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​Chapter One
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"Great heroes need great sorrows and burdens, or half their greatness goes unnoticed. It is all part of the fairy tale."

― Peter S. Beagle, The Last Unicorn

––––––––
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"Josaline... is Rene with you?"

There was terror in my aunt’s voice and it spread over me like ice. “No, I haven’t seen her in person in years.”

Aunt Caroline knew this, so for her to ask, she had to be desperate. The line was filled with sobbing and my body filled with emotions. Guilt, fear, hopelessness, anger. All because I knew that if Rene was missing then....she was already dead. 

Jolting awake I found myself in an awkward position. I was sitting—all alone as the only person in first class. My Pods, the small speakers everyone had implanted behind their ears, blocked out the world as far as sound while my eyes were trained on my Holophone. I had it opened to my diary, an entry from a few years ago. Before the reality of my world was presented to me. It must have triggered my dream from that night. 

The images glowed and floated above the screen. A hologram video, just like when you had a call with someone, showed me the story in a three dimensional image. The dancing images of me and my cousin Rene showed nothing but joy, and if I were foolish or naïve like I had once been, it would be impossible to see why my family had separated us.

And if I had foresight, I would have cherished the moment more as the last one we would have together. 

The diary entry ended and the hologram faded away. I stopped myself from hitting the play button again. I had cried enough today, so I decided on another move. Getting up, I left the 'comfort' of first-class and broke my parent's first rule. First class wasn't much different from business in looks. It was the same pale gray upholstery and dark wood veneer on the whole train. The windows in first were larger and the seats in business were closer together. But it was the exclusivity that you paid extra for; distance from who was in the cheap seats. 

The electric train barely made a sound as it glided along its wire track, passing the uninhabited wasteland outside the city. There was nothing around to watch, hence my deep dive into my archived memories. The sea of mud and dust had become monotonous after the first hour. The occasional rock or swing of the cart had me tumbling from time to time but the ride was smooth otherwise. They pumped a calming lavender scent into the first-class cart. It was one of the distinctions between the different sections. 

Along with the noise levels because as soon as the electric doors slid open, the sound of varying levels of voices hit my ears. 

Business class smelled like its passengers (a strange mix of perfumes and food smells), which was a a blend of people you wouldn't find in the 'safety' of first. Some talked loudly with animated hand gestures while others whispered. Most were silent and on their holos. Those on their holos were Gildes and the ones talking were Mutes. It was easy to tell with how they sat and the clothes they wore. They were all different tier levels but I couldn't tell them apart. Maybe after some time spent in this world but for now, I was too sheltered. But I had to be careful or my parents would force me back into their protective shell—no bad grades and a lot of secrets if I wanted to stay free.

The pressure was high but worth it. I have been looking forward to this for years, planning and studying to move here, to go to school with Rene in Ocresta.

Too many eyes locked onto me. It made me feel see-through so I spun back and returned to my seat. We were nearing the city now, the endless brown landscape was slowly replaced with the cityscape that now stemmed from the ground before me. It was only a few minutes until we arrived, and it was still like standing just outside another world. Around us were brown dirt and thin trees, but tall, shiny buildings covered in lights of varying colors sat in the distance. The sun shone dimly on the thick electrical line the Ectotrain hung from above, but the city before us had a blanket of clouds as if in a dome with a completely different ecosystem. 

It had been years since I was allowed to come here. Forbidden to see this side of our family. But, if you asked me, they were the best side of us. Uncle Haru, Aunt Caroline, Reglin, and... Rene... 

Stop it. Don't think about Rene now. Not with Uncle minutes away from meeting me at the station. That was why I had spent the better half of my trip looking at old diary Holos of the two of us. To get all that out before I arrived. It wouldn't be good to have Uncle pick up a sobbing mess.

It would only serve as a painful reminder of what he lost.

The remaining minutes stretched forever as I waited for the station to come into view, using them to compose myself back into my cheery facade. A dotting of gray, short buildings welcomed us, rusted and worn. The signs of a Mute area—decay. There would be significant cracks in the walkway and I needed to pay attention to those. Falling flat on my face in the crowded station would hurt in more ways than one. It wouldn't be the first time the broken and unkempt world of Mutes tripped me up—my knee still had a scar. 

