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The room was chilly as a stream of air wisped through the ventilation. The bed was too close to it, she thought. But her parents wouldn’t allow her to move it. They claimed it was the only way to get her going early in the day. Stretching, she grabbed her garments and put them on. The same white, brown and gray outfit she wore every day. The clothes didn’t stave off the chill. The concrete under her feet felt cold. She wondered if her predecessors ever covered the floor to keep it warm. But no, they hung rugs and tapestries on the walls for insulation.

As she drifted through her doorway, her mother sat quietly in the only chair with stuffing. The only comfortable chair in the bunk. 

“Good morning,” a smile spread across her lips.

“It’s too early in the day,” moaned the girl.

“You are supposed to say, ‘too early in the morning.’ Remember your assignment?” reminded her mother.

“Ugh, I don’t know if it’s actually morning. I don’t even know if the sun is up. What does the sun even look like? I have never been outside this underground concrete cell,” lamented the girl.

“Oh dear. You are too smart for your own britches. I promise, one day soon, you will go outside. When you’re a little older. When you get done with your lessons. And when you do, you must try and sound like a topsider, just in case,” explained her mother.

“Or an escapist. Do we even keep the same hours as the sun? How can I adjust my speech and thinking if I’ve never been outside?” she asked.

“Well, today I get to show you pictures. And special papers. Today, you will learn our story,” her eyes twinkled. “Would you like to hear it?”

Her mother rose and floated across the room. She looked so graceful grabbing the heavy leather-bound book off the shelf. The girl often thought her mom could have been a dancer if circumstances were different. Anger contorted her facial features. If her ancestors hadn’t decided to cower and hide underground in the bunkers, the Germans wouldn’t have marched over their great country without resistance.  

Looking up, her mother’s piercing blue eyes read her expression. “Oh, little one, today you will learn the entire truth. I borrowed this book from the historian. It will help you understand,” she sat back down and patted the stuffed chair. “Come dear. Sit and I will show you.”

The girl looked concerned. They’ve never allowed me to sit in the comfortable chair. This must be important, she thought, as she moved hesitantly into the offered seat. Her mother’s smile softened her anxiety.

The smell of old, wet leather pierced her nose. The spine creaked. Thin, musty sheets of paper were bound inside the cover. Running her fingers over the rolled corner of the first page, she saw the ink rub not her fingers but barely smudged, much unlike the wax they used in the lab.

“Careful dear! These are fragile,” her mother gently pulled her hand away from the pages.

The girl’s focus wasn’t pulled from the page as she read the tall dark print screaming at her from the page.

GERMANY SHELLS BRITAIN

DEATH TOLL UNDETERMINED

SHIPS SUNK IN GULF OF MEXICO

WAR CABINET CONFIRMS U-BOATS ARE IN THE AREA

ARGENTINA SIGNS ALLY TREATY WITH GERMANY

THE REICH ARRIVES IN SOUTH AMERICA

REPORTS OF NEW BOMBS SWEEP SOUTH AMERICA

NEW YORK HIT BY BOMBS WITHOUT PLANES

NEW TECHNOLOGY MEANS ALL CITIES WITHIN REACH

TEXAS HAS FALLEN TO GERMAN-ARGENTINE FORCES

PUBLIC WANTS ANSWERS FROM WAR CABINET

SEE LOCAL OFFICIALS FOR SURVIVAL PLAN

She leaned further into the book with each passing page. Lines of tiny text blurred her eyes as she tried to read everything before the page turned. Her mother turned the pages gingerly, explaining each headline and what it meant. These old thin sheets were called newspapers, and this is how news traveled before everyone moved underground.

As they turned to the last page, her mother frowned, furrowing her brow. “The local governments were given the location of these bunkers. We had a very smart president once. His name was Roosevelt. He saw the turmoil starting in Europe and decided he would start a secret public works project to build these bunkers. It was the same time they built the interstate highway system, which I’m sure no longer exists.”

A heavy-handed knock interrupted the conversation before she could ask any questions. Mother quickly and quietly shut the book, hiding it back on the shelf. Why is mother hiding this book? Are these things something I shouldn’t be taught? the girl wondered. Approaching the door, she spied her mother waving her hand behind her back. The signal to go to her room and not come out. This was par for the course as far as she was concerned.

