH TO KNOW THE WORLD ISN’T SAFE RIGHT NOW. WE NEED SOLDIERS. WE ARE TAKING OVER AS THE SAVIORS OF THE UNITED STATES. WE ARE GOING TO STOP THE GOVERNMENT FROM CONTROLLING US. WE ARE AT WAR!”

The hallway was silent. Everyone was stunned.

Another man stepped forward, younger and far less intimidating. “We’re only recruiting high school students. If you’re worried about younger siblings, don’t be. Sixteen and up—that’s who we’re calling. If you join, you’ll come with us to a new training facility. If you don’t, you’re free to go home. But what happens after that... is on you and your family.”

He paused to let it sink in.

“We’ll wait in the cafeteria. Anyone who wants in, meet us there. Everyone else, you’re dismissed.”

Aiden stared, trying to process. This can’t be real. This isn’t real. Beside him, the crying girl had sunk to the floor, hyperventilating. He knelt beside her and spoke quietly.

“It’s going to be okay. Just pick a side. They won’t hurt you if you don’t fight. Take a slow, deep breath. It’ll be alright.”

She looked up with wide, terrified eyes, tried to breathe, and gave a feeble nod. Tears continued to spill down her cheeks.

All around them, rioters began herding students toward the cafeteria. Those who didn’t move fast enough were barked at, nudged forward by the butts of rifles. Teachers looked equally lost, unsure whether to stay or lead kids out.

Aiden stood slowly. He needed intel. He could always slip out the cafeteria’s back door if it came to that. He slid into the crowd and began moving with them.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He fumbled for it.

Phoenix: Hey. I think I’m gonna join these guys. What about you?

Aiden: Yeah. We need to know what’s going on. I’ll text Mom and Dad when we’re back in the cafeteria or wherever they take us. For now, stay calm, keep a low profile, and do whatever you can to stay out of trouble. This is gonna get crazy fast. I have a feeling we really are about to fight in a war.

Phoenix: That’s what they said. Try to get close to the leaders too. They look dangerous, but it might help us. Time to use all that prepper training for good, right?

Aiden: My thoughts exactly. If anything goes south, we can meet at the bunker. Use the secret route and don’t get followed.

Phoenix: Got it. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that though. I kind of want to see where this leads.

Aiden: Gotcha. Guess I’ll see you soon, soldier.

Phoenix: You will indeed, soldier.

Aiden tucked his phone away just as one of the soldiers walked past him. He held his breath, but the man didn’t stop—just kept moving. Aiden exhaled.

Whatever was about to happen next wasn’t going to be in their favor. But at least he and Nix were in this together. If they could get close to the higher-ups—understand the inner workings of this so-called revolution—they might just stand a chance. And if not? There was always the bunker.
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Aiden and Phoenix met up in the cafeteria. There were a lot more students than they anticipated. They were surrounded by people with guns, pressuring them to sign up for whatever new military they were planning. Many of them looked terrified or were trying to contact their friends and family to see what was going on. Many of them were being told to sign up, with a few here and there being told to run away and get out of there. The soldiers were trying to get everyone into lines to fill in their information, followed by physicals in partitioned areas towards the back of the cafeteria, then they sent them outside and loaded them all on buses.

"What do you think is going to happen?" Aiden asked Phoenix in a hushed tone, not wanting to draw attention to himself.

"Not sure yet. But I hope we get to be on the same bus. We have to make sure we go to the same place, wherever that might be," he replied.

"You're right. We can't risk being separated. At least not yet. We should have a plan to meet up though if we ever do get separated."

"Luckily, we have a spot for just about everywhere in this state thanks to Mom and Dad. But if all else fails, we go to the bunker. That is the only place no one will be able to find us. It's the one place where we know how to defend ourselves and could survive there alone if we had to. But here's hoping we don't have to," Phoenix said.

"I know. I am kind of excited but disappointed too. I was hoping that when the world was coming to an end, it would have some sort of zombie in it. Instead, we just get corrupt politicians and the promise of a possible nuclear war started by Russia, which honestly isn't a surprise. Oh well. Guess we should line up."

The boys got in different lines next to each other. Each person in line was giving their name, age, address, phone number, and their parent’s names. Then they were given a few pieces of paper and a number and sent to wait in line for their physical. Aiden went up first, then Phoenix. They compared their slips and their numbers.

"Looks like we are on the same bus at least," Aiden said leaning over to compare his paper to his brother's.

"Yeah, looks like it. At least they got that one right," Phoenix replied, looking at the number he was given. Several of the other groups of siblings around them weren't so lucky. Then there were friends and couples also saying goodbye to each other. One couple, Aiden recognized from one of his classes, though he couldn't remember exactly which one at the moment. The girl was crying as the boy comforted her. They could hear part of their conversation.

"It's okay, Wren. We will see each other again. I think the buses are going to the same place. Don't worry about it," the boy said stroking her hair.

"How do you know? I heard someone say that they are all going to different training camps and that they are spread out so we might not see each other at all." She looked at him with her large brown eyes full of tears.