Mom wasn't happy about that at all.

I struggled to balance my luggage and myself with the large crowd and the uneven platform. Getting off the Ectotrain was more complicated than getting on it. I was trying to watch for cracks but got distracted by the differences in the crowd. Tall, short, pale, dark, fat, and thin they all had different postures and hair colors. The smell was overwhelmingly worse than business-class with all the other smells of the crowd mixing with putrid scents of trash. And the noise was so loud, it made my brain buzz with all the voices and mixed conversations with suitcases rolling, dropping, and popping along. I really wanted to turn my pods on just to block out all the confusion.

"Josaline!"

The familiar voice of my Uncle cut through the noise and as I turned, someone knocked right into my shoulder, sending my purse and backpack flying. At least my things remained intact instead of spilling the belongings inside. I caught sight of Uncle Haru while on my knees, growling at the man who bumped me. The two could have been related. They looked far more alike than I did to him; black, coarse locks and brown, almond eyes, but mostly the noticeable slump to his shoulders as he walked or stood. They were probably in the same tier at one point. 

Although I couldn't hear them, I knew a majority of Uncle's reprimand was warnings to the young Mute that knocked into a Gilded. At least I wouldn't call Regulations like other Gildes half my rank would have.

I had just gotten my things back in my hands when Uncle took them out again. "I'll carry those."

"I got it."

His eyes turned to slits, "Josaline, it's not up for discussion." I relented, knowing he didn't want to cause a scene. Or be seen walking with me as my equal. "You really went for it, huh?"

Uncle pointed to my hair, and I fingered a bright pink lock. "What can I say? I like to stand out."

"That you do. Finding you in this crowd was easy." He said with a chuckle, leading us away from the train platform. 

The drive was quiet. The hum of the magnets that managed the speed of the Auto filled in time. The political AUD Uncle played in the background went on in length about the struggles of Mutes—and how to accommodate.

I took in as much of the city as possible, but we were soon on the outskirts. The residential area looked like endless rows of boxes fitted into homes. But, as far as Mute neighborhoods went, this one was well kept and clean. The sidewalks were whole instead of a broken mess. And the electolamps hanging over the streets worked (last I checked, but I could have old info). I had never seen the lowest Mute communities but I had heard stories. They could be barely livable. I was glad Uncle had found this neighborhood and that it accepted his family. Things should have been a lot worse for them.

Uncle Haru was at the trunk, pulling most of my bags out before I could get a word out otherwise. It was a struggle to get my seatbelt off. The older auto or beater's antiquated system was not one I was used to. The car still worked and few had their own transportation like this. It would be public transportation for me with my parents insisting I get a rental everywhere. I rolled my eyes at the thought, but my Gilded parents hardly thought about costs, only image.

Glancing up, I took in the sight of the old, familiar home of my childhood summers. It had been a while, but the pale yellow and white shutters still stood out amongst the other houses on the street. The rest were steel gray or bland white, as most places are these days. I had always loved that. This house was so different from the others. But now (instead of happy nostalgic memories), I only felt regret. Missed opportunities weighed on me like rocks in my heart as I made my way to the back of the beater. Uncle's dark and caring eyes flashed to me, standing near and looking over my things. He passed me a small but sad smile. 

That was what I expected, and I was thankful for that much (at least), knowing he was feeling many of the same things I was, being back here with them for the first time in years. I watched as he bent over, his black hair gleaming in the sunlight. There was no point in fighting him on it—again. A few beaters passed loudly on the street next to us. It filled the hush between us. I glanced around the trunk and realized we were the only ones out on the street. The last time I was here, there were kids everywhere. But I guess, like me, they grew up. 

Another auto passed as we carried my luggage up the short set of stairs to the front door. If we were in any other neighborhood, I would worry about Regulations being called. However, no one would do that here. 

I followed silently behind Uncle into what would be my new home. Like I had as a child, I did my best to copy his movements. If I wanted to fit in here in my new home, I would need to do all I could to look the part. That included how I walked and talked. 

The small townhouse was impressive for its size—given its location. It stood tall and skinny in the middle of the Maan district, sandwiched between similar homes. With four bedrooms, it was a rare find in such an area. 