Who was at the door? She knew she had to be patient to find out, if she ever would. Low whispering voices echoed through the main space, then the door opened with a whine and closed with a thunk.

“Darling,” her mother called. “Erack is waiting for you in the quarantine room. Perhaps you should go play with him for a while.” 

The girl shot out of the room, rounding the corner and out the door so fast her mother was a blur. Skipping down the halls, the girl couldn’t wait to see him. Erack was her only friend in the entire bunker, but they only met in the quarantine room. She asked her mother once what quarantine meant, but her mother danced around the answer, refusing to explain.

She saw Erack through the window then pushed open the heavy glass door.

Erack looked at her sharply. “Kid, I don’t know what kind of pull you have,” he sighed heavily.

“Not sure what you mean. Besides, you are not that much older than me. And you act more like a kid than I do,” she replied, smiling sweetly at him.

He did not return her smile. 

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“I was in the middle of something, but I always have to drop everything to meet you here,” Erack lamented.

“Oh, I thought you lived in here. In the quarantine room,” the girl looked at him earnestly.

“Um, no. You are the one stuck in quarantine,” he snapped. “I mean, no one out there even knows you exist.”

She tilted her head at him as the words echoed around her head. 

“Why aren’t people allowed to know I exist?” she asked
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Fresh air. It was invigorating. D filled her lungs with it. Closing her eyes and turning her face toward the sky, she took in the warmth of the sun. The musty smells of which she was accustomed, nowhere to be found. Everything underground smelled a little damp and sterile. Topside it was all sweet smells. With every breath, colors painted behind her eyelids. She envisioned what could make such a great set of scents and why they could not experience them more often.

Outside she was able to leave the bunker behind. Her simple scouting mission left her by herself with her own thoughts. Topside was one of the few places where she felt at peace with herself and her surroundings. In this place, she felt in tune, a term described by her ancestors. Maybe that’s what she was all the time...in tune. Others saw it as a threat. She knew they didn’t trust her, that they saw her as dangerous and different. D didn’t want to be dangerous or different.

Birds chattered and took off behind her. Her eyes flew open, hand on her weapon, perched on a piece of rubble, ready to fire. Looking around, she took in her surroundings again. Something had changed. The birds felt content a moment ago but had fled their nests, suddenly startled. Had she lingered too long? Her trainer warned her about basking too long in the sun, but it had always felt so nice.

A small herd of deer popped their heads up. She felt their sudden alertness, each with their piercing gazes utterly focused on the abandoned bird perch, ears twitching to find the noise. They stood perfectly still in anticipation and agitation. She was never sure how they stood so still and alert. Perhaps she should be studying their movement to better assist in her training. Or perhaps to make her a better hunter. She liked hunting more than scouting anyway.

The chill hit her nose, forcing her to focus again. A cool wind whipped past her ear. Steadying her reflexes, she tuned into the small sounds around her. Crack! The deer gracefully skipped away despite their hurry. An animal familiar with these parts would not have broken the twig. 

When D first arrived, she neither saw nor felt any signs of humans here. She watched and waited for the overwhelming feelings she generally associated with being around other people. Maybe being topside dulled her senses. Maybe she’d grown too comfortable. Either way, she had missed something, and it could cost her.

The ruins ahead of her were now silent—eerily so. The lack of movement unnerved her. Leaving her hiding spot now would expose her to whatever was out there. She readied her weapon. Check the sky first for planes. Then check your surroundings again. Listen for noises, like engine sounds or upset animals. No sound too small. No sight insignificant, she reminded herself. Standard procedure. The routine calmed and comforted her. And yet, she found nothing. Frustrated and mentally kicking herself, she attempted to regroup.

Shifting her focus to the sight of the disruption, D turned her head to hear. Was it an echo? If so, which direction?    Focus! Focus! Focus! she screamed to herself, allowing it to bounce around her brain. Listening again, she heard rustling. They were moving through the tall grass. Allowing her eyes to focus on the source and perking up her ears she heard more rustling but saw little. The movement caused by the gentle breeze whisking through her own hair. Then she heard it, the echo off the concrete and metal behind her.