"It’ll be okay. I’ll find you. Just do what they say so we can be safe, okay? It's time to get in line." He helped her up and they went and stood in the line behind Aiden. “She’s right though. The buses do go to other places. I asked,” the boy whispered to him as Phoenix, still leaned over to talk to his brother, listened. 

"Good to know. My brother and I got lucky and are on the same bus, so I don't think we have much to worry about," Aiden said.

"That’s really lucky then. Most people don’t get that. We got here first, and our class was all put on different buses. I'm Jimmy by the way. This is my girlfriend, Wren. I think you guys are in science together," Jimmy told Aiden.

"Oh yeah, she sits on the other side of the room, and we don't really talk to each other that much. Nice to meet you officially," Aiden replied. So, that's how he knew her.

"Nice to meet you too. We are on the same bus it looks like," she said reading Aiden's paper and pointing to the bus number. Aiden and Jimmy also looked at their papers to see if they were together. "Jimmy's with us as well. This should be interesting now that we know we’re all going to the same place. Hope it's not too bad. This feels like some sort of concentration camp situation, though we aren't being gunned down... yet."

"Yeah, it kind of feels like that. Guess we will have to stay vigilant and see what happens," Jimmy said.

"I second that idea," Phoenix replied from the other line, and Aiden nodded.

"You're up next." Jimmy pointed to the nurse that was waiting for Aiden. He stepped forward, wondering how the soldiers got everything set up so quickly. 

Stepping behind the curtain, he saw an exam table set up and several different medical devices on a small, rolling cart. Most of the items were normal like a blood pressure cuff and thermometer, but there was one thing he didn't recognize, a syringe with a tiny, technological device inside of it that looked like a pill. Before Aiden even had the chance to get close to it, the doctor took his papers and scanned them and the bar code on the side of the syringe with a scanner. She then typed a few buttons in on the scanner before speaking.

"Are you on any medications?" she asked.

"No," Aiden replied.

"Do you have any allergies to anything?"

"No," he said again.

"Any other medical conditions or procedures that I should know about?"

"I had a broken arm in fifth grade, but it was a minor surgery, and they put a small screw in my arm to hold the bone together." He indicated to his left arm that had a long scar on it. The woman checked off a few boxes on his form and wrote something down. 

"Okay. Are you up to date on all of your vaccines and other preventative care such as eye checks and dental visits?"

"Yes," he replied.

"Great. I am just going to get your vitals and give you one quick injection, and you will be good to go," she said taking more notes on the paper.

"What exactly is this injection for?" he asked, eyeing the syringe again as she reached for it.

"It's your tracker. We track all our military now. It was just released today, but we have had several trials of it, so you will be safe. Don't worry. It just sits under your palm in your hand, and you will be using it at base camp to get access to all your food and supplies needed while there. It's more like a key card that can be used on all our bases, but with an added bonus of you not getting lost or deserting us during a fight."

"Oh. Okay then." Aiden knew that wasn't all they were going to use it for. His parents had talked to him and Phoenix about this sort of stuff. He felt anxious now and didn't want to get it, but he knew he had no choice, it was too late now.

He got the injection with his tracker under his palm. The injection hurt badly, and the site itched, but according to the nurse, it was supposed to for the first hour or two, then it would feel better. Then the nurse sent him out to get in line for the bus. On his way out, Aiden showed his hand to Phoenix.

"We are being tracked!" he mouthed to his brother. He saw him stiffen up and clench his jaw as he walked up to the next free nurse.

“Damn it,” Nix mouthed back at his brother. Aiden gave him a sympathetic look. Nix disappeared behind the curtain. 

After seeing the nurses, Aiden noticed soldiers shoving people towards the exit to get on the buses that were waiting just outside the double doors. Two soldiers on either side were looking at everyone's papers while pointing them to the right bus. Other soldiers outside were making sure people were loaded up correctly, and that no one tried to escape or get on a different bus. 

A brother and sister were standing in the line near Aiden, and he recognized the girl, Maria, from his history class. Her brother, Rhett, was on the football team. They hugged goodbye as they walked to separate buses. This just made Aiden glad that he and Nix were on the same bus even more. Rhett looked like he wanted to hurt one of the soldiers, but Aiden was glad he didn't. He wondered what would happen to them and if they would ever see each other again. He also thought they were probably wondering the same thing. 
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"Dude, I can't believe they actually put these things in us," Phoenix muttered, catching up to Aiden in line and rubbing the sore spot where the tracker had been implanted. "I don’t think Mom and Dad even knew."

"Maybe they did," Aiden said. "They work at the hospital—could’ve been part of the protocol. Might be necessary... for now."

Phoenix scowled. "I don’t like it. The second I get the chance, I’m taking mine out." He scratched at the area again, even though the itching only made it worse.

"Same here. But right now, we’ve gotta play along. Stay low, gather intel. We can’t afford to cause problems yet."

Phoenix shoved his hands into his pockets. "Fine. But once I figure out how this thing works, I’m destroying it."

"Deal," Aiden said.