The carpet was freshly vacuumed and the whole house smelled of cinnamon. No doubt, Auntie worked all hours to get this place in perfect shape for my arrival. She always did, but I didn't notice until I was older. She pulled out all the stops for me whenever I came. 

The bedrooms were on the top floor, with three flights of narrow and creaky stairs to get there. I was given the last room in the hall. Auntie and Uncle's room was the first and cousin Reglin's second. While one door on the floor, the one I used to share when I came here, stayed shut tight and silent. Untouched from the outside and -what I suspected- the inside as well.

Auntie was waiting for us in my new room. The white walls stood out against the dark purple sheets she was currently dressing the small single bed with. The sheets and curtains didn't match but the light yellow brightened the room. The carpet was exactly as I remembered; gray and scratchy. It was easy to get rug burn from it but no one would be rolling around on it anymore. 

I took in the sight of my Aunt. It had been so long that her honey-brown hair had some gray streaks in it now. If Auntie Caroline had been the one to collect me from the station, no one would question us. Her features were close to matching mine. We were the ones with similar backgrounds since she grew up a Gilded. 

Her round, dark blue eyes found me a second later, "AH! Josaline, you're finally here!!" She shouted as she grabbed me up in a fierce hug as she spoke.

"Hello, Auntie. Long time no see." Which was a bit of an understatement.

Auntie's hold only got tighter, and I didn't fight her on it, letting her get her fill. I slowly pulled back a small distance, and my shoulders were held so Aunt Caroline could look me over. Even though Caroline smiled, she couldn't hide the sadness in her eyes. Agony twinkled back at me as if to wave and say, 'I'm here to stay'. 

Aunt Caroline's attention shot to my locks. Her smile grew, but it was still not as encompassing as it once was. "Oh my. And I thought the Holo exaggerated the color?"

As I had at Uncle's comments, I gently touched my pink strands, long curls springing back in place after my fingers released them. "Nope. Thank you for allowing me to stay with you."

"Of course, Josaline. That was always the plan, wasn't it?" Caroline said, her smile slipping a bit.

"When you called and told us you were attending Utrius Omega, we were both quite surprised—to say the least," Uncle admitted.

"Come on now, Dad," we all turned to the new voice, "Jo has always been sneaky smart...and tricky!"

Creeping in from behind, my cousin Reglin joined us. His wavy, brown hair was longer than when I last saw him, and he had a slight shadow on his chin of dark hairs. The beard attempt threw me the most, though, since he barely shaved the last time I was here. Also, his posture was more pronounced now, looking even more like a Gilded than before—taking after his mother. 

Wrapping an arm around my neck, Reglin ruffled my hair in an immature show of affection. But knowing him and the situation, it all felt forced.

"Some of us hide that sort of thing while others flaunt it!" I squealed, acting along. 

Ducking out of Glin's grasp, I gave him a slight shove while he smirked. "If I didn't, people would try to take advantage of this cute face!"

It was so good to talk with them like this. Like everything was normal. I hoped Uncle, Auntie, and Glin felt the same way about it as I did. Otherwise, all my acting was for nothing. Uncle sobered suddenly, pointing a finger at his son. "Speaking of, you need to keep an eye on your cousin, Glin. The city is nothing like the life you've lived. A Country Bumpkin like her will easily get taken advantage of."

He said 'Country Bumpkin,' but I knew what he meant. It was more than the crime rate that was different here in the city than in the countryside where I grew up. 

It was the expectations set upon you based on who your family was. 

But it wasn't as if I had never been here before, that I had never spent time in the city with this side of my family. Or that I lacked any street skills at all—not that I could tell them about any of that. As Glin said, I was sly.

So, I was only able to give a vague response. "I do have some street smarts, Uncle."

He gave both Reglin and me a glare. "A seventeen-year-old doesn't have street smarts. You may be old enough for career placement, and the government might see you as an adult, Josaline, but you're both still naïve to the real world. You two will be fine together but be careful who you associate with. I know you’ve lived as an Untouchable, Jo, but that's the big difference between here and your life in Renize.” I cringed at my town’s title on instinct. If anyone knew where I hailed from it would be bad. “Take care of each other because no one else will."