Realizing she was standing with her back to whatever was there, she spun quickly, weapon ready, scanning the new area in front of her. She marked the original bird perches situated near the watering hole. The path proved to be the most insightful, D located the broken twig. A more careful examination revealed footprints behind the twig coming to an abrupt halt. They must have heard the sound, knowing it had revealed their location, causing them to dive for cover quickly.

The shuffling sounds continued, more slowly now as they attempted to stay under the ground cover. She checked her camouflage, trying to reassure herself they hadn’t seen her. They had to be hiding out of instinct or perhaps information they were given. The Germans taught their people nothing went unnoticed. German officials assured everyone in the German cities listening devices were everywhere, even in the wastelands. But these were not stories or lies. D’s bunker encountered many of them while setting up small farms topside. However, they had no issues when topsiders or bunker dwellers interfered with the devices or dug them up, confirming the idea the Germans no longer monitored the equipment. These devices supplied valuable parts used to develop technology inside the bunkers.

Looking up, she realized her attention had drifted too long. She held up her finger to gauge the direction of the wind. Tall grass moved in the wrong direction. She poised herself to fire, but a feeling of fear and despair washed over her with such force, she needed a moment to recover. Shaking her head, clearing her mind, she remembered her orders for situations like these. Before she could fire, she needed to establish how big the party was, who they were with, and why they were here. Swaying grass would not yield those answers.

Could kids have gotten out of the compound and followed her? Or sneaked out? Kids under twelve were rarely left alone but many teens were often left to their own devices. Too many years underground in a confined space made it hard to keep young ones from secret entrances and exits and private spaces long since forgotten to the adults. There were always a few clever enough to wander decently far from their home. Temperature was always the first obstacle to overcome. Most would not be equipped with her all-weather gear. Many would not travel out this far in this chill. Others new to the topside preferred a more leisurely stroll if they managed to actually escape.

They could be escapists from the city. The direction they came from would suggest this. While this group appeared possibly untrained, the scenario didn’t appear to fit. Despite her prodigy level in training, they would not send her out alone to pick up kids, let alone on her first solo mission. Most escapists were under the age of eight, traveling in a group of a dozen or so. While this was a rendezvous point, it was against protocol to send someone out alone on a recovery mission. No one informed her of the possibility. She was unaware of any recent transmissions alerting her bunker of another group of escapists coming their way.

For a moment she considered outcasts. They may or may not be trained and traveling alone or in a group. They knew so little about topsider outcasts, she felt they were used as characters in fables to keep them from sneaking out of the bunker. It didn’t deter many. She highly doubted anyone could survive out here alone for long, quickly dismissing the idea altogether.

This left one idea, German Nazis. The Reich ruled the roost here and she knew they had listening devices out here. Perhaps the Germans had heard her over one. Maybe they were scouting, looking for areas to expand. But their actions appeared careless. Assuming any German soldier would be better trained for stealthy approaches, D checked again for back up in the skies. Seeing no sign of planes, she considered this option again. Maybe the officers were trying to sniff her out. They acted untrained to fool her into giving away her position.

Her mind had wandered too long again. The sounds stopped and the grass swayed with the wind again. Was she tracking a ghost? D would kick herself if she was tracking a herd of some kind. The noises couldn’t have been her imagination. Something had spooked the animals enough to get out of the area. Animals were the first warning system. Their instincts were pure.

For a moment, she scrambled, scanning the area vigorously, looking for any sign of the intruder. Then, she stopped, looking at the area near the path. A smile formed on her lips. Her work was complete before this had all started. The gap in swaying grass was a result of an old concrete foundation, probably for a shed or small house. It was still mostly intact and would make the perfect place to hide and wait out the threat. The group probably stumbled upon it, assuming it was harmless.

However, she had laid a glass trap on that foundation when she arrived in the morning. She would know soon who was out here with her. The S.S. uniforms had been made impervious to high-speed projectiles, but not to things that cut like glass or knives, forcing close combat if you wanted to survive. The Luftwaffe and Intercontinental Bombs ensured the Germans saw little direct fighting.

Escapists would cry and not know what to do. Animals would likely scurry out into the open to see what bit them. Teens would kick themselves for not deducing there would be a trap in the first place and most likely start cursing one another. Nazis would nurse their wounds and try to escape the trap with the least amount of sound possible. By now, she firmly convinced herself outcasts did not exist.