Behind them, Jimmy and Wren joined the line, both fidgeting with their own trackers. They handed their papers to the soldier by the bus door. He barely glanced at them before waving them on.

The four of them found seats at the back of the bus near the emergency exit—just in case. Jimmy and Wren took the row in front of them. Wren looked pale, clutching Jimmy’s hand like it was the only thing keeping her grounded.

"You guys ready for this?" Jimmy asked, trying to sound casual. He didn’t.

Aiden nodded. "We need to stick together, no matter what. If we get separated—especially at the bunkers—find a meet-up point. That’s rule number one in prepping."

"You guys are preppers?" Jimmy asked, surprised. "Like... from that Doomsday Preppers show?"

"Kind of," Phoenix said with a chuckle. "Our parents are hardcore. Dragged us into it young."

"Hey, could come in handy," Jimmy said. "Mind if we stick with you guys?"

"Not at all," Aiden replied. "We’re always down to build the team. Any special skills?"

Jimmy shrugged. "I can pick locks. Got into spy stuff as a kid—codes, surveillance, cracking systems. Built my own cipher once. Didn’t catch on though... no one learned it but me."

"That might be useful," Aiden said. "What about you, Wren?"

She looked up nervously. "I camped a lot. I can start fires, set up shelter, hunt, fish. My dad and brothers took me out all the time."

Phoenix gave her a reassuring smile. "That’s more than enough. Honestly? We’re probably going to need every bit of it. People might get asked to do things out there... things we’re not ready for. So pay attention. Watch everything. Especially the soldiers. Trust as little as possible. Behavior changes, word choices, body language—track all of it."

A soldier walked past the windows outside. Aiden instinctively slid his window shut and dropped his voice.

"Things are about to get real. Stay alert. Even small details could save us later."

Jimmy nodded. "You’re right. We need backup plans for our backup plans. No matter what happens, we stick together."

"You won’t get left behind," Phoenix said firmly.

Just then, the soldier by the door stepped onto the bus, followed by three more and the driver. The doors sealed with a pneumatic hiss. Without a word, the driver pulled down a set of screens from the ceiling and locked them in place.

"Listen up!" the lead soldier barked, bracing himself against the front seats. "I’m Lieutenant Brandt. I’ll be escorting you to base today. You’re going to watch a short instructional video. Pay attention—this is the only time you’ll see it."

Aiden glanced at the others. The tension in their faces was unmistakable.

"Upon arrival," Brandt continued, "you’ll check in at the admin building. Your photo will be taken. A file will be created. You’ll be scanned, linked to your tracker, and issued base permissions."

He paced slowly.

"Your file will include everything we have on you—plus a pass/fail sheet based on your training. Pass? You advance to the next sector. Fail? You get three chances. If you still fail, you’ll be sent to the School or reassigned based on your skills."

He paused, letting that sink in.

"Trust me. You do not want to end up at the School."

He scanned their faces, eyes hard.

"Each sector offers opportunities to rank up. The best of the best go into the field. Work hard. Train harder. Don’t ask questions that waste time. You’ll be fine. Welcome to The Raze."

With that, he dropped into a seat behind the driver, who tapped a button to start the video.

Phoenix leaned toward Aiden, mouthing, "The Raze? Like... as in burning everything down?"

Aiden shrugged, watching as the screens flickered to life.

The video showed soldiers marching in formation, training hard, undergoing evaluation after evaluation. Those who passed looked focused and sharp. Those who failed were sent to a looming, windowless facility labeled “The School.” They didn’t come back the same. Their faces were vacant. Glassy. Hollow.

When the film ended, the bus roared to life and lurched forward.

Aiden turned to his brother, voice low. "I don’t know if we made the right call. That School... it freaks me out."

"We won’t fail," Phoenix replied. "We’ve trained for this. And if we can, we help others pass too. Build our own backup army. We might need it."

Aiden didn’t respond. He couldn’t stop thinking about those empty faces. Why would they even show that?

"Yeah," he muttered eventually. "We’ve got two already. Guess it’s time to start recruiting."

Jimmy turned around in his seat. "That School thing freak anyone else out?"

"Most definitely," Phoenix said.

Wren clung to Jimmy’s arm. "I don’t want to go there."

"You won’t," Aiden said firmly. "We won’t let that happen to either of you. Just be smart. Keep your heads down. If the School is the worst of it, we’re lucky. But I doubt it is. Did you notice they didn’t say a word about what happens if someone refuses to follow orders?"

"Yeah," Jimmy said. "It’s like they left that part out on purpose."

"I wonder why," Phoenix said.

Wren didn’t answer. Her eyes were wet as she leaned into Jimmy, silently crying.

The buses drove for hours, heading out of the city and deep into the countryside. According to the time on Aiden’s phone, they’d been moving for nearly three hours before the base finally came into view.

It looked like something out of a history book—massive steel gates, thick concrete walls, stone bunkers arranged in military formation. Soldiers patrolled everywhere, barking orders and training in tight lines. Beyond the main buildings, a high wall loomed, guarded and shrouded in secrecy. No one could see what was behind it.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Abby

-

S 2

woodland





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