Reglin nor I could fight Uncle on that subject. Even if we did have the words for it, we knew better than ever to say them to Uncle or Auntie. I refused to let fear guide who I spent time with ever again. After what happened with Rene, all I had was regret. Regret that I wouldn't have if I hadn't been afraid to mix with a tier other than my own. 

The gentle twinkling of a Holo interrupted what was a solemn moment. Reglin pulled out a Holophone. His whole demeanor changed as soon as he glanced at it. "I . . . have to go...."

"Go?! But...your Cousin just got here!" Aunt Caroline whispered with her worry clear.

Reglin went from the carefree guy I remembered to serious and determined in a flash. Or rather a diginote. "I know, and I'm sorry, but this can't wait."

Uncle Haru sighed agitatedly. "Your Mother prepared a feast in Jo's honor...."

"I'll be home late. Welcome home, Josaline."

He rushed out, avoiding any more conversation on the subject. I watched Glin's fleeting form -noting how he now walked with a pronounced slump- and tried to ignore the worry creeping up my spine, especially when I saw the looks on Auntie and Uncle's faces. How could Glin act so casually about walking out on his family? After what they'd been through? 

"He is always going somewhere these days. And he never tells me where!"

Uncle wrapped an arm around his wife's shoulders and gently pulled her from the room. "I'm sure he would tell us if it was something to worry about. Reglin is a good boy."

There was little doubt in my mind that Glin was, in fact, a good boy, which made it all more strange. With loss, people change, so it wouldn't be odd for Reglin to have become a completely different person. But what kind of person had he become, and what kind of trouble had it gotten him into? When Glin read his Holo, the look on his face spoke volumes on how he felt about the message he received. Whatever it was that had him coming and going so much... Glin was facing it with so much determination. It scared me.
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​Chapter Two
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Sometimes the best heroes are the ones in your head—but that doesn't make them any less real.

-Ashley Poston, The Princess and the Fangirl (Once Upon a Con, #2)

––––––––
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I needed a distraction. And there was plenty, relatively new to the city and my new school to check out. It took swearing not to go far and be back before dark to get permission to leave the house for a while.

Honestly, I was surprised I got that much.

Part of me had worried I would never be allowed to go alone. It had been almost a year, and even though there was no real getting over it, Auntie and Uncle seemed to be getting used to it. I didn't pretend to know how much my arrival threw them off the new norm. But, I did know keeping with the plan and coming here had a jarring effect on me that I hadn't expected. 

As promised, my journey was straight to the Utrius Omega campus. It was a trip that passed the brightly lit and overcrowded streets of Ocresa as it flew by on the tram. Everything was tall and highlighted by lights that danced with a display. In the middle of the day, the holographics were burning away, trying to sell everything from Smokers to underwear. The thick layer of clouds hanging near the buildings' tops gave a little shade to the light show. It hid the tips of the buildings, making it look like they stretched on into space. I watched the lights reflect on the bottom of the fog, causing the clouds to look multicolored until the Magtram dipped into the covered track. When it entered the light again, I was in an oasis, surrounded by the lush green grounds of Utrius. 

Utrius Omega (affectionately known as UO as in 'You Owe Us your life') was like its own world. It was sheltered from the harsh streets and shadowy buildings that towered over most of the city—sheltered so much that I had to press my forearm into the tram's ID reader again to be allowed off on their grounds. 

A few gut-twisting heartbeats and it pinged my admittance, showing those on the tube with me -who didn't already know from my clothes and posture- where I stood in this world (since it was impossible to fake an ID chip). I half expected it to be rejected. I barely got into this Career Placement and would have to work hard to stay in it. It was all additional proof of UO's elitism. 

As well as how in the world of grit and grime, it stood untouched and clean. And although far shorter, the buildings on campus still loomed over me without touching the smog blanket above. Every building was gleaming with glass that was frosted to opaque. 

"So much for getting a peek into the classrooms," I muttered to myself.

But the buildings weren't what was impressive. It was all the life. The whole campus gave off the vibe of being in the country. Even the air was fresher but that was likely my imagination. It was strangely relaxing but that was probably the point. A mixture of Mute and Gilde working hard to secure their futures, they would need a break from the stress. 