D dropped her weapon. It had become her turn to wait. Loud shrieks shook the air, scaring more birds off branches, screeching in disapproval as they took flight. Human heads bobbed up and down. Adults and children alike began to filter back to the path, bloody and hurt. D saw more of them now, cradling arms and knees and other wounds. 

They were not soldiers, not escapists, not teens, not animals. They were dressed in rags, made more so by being cut up in the glass. Not deadly, just a bloody sight pouring out onto the path right in front of her, about a dozen or so. She watched the chaos continue as the people tried to stay silent and yet stopped caring about being seen, making her feel like a voyeur.

The group scrambled to recover from the shock, trying to reinstate rank and file. They ranged from early teen to adult. She couldn’t grasp why they would bring teens with them. It made no sense. How had they arrived here? How long had they been traveling? There were a few blonds in the group, but most were adults that weren’t master race. Had they gotten lost trying to send these children to her bunker? Was it an emergency escape?

Her training told her these circumstances required immediate reporting. She reached for her communicator, realizing she left it on the other side of the ruins. She needed to make a hard choice with no standing orders in place. How she proceeded rested in her own hands. The panic rose in her throat. If she messed this up, they would never let her go on another solo mission.

D had always wondered if she could kill another human. There was training for this. Their trainer tried to make it feel as real as possible, taking them topside to hunt animals, making the trainees kill most face to face or as close as an animal would allow. But killing animals felt different from harming other humans and now she was sick to her stomach at the thought. There were children with this group. Shooting them felt unethical. 

She assessed the likelihood this group could be trained soldiers. Again, they had children. They made stupid moves, didn’t check for traps, and weren’t dressed for any cold weather. They were untrained, and all of this gave her no cause to kill them, forcing her to disobey orders.

D put her listening enhancer into her ear, turning her head to the group to extract any quiet conversations. The downfall of the device was one could not watch and listen at the same time. All she could hear were curses and whimpering. Her head was craned for so long, her neck began to cramp. Finally, they began to discuss their situation.

“This was a trap set for soldiers by soldiers. From the looks of things though, this area is uninhabited. We have possibly stumbled into someone else’s territory, and I guarantee they will not trust us or our intentions,” said a male voice.

“You don’t know that for sure Jaren,” said a female voice.

“Tend to the children,” Jaren replied gruffly.

“We could be miles from an actual colony. That trap could have been set by outcasts or aid years ago. We don’t know if there is anyone even close to here,” said another male voice. This one sounded younger.

“We know nothing about this area,” Jaren said.

“We don’t know anything about any area above ground, at least not with any certainty,” interrupted the other male.

“We just need to be more careful. Much more careful,” replied Jaren.

She turned her head to face the group when the talking in her ear suddenly ceased. Putting faces to voices was difficult with her rudimentary technology, but she was glad she had it. D saw a woman with an orange bag. Opening it, she began to remove the shards of glass from the younger members of the group with the tools inside, bandaging the wounds incorrectly. The bandages looked familiar as did the liquid in the vial she was using.

An older man and a younger man appeared to be in a heated conversation. She assumed the older one was named Jaren. Pulling out her logbook, she quickly jotted down the notes in her special code. The discussion was becoming more heated, and she reluctantly turned her head to hear what was worth such a conflict.

“We wouldn’t have survived if we had listened to you!” the young voice said in a hushed and terse tone. “If you hadn’t followed us, you wouldn’t be able to try and be in charge. You have no right to make decisions here.”

“The intel was good,” Jaren insisted. “You know the intel was good Xayres.”

“How can you still believe the intel was good if it got the rest of us killed?” Xayres asked, trying to control his volume. “The intel cannot be good and wrong at the same time. How could you have overlooked the contradictory report? You chose which intel to pay attention to and look where that got us,” he threw his hands up to illustrate the current location. “We’re not listening to you anymore because you have blinded yourself to the truth.” His voice was trembling and rising. “It’s your fault she’s gone! Your fault they’re all gone!”

“SHHHHH!” the woman hissed. “You’re scaring the children.” She looked around quickly and continued, “And the animals.”

Fearing Xayres would give away their position, Jaren slapped his hand over Xayres’ mouth, pulling him to the ground. No one moved but she could hear a light struggle. An occasional adult head popped up above the tall grass like a gopher to check their surroundings, gauging when it would be safe to speak or move again.

She noted in her log they sounded like escapists, possibly from the city in the east. She debated again whether to reveal herself, kill them all, or continue to collect information. They didn’t seem to be too much of a threat except they couldn’t keep control of themselves or one another. That provided opportunities for attention from unwanted places.

She grumbled at her options. Killing them would be too messy and if city soldiers did stumble upon their bodies, it would give away that there was another force in the area. Besides, this was an escapist rendezvous point as well, and she didn’t want to send the wrong impression. It would be premature to reveal herself before they managed themselves. She sighed and turned her ear back to the group. One could never have too much intel, D smiled.

“Listening to you will get us all killed,” Xayres hissed. Jaren had apparently released.

“Shouting like that will get us all killed,” Jaren hissed back.

“Both of you knock it off,” said the female voice. “What is done is done. We can’t keep arguing about it. We need to move on and find a safer place. This area could well be inhabited and since we don’t trust strangers, it is safe to assume anyone here wouldn’t either. And with you both yelling like that, they are more likely to kill us than take us in. We look like a direct threat to them.”

“Ra’Ella is right,” said Jaren.

“What would you suggest then dearie?” Xayres spat at her.

“I don’t know. What I do know is you need to calm down Xayres and Jaren, you need to get it through your thick skull that you’re no longer in charge. Now we are a completely democratic group. We will all be informed and we will all decide. Working together will help us thrive. Right now, we cannot be working against one another.”

“But he ignored the intel. How can we trust him even in a group decision? His voice still carries a lot of weight with this community,” Xayres pleaded.

“There is still no indication they found the bunker,” Jaren insisted.

“No indication. We were attacked. There is no indication? What are you talking about there is no indication?” Xayres spewed incredulously.

“They must have used some technology that we didn’t know existed,” Jaren pressed.

“Maybe we would have had a better idea of their technology if we hadn’t been restricted from coming above ground. You were the one who insisted we never leave the bunker. We needed more than just our sensors and information from the network. For all we know, we were sitting ducks for years,” Xayres said.

“That would require a traitor on the inside and there was no indication...” Jaren started.

“Maybe there is no sign of a traitor because the person responsible for keeping us safe from traitors is the traitor. You know, the one who selectively decides which information to listen to and disseminate. That person would have ample opportunity to remove anything incriminating them before passing that information on to others,” Xayres argued.

“This is a pointless argument,” a younger female voice joined the conversation. “We must choose now. We have people waiting for us to scout this area and make decisions. Jawing off is and wasting precious time. Xayres, we all lost a great deal, but you need to stop trying to blame someone. They had us out-manned. They’re not spending their lives in hiding. They’re not in the dark. They took us by surprise, and no one could have stopped that even if we had information. You need to grieve and move on. Let it go.”

“I don’t know how to let it go. There’s nothing left that she loved, that I loved. I don’t know why I am the one here and she is the one who had to die.” Xayres lamented and it sounded like he was starting to cry.

“You’re still here. She loved you. She sacrificed herself for you. You are younger. Her time was much more limited than yours. She thought you had more to give than she could. Embrace that. Prove her right, not wrong,” the young female said.

All D could hear now were sniffles. Xayres was crying. Now she knew their bunker had been raided. They were all that was left and there was a camp of more survivors somewhere. This could be a show for her benefit, but she still believed they had no idea she was there. 

The sun was starting to drop toward the horizon. Taking note of her position, she checked the sun and shadows to gage which direction she would head after dark. The bunker was west of her position, and a little south, only two to three hours at a steady jog. 

The group went silent. D turned her head to see them looking glumly at the ruins. Events had obviously taken their toll on them. As they picked up their supplies to move, she shifted, remembering she was right in front of the closest entrance to the only shelter within sight. When they passed her, she could have touched every one of them from her position.

Nightfall set in long before D felt she could move. The chill became unbearable. Even in her cold weather gear, her fingers were starting to stiffen from signs of possible hypothermia. As she rolled over and stretched, her muscles protested. Taking in a gulp of air, her lungs ached between the cold and the soreness. She must get back in time. The leaders needed this information and if she was late, most wouldn’t believe anything she said. She pushed herself to her feet.