The large dome-shaped buildings dotted along a perfectly paved pathway. There were many and they seemed to go on forever. One for every career path, at least. One side had a hover walk for anyone short on time, tired, or disabled to make it to class easier. Planned gardens added color instead of holo ads like the other buildings in the city. Trees covered the walk with shade that helped with the heat. If it weren't for the blanket of smog high above, giving the sun a soft glow, I would think I’d left the city completely. It felt like . . . home. I had mixed feelings about this sanctuary in the electric fortress.

With my class list glowing on my Holo, I roamed around, looking for each of my future classrooms so I wouldn't be lost on the first day. I was already at the bottom of the heap. The last thing I needed was to be the fool among fools. And I wouldn't have that dumbfounded look on my face –overwhelmed by the campus– for all to see.

I just roamed and ingested the many buildings and parks within the Elită Campus, which held the few arts offered and the 'top' science majors. It took me two directories to find UO's Art Museum, tucked away and tiny compared to everything else on the campus. Of course, why would art be high on the list for funding and support?

The massive Medical Research part of campus took the longest to get through, and their Library was three times the size of the Museum I now stood in. That was predictable. The real stars of this place were in the medical and science fields. UO was famous for inventing Medi-mechs, so their credits went to medical and engineering colleges.

With my low scores, I only made it as a Humanities Career. I was far from the elite sharing the grounds with me. It would be nothing like Primaries and Fundamentals. At least here, no one would know who I was and wouldn't be fake or befriend me for my parents.

Being a Gilded while among Mutes would be new, and I would never be the lowest on the pole, no matter how dumb I was. But, that made my belly twist more with guilt and fear, not reassurance. The whole point of going to UO was to be with Rene. Now, it was just to escape the life my parents had planned for me. The last thing I wanted was to be another blind Gilded that married within her tier and did nothing but throw parties for her husband. 

I didn't want to become my mother.

The sun was starting to set when I made for home, and it was still sticky with the heat outside. There was a slight reprieve on the Magtram from the sun but no climate control. The mixture of perfumes returned, just like on the Elecotrain, but this time the smell of sweat was strong. My thin cotton dress is doing as much as possible to keep me cool. However, I still have sweat forming on my forehead and back.

It didn't help that the tram was packed with no empty seats in sight. I took up a small corner near the door. I was running the risk of getting pushed out at the wrong stop, but if I didn't stand there, a pervert might touch me, and I would be defenseless in such a large crowd. One of the many things my visits here in the past had taught me.

One thing had changed since I was a kid visiting. There were no segregated tubes anymore. I didn't see any Mutes from where I stood. A quick stop and more piled onto the overcrowded box. I pressed hard into my corner. It was primarily professionals in suits making their way home. With all of them Gilded, I had the comfort of knowing that most would be gone before my stop on the edge of Gilded and Mute territory. 

It was quiet with everyone on their Holos. The screen flashing on their faces made them look hollow. It made the hum of the tram deafening, a comforting reminder that the Magnets were firmly attached to the track. On a few of the crowd, I could see the tiny light of their Pods under their skin just below their ears, telling me they were listening to something besides the hum with me. There were so many bodies around me. I couldn't even move and struggled to distinguish one person from another in the sea of dark, pristine fabrics.

So, I focused on other thoughts, ones I wasn't sure I should ever think about. But when I was alone, I couldn't stop myself.

Rene.

It had been five years since my last visit, yet our plans had always been the same: we would be together in career placement no matter what. It was my idea to go to UO, even though Rene had the grades for it—money or not. It was the only way I would ever get my parent's permission to go to career placement. The establishment would have to be someplace so elite that they couldn't say no. 

I bristled at the thought. The only reason I hadn't visited in so long was because of my parents! They didn't think it was good for me to be so close. Or near so many Mutes. I shook my head at their voices in my head. How calloused and simple-minded my parents were was disgusting sometimes; my stomach twisted with nausea. Even more, now that Rene had been missing for eight months. 

The weight in my heart only grew, allowing them to keep us apart for so long. And if I was honest, I blamed my parents for Rene's disappearance a little bit. 

"Josaline... is Rene with you?"