The steamy plumes from her breath were the only sign of her passing. Moving swiftly under cover, she trotted around the ruins and into the open space toward home. This area was mostly traveled at night for protection. Fearing she’d hit this stretch too late, she quickened the pace to a hard run. Her chest protested again but she ignored it.

By the time she reached the bunker door, she was beyond out of breath. It took all her strength to stay standing long enough to put in the code unique to her and her assignment. Her fingers twitched and shook as they grazed over the alphanumeric keypad. The panel buzzed at her with red blinking lights. She growled at it. Her outdoor gear would not keep her protected enough in these temperatures.

Looking to the sky, she surveyed the moon. Was it past clocked midnight? If so, her code would be invalid. Maybe she tapped in the sequence incorrectly. It was cold and she was shivering from the temperature and exhaustion. Clouds from her mouth floated on the air every time she exhaled.

Closing her eyes, she steadied herself through breathing. Remember to stay grounded. It will always help you focus. Her trainer’s words bounced around her head. Slowing her responses would stop her shaking. She eyed the moon again. It was close to the cut off and she was wasting time. Her body was responding to the training. It loosened and relaxed. She closed her eyes. Sweat dripped down her forehead as she shifted her weight, trying to refocus. D absent-mindedly held her breath as she tapped the pad again. Her lungs protested, begging for relief. Finally, her lungs forced the air free. 

The panel lit green, releasing the door, swinging open as she struggled to move inside. The code worked the second time? Trying to close the door, the weight was too much for her weakened body. The clock on the wall read 0002. Two minutes past clocked midnight. The door wouldn’t budge. She dropped to her knees. Her pack fell to the floor. It had unlatched while she sprinted back home and she hadn’t noticed.

“Hands on your head!” a male voice shouted from behind.

Someone pushed the door out of her hands. D heard the familiar click in front of her, telling her the door was secure. Two men stood over her, but they were blurry. She was losing consciousness. The world spun. If this was the way they would act when she came back late, why did they allow the code to work? She tried to keep her thoughts straight as she limply lifted her hands to her head.

Today felt long and emotional. All she wanted was to turn in her logbook and get some sleep. But the council would ask so many questions, too many for her to see any rest any time soon. Her notes guaranteed that. Her head hurt. The spinning increased. She couldn’t think as she reached for her logbook.

One of the men shouted at her again, moving to face her.

“Damn D! What took you so long?” he said.

“We figured you were dead, or worse,” said the one behind her.

They smiled at D, relieved she was okay. It would be difficult to replace her. They tried to help her to her feet unsuccessfully. All she could do was reach for her log. Fumbling around in her bag, one of them knelt down to help her.

“Taz, I need to speak to the council. Immediately! There’s been a change,” she mustered between pants before the world went black and she toppled backward onto the floor, the book falling from her grasp.

The men watched for a moment, unsure if she was okay. Her body convulsed violently, causing them to panic. One ran shouting down the corridor while the other regained his composure, turning her on her side to ascertain if she swallowed her tongue. 

“Oh, she will kill me for putting my fingers in her mouth,” he whispered to himself.

The gurney arrived as the guard placed her logbook on her stomach, watching as she was rushed away.
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Her eyes burst open. D tried to sit up, head aching. Why couldn’t she move? Panic rose in her chest before she was able to stave it off. Now she felt in control, but her ears were buzzing and her vision blurry. The straps were most likely for her safety. D had a nasty habit of throwing herself off the med bay table just like she did her bed. Dreaming had never been her friend.

“Doc...” she whispered, “How long was I out?” 

“Unfortunately, not long enough D,” Doc answered. “You need to be more careful. Your body has limits. Running like that in the cold air, you’re not trained for that. None of you have been trained to do that.”

“Had to get back before midnight,” D croaked. “I guess I keep inventing test programs for myself.”

It hurt D to laugh. She couldn’t help herself. As she lamented the pain, she felt something shift in her ear. Her listening device was still in, but she couldn’t reach it to turn it on. 

“Doc, a little help here,” her head was starting to clear, and she felt the need to sit.

“Nope. I’m trying to keep them from noticing you’re awake. You must rest and allow your body to recover,” Doc pleaded. “I know you’re young and you think you’re invincible, but really, you need time.”

D felt the presence of tense people before she heard the whispers in the background. Struggling against her bonds, she loosed them just enough to get one arm free to turn on her earpiece. Although the voices were familiar, she turned her head. The council now gathered in the corner. Were they trying to have a private conversation? Doc eyed D suspiciously.

“Careful D. They are serious right now,” Doc said.

“How many times did I throw myself off the bed before you strapped me down?” D asked, winking.

These were strained talks and now, more than ever, she needed to know if her feelings of distrust were justified.

“Oh, well, maybe four times,” Doc replied. “It’s good this isn’t your first time here or you may have hurt yourself even more than you did.”

“What are they talking about?” D asked, even though she already knew the answer.

“You know what they’re talking about. Hush and behave for once,” Doc scolded. “Teens...I don’t know why I even have to bother...” her voice trailed off into a mumble.

“So, you’d rather I just lie here silently until they leave?” D pressed.

“They’ve disrupted this med bay all morning.” Doc’s voice had an unfamiliar edge. “They should be in chambers, but no, they’re here waiting for you to wake up. What in the world did you see out there? That stupid log has been a thorn in my side since you got here.” Doc roughly rearranged her pillow and sheets. “Now do what I tell you. Shut up and lie still.”

D closed her eyes and did as she was told, turning her head so the listening device on her ear pointed toward the corner of the room. The council was discussing her, and she wanted to know what and why.

“If this is accurate,” a woman said. “Then she needs to lead our troops back to this location. This needs to be met with full force.”

“I am the military advisor here. I know we cannot have the element of surprise without the darkness, and the sun is well up. And she almost died not eight hours ago. We can’t send her back out there, regardless of whether that group is on the move,” said a deeper voice fiercely.

“Besides, the log says they had no idea she was there. There is no risk. They don’t know we’re here. But there is a risk if we go back out there,” says Trey, head council member. Do you know who I am? she mused.

She only knew a few of them by name. Footsteps shuffled in her direction. Closing her eyes, she hoped they hadn’t seen her awake. A wave of anxiety washed over her, making it difficult not to react because it wasn’t her own. Doc pulled herself away from the table to intercept them.

“She is not available, and you are not waking her. She needs rest. Leave her be until she comes to on her own. That’s a medical order,” Doc said forcefully.

D always admired Doc’s ability to say exactly what she needed with nothing extra. She didn’t waste breath. Doc arrived back at her bedside as D heard steps moving back to their corner. The anxious feeling went with them and now D’s body filled with a tension that wasn’t hers either but couldn’t discern who was feeling it.

D heard someone else on the approach. Now she knew where who felt tense. This man looked thin, but she knew he had a slender, muscular frame. His blue eyes could pierce her even if she couldn’t see them. She’d know his figure anywhere. Although she hadn’t heard his voice mixed into the hushed conversation, she knew he must have been standing and listening intently, as it was his job. She felt his hand caress her ankle. His influence calmed her somehow, made her less suspicious.

“Erack...” she began to whisper. He raised his hand slightly, making it look like an adjustment on her ankle, a sign she knew was intended to shut her up.

“I don’t know why they want to send you back out so quickly. It doesn’t make a lot of sense to me. Then again, I haven’t been fully read in yet either. I think they’re waiting to talk to you before they declassify info,” answered Erack as if reading her mind.

Doc hushed them, eyeing the conversation across the room.

“No matter what they want, you need to rest,” Doc hissed. Erack smiled as if to agree. “Now pretend you are still asleep until they decide to leave.”

“I was never very good at acting,” D replied, watching Doc’s forehead crinkle above her almost black eyebrows.

Doc sighed, turning to Erack, nothing but seriousness in her green eyes as she rolled them, “Honestly, you’re one of her commanding officers. Can’t you order her to can it?” she motioned toward D.

“At the tender age of 17, she thinks she’s invincible. She’s not much for following orders either,” Erack mused quietly, shaking his head. “Especially from me. Maybe because we’re so close.”