Aunt Caroline's voice still echoed in my mind. The desperation. The fear. Any thoughts on my missing cousin made my chest ache—it was filled with anger, regret, and sorrow, making my eyes sting with unshed tears. We had been best friends, practically twins, as the only females in the family our age. I looked up to Rene and her wild personality. Rene was brave in the world she was born into and always had her hair dyed bright and beautiful colors, standing out as much as possible with her differences. When I came home with pink hair, my parents forced me to cut ties. 

How much of my disappearance from Rene's life caused her to go missing from everyone else's? I couldn't think about things like that, not now. Even though they plagued me at night as I waited for sleep to claim me. Still four stops from mine, I prayed that at least some of the crowd would get off soon. As it was, I was struggling to breathe. 

Breathing, I battled with even more when I felt a hand on my thigh. 

At first, it seemed like an accident. A touch that brushed against my skin. But then it returned and lingered, searching my exposed flesh. Given my position, the most I could do was try and shake it off. But it persisted. I couldn't move with so many people around me, and I couldn't tell who the culprit was! I was close to screaming when the hand started to move upwards, planning on going up my skirt.

Struggling, I pushed against those around me who only glared in response. My heart was about to explode from my chest, and tears burned my throat. Meager squeaks of fear-filled upset escaped my lips while the rest of the world around me watched their screens and listened to their Pods.

I was getting assaulted in a room full of people, and no one was doing anything. Myself included.  

"Hey!" A deep voice cut across the hum of the crowd. My eyes went to the man automatically. But he wasn't looking at or speaking to me. "I don't think she likes that. How about you stop so I don't have to come over there?"

I followed his stare and found a man -who paled at the man's words- a short distance from me. The hand on me evaporated like magic, and I tried to breathe easier. But after such a close call, it was a struggle. My heart refused to slow the more I thought about it. 

Instead, I focused on my hero. His head poked out over all the others. His shaggy black hair looked unkempt and carefree, making me believe that he wasn't one of the businessmen around. Mutes didn't get office jobs often, but Uncle Haru worked in an office, so it wasn't impossible.  

All I could see was his head. No way to know if he was in a suit or not. I had seen his face and eyes for a flash when he spoke up for me. But I barely focused, and now he was buried in a book. A small paperbound novel. It was a strange sight outside the stash I had (and was teased for most of my life) because no one read from a book anymore.

There was no way to get his attention unless I called out, but that would be far too embarrassing, especially without knowing his name. It felt worth it to see the intriguing flash of gold from his eyes again, but he had just saved me, so it would be impolite to harass him. Right? A Gilded would take it as a service and never say thanks. 

Three stops later, the train finally cleared to a bearable level. My hero stood unmoving, somehow keeping his balance while focusing elsewhere without support. I was sure now he was a Mute. Or at least mostly, his posture didn't look like that of a Mute but his clothes did. He had to be tier five Mute or tier six Gilde.

That explained the fear and complete compliance from the guy that touched me. It was hard to tell if this guy was a Mute or Gilded. As an Untouchable Gilde, I had no reason to fear him, regardless. Unless my hero was a purist who attacked anyone not of their tier? I had never feared anyone based on stupid stereotypes or rumors anyway. 

There was little chance the guy would even talk to me. He didn't seem like he wanted to speak to anyone with his face in a book (ignoring everything and everyone around him). He had helped me, so maybe he would? I was careful as I made my way to his side. With the next stop my last, I had a limited time to thank him for his kindness. It was now or never.

Now that there was room, and a small circle around him. 

The other Gildes kept their distance, and I knew only a portion of it was because he called out threats a few minutes ago. He didn't flinch as I stood beside him, completely lost in his book. If he was a Mute, he had no apprehension of me. But I was trying to look and move like a Mute. Some things are impossible to hide (like the high-quality clothes I was wearing), and anyone paying attention would probably see right through me. However, it was nice to think I was pulling it off, coming to stand right in front of my savior. 

I had to grab the support pole nearby as I took in his slim-fit jeans and loose button-up he wore open with a clear view. His shirt's dark red and black plaid stood out boldly against the white of his t-shirt underneath. And his jeans touched the tops of his pure white sneakers. Clearly, not a businessman like so many on the train today. He was too casually dressed. His clothes looked every bit the Mute that he was. Standing up for a Gilded made him different from most Mutes. He reminded me of my Uncle.