Doc pursed her thin lips, causing her brow to furrow. “I don’t think obedience has anything to do with the age of the person giving her orders. Erack, we can just go over there and figure out what the big deal is. She certainly can’t tell us, especially now that she knows it’s still eyes-only classified information,” Doc mused.

“Didn’t he just tell you I’m not so great at following orders?” D winked at Doc, grinning from ear to ear.

“That is not a smart idea D,” Erack warned. “They may just leave you outside for good.”

“I for one want to know what brought them into my space for the last four hours,” Doc said.

D looked from one to the other. Doc was tense and annoyed, possibly frustrated. She could feel it pulsing through every word and movement. Erack was fearful, not wanting her to get caught sharing information, even if he didn’t need her to share it. He knew everything that happened but lied to her about knowing. She might have been angry if it wasn’t normal.

Pausing long enough to appear thoughtful about sharing, she quietly relayed the events of her mission to the two of them. She only moved to emphasize the oddest points, discussing her thoughts about them at length. Erack stood and listened, grabbing random tools and only walking away to fetch things for Doc. She walked away from the table repeatedly, causing D to pause her story, only to resume when Doc returned.

Confusion and fear appeared on Doc’s face over and over. D enjoyed the feeling of causing so much intrigue, but the meeting in the corner began to die down. The council knew she was awake.

Suddenly, a sea of faces surrounded D, leaning over her, peering down from all directions, making her dizzy. A feeling of tense anxiety washed over her, the pit of her stomach began to tremble. Where was this feeling coming from? She felt distrust, confusion and exhaustion, all in an overwhelming fashion and all at once.

She tried to sit up, forgetting she was strapped to the table. Her head slammed back down into the table with a force loud enough they all heard it. Her stomach churned. Her complexion greened, a vile color usually unseen with her darker skin. But she knew it must be ever-present as Erack rushed to release her straps and Doc flew back with a bucket in hand, taking it straight to D’s head. Her throat burned as the contents of her stomach emptied into the bin. Erack moved around the table to assist.

Doc pushed everyone back. “Can’t you see she’s still struggling? Step back. All of you!” she yelled.

D sat up. The motion caused another release of her rations. Hoping it was the last bit left in her stomach, she tried to steady herself. Erack set the bin on her lap and snatched a rag. She waved it away; unaware she was covered in muck. A nurse appeared with crackers and seltzer water. D waved those away as well, but they were left on the tray next to her bed. As the nurse turned, Doc handed her the bin and motioned for a fresh one. The onslaught of feelings faded into one of shock and awe. Then, as the group backed away, it dissipated even further. D was relieved about the reprieve. The room stopped spinning.

D croaked, “What the hell do you want?”

Immediately, the cacophony of noise ripped through her brain. Everyone spoke at once. Some raised their voices, attempting to speak over one another. Squeezing her eyes shut, she covered her ears, feeling her earpiece. It was still on. She clicked it off quickly, which only reduced the volume but not the actual noise. Now her gut felt frenetic, and she tried to push it all away. D focused on her training, breathing slowly, maintaining heart rate, but it was still all too much. Before she could stop herself, she screamed.

Silence. The beeping of med bay monitors and the gentle hum of electricity running to machines hard at work were the only noises breaking through. She opened her eyes. Doc scanned her head with the machine hanging over D’s head. D saw her deep concern. The group had taken many more steps away from the exam bed, and with them again, the wave of overwhelming emotions. Erack was still at her feet, shock all over his face. Flopping backward, she laid down before the room could spin again.

Trey cleared his throat loudly; in the way he always did when he was uncomfortable and wanted to shift the attention in a room. D watched out of the corner of her eye as Trey moved toward her cautiously.

Doc stepped between them again, her hand looking abnormally small on Trey’s chest. “Go slowly. One at a time or all of you will leave,” she said sternly.

Trey nodded. Doc resumed her scans and clean-up. It was this moment D realized she was in a private room, probably requested by the council in response to the eyes-only status on her log. She released a long drawn-out sigh. Turning her head, she saw Trey with her logbook in his hand, motioning as if asking for permission to speak. She gave a weak nod.

“Is everything in this log accurate?” Trey asked.

“Yes, to the best of my knowledge, which apparently has gaps, based on your conversation,” answered D.
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