Now close and able to see him, I regret not just calling out to him. The guy is gorgeous, and it was even harder to speak. "Um . . . excuse me?" He either ignored me or didn't hear. The glow of his Pods was missing, so they weren't on. "Excuse me!" His eyes shifted slightly, looking at me for only a minuscule second, but I saw it. The flash of his beautiful golden eyes made my heart tremble this time. "I just want to thank you. For earlier? If you hadn't said anything...."

"I almost didn't. Dressed like that on a crowded tram? And then you said nothing to the guy."

I suddenly needed to smooth down my dress as if it would somehow make it longer. The material was soft on my skin and palms, except for the small buttons (top to bottom) in the middle. Did he know I was a Gilded? Is that why he questioned my silence–he thought I was a Mute? "No one else did or said anything either."

"They probably thought you wanted it. I wasn't sure myself at first."

My anger swelled. It made my throat hurt again with angry tears I refused to shed. "Of course, I didn't!"

"How would anyone know? A tiny, Gilded girl with mediocre looks wears such skimpy clothes on the F? Maybe she's just lonely . . ."

Well, that answered that question. "I came over here to thank you, but now I feel like taking it back!!"

He shrugged, the lack of care clear on his pretty face and lackluster tone. "I don't need it anyway."

If he didn't want to associate with a Gilded, he could have said as much or given me a short 'you're welcome' and moved on. But no, he was a jerk and not out of any fear of being seen with me. He was one just to be one. I didn't know him, and he didn't know me, but it only took a split second to decide how we felt about one another. And I didn't like him—saving my skin be damned.

The tram slowed, the hum of the magnets fading the slower it got, and I couldn't get off it fast enough. I took one stomp away from my fallen hero, and he grabbed my wrist. It felt like a burn with his hot palm and fingers wrapped tightly around my skin. 

"You're welcome, Gilde. Never say a Mute did nothing for you, alright?"

I didn't know how to feel, but I did feel a loss when he let me go. Somehow, I got off the tram, but his golden irises were melted to me, burning the entire time the car shifted away. 
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​Chapter Three
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"Being a hero means ignoring how silly you feel."

― Diana Wynne Jones, Fire and Hemlock

––––––––
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Although UO was modern and sleek, I had to admit the Humanities buildings were clearly the least well maintained. The hall I sat in now with around a hundred other students barely had climate control. All the people around me looked miffed, either from the lack of cooler air or the hard built-in desks on risers we had to sit in. They squeaked every time anyone moved, so most of us were frozen. My desk had a few names etched in on the top. You had to be pretty bored to scratch in the name Alexander Zion Knowelby an inch deep. The school must be pretty cheap not to fix it too. It gave me something to do as I waited for class to start, running my fingertips along the letters. 

Now day two of classes and the professors were plunging into the curriculum. My New World History class followed suit as the room fell into darkness, the wall at the front lighting up with the projected lecture. It was like the holographics in front of City Center buildings, but smaller and more precise. The microscopic projector was in the floor, a piece of glass over it to protect it while it shined on a glass diamond above it. Two more projectors hit the box at different angles to complete the image.

Then a man stepped between me and my line of sight to the holographic. "Welcome to day two of New World History 101. For those of you who already forgot, I'm Professor Smith. Let's begin." There was a slight shift of anxiety within the classroom. "For those who think you can skate through this class, having grown up in said New World, think again."  

Great, now I am looking forward to this required course. The image changed, a picture of what appeared to be the busy streets of Ocresta. Sidewalks were filled with a mix of people from different tiers as the professor began pointing at heads. 

"Now, most of you are well-aware of basic History, how the War of Class caused the entire World's economy to crash and sent the civilization into chaos. The Great Crash was over a century ago, and we all live in a rebuilt world. Right now, I want everyone in this room to take a good look around."

Like everyone else, I was doing as told. Eyes met mine before shifting off to someone else. A few lingered, but they were bored within seconds of making eye contact–quickly moving on to the next. They all varied, either blonde, brown, or black hair, but I was the only wild colored. Their features switched around, some with thick lips, others with big eyes, and a few with broad noses. The skin pigment was all shades. But one thing was clear, and I had noticed as soon as I entered the Humanities campus on the first day. There was a lack of a single Mute in the room—on the entire campus.

"Anyone notice something strange?" Professor Smith asked.

No one raised their hand, the silence slowly becoming humorous. But I couldn't take much more of the awkwardness and hated looking dumb.

I raised my hand (unsure of the rules) and waited before speaking. Professor Smith took his time, noticing me and then looking me over carefully before permitting me to talk. "There are no Mutes in this class."

Professor Smith nodded, and several eyes turned my way–glaring. It wasn't my fault, and it was true. There were no Mutes on the Humanities campus. Did they seriously not notice? Or not care? Maybe they were pissed because they thought I was one until they took a closer look? The 'natural' look costs more than the 'wild'. Add in the Mutes' need to stand out somehow, and any neon or unnatural color was a hit within the Mute community. Wild colors weren't something many Gildes did, and the classroom was filled with Gildes.

"And you won't find any on this side of the Elită campus. It is challenging to go from a Mute to a Gilded. Damn near impossible. As many of you know, going down in tiers is easy, but going up? Gilded are at the top in pay and control the law and money of the world. That is why you won't find a Mute wasting their time and money on a degree in Humanities. If they have the funds for Career Placement or are clever enough to get a scholarship, Mutes will put it towards a degree that will get them closer to the upper tiers."

The faces around me turned humble. Prof Smith's plan worked. He wanted us to feel a need to impress. We might be Humanities majors, but now we wouldn't be slacking off for the teacher that put us in our place. I already knew I was at the bottom, but I was still too happy to be where I was to care. 

"Wish you could see this, Rene." I thought to myself.

Professor Cranky Smith continued his rant on differences while my eyes still swept the classroom. Until landing on one girl. 

She didn't stand out physically. Her looks blended into the rest of the room, but she was still gorgeous. Platinum blond hair that was stick-straight and fell past her shoulders in a messy and sexy way I could only wish to pull off. Her skin was a porcelain color, making the bright red lipstick she wore stick out more on her thick lips. The girl may not have had wild hair like me, but the upturn of her chin in determination as she glared down at Professor Uppety Smith was a look I'd seen many times on Rene's face whenever someone expected her to be silent. 

The lecture wrapped after a few more hits to our place in this society. Everyone’s shoulders had a small sag to them as we empty the room. Not enough to be confused for a Mute, but still noticeable. 

With all of us knocked down a tier (metaphorically), it seemed like as good a time as any to boost my new life here in Ocresta by making new connectors. A clump of girls from the class were paused before me and talking casually. I approached slowly, taking in their stance and clothing. My thread count was lower but that was on purpose.

I gave them a small wave and a smile; their frowns instantly made me shy. The friendly air that was there a second ago evaporated.

"What's with your hair? Are you ashamed of yourself?" One blonde with high cheekbones asked.

It wasn't anything new for me. People always questioned a Gilded with bright hair like mine. If I told them who I was, they would back off instantly. And I still refused to give up my name even if they beat it out of me.

Making friends was never a struggle for me back home but now, I was wondering how much of that was my title. If these girls were so quick to dismiss me then it was going to be a long and lonely semester.

I didn’t want that, Rene wouldn’t want that either. I had changed minds before, so maybe I could now. “I’m not ashamed. I love pink!” I said honestly. “What about you?” 

I could hear their eye rolls. Being asked your favorite color was so Primaries but I couldn’t think of anything else to say. What I said wouldn’t have made a difference to these girls. We had a massive gap in our mentalities that would never be breached. It didn't matter how much money fed your family tree. We all bleed red. And these girls believed the Gilde lie that we had gold in our veins.

Their dislike for me was for not looking like them. It made me wonder how they would have treated me if I was a Mute? 

I should be embarrassed or ashamed but I was only disappointed. And I wondered how much more I could take as the blonde girl I admired during class stepped in between them all. My heart jumped into my throat, worried my new 'hero' would soon disappoint just like the Mute on the tram. "You’re in Humanities on your own scores, so don’t take it out on her. It shows just how stupid you really are." I was shocked, but the girl just wrapped an arm around my shoulders like we were best friends. "Shift off before I have my Daddy fire all of yours."

There was no way to know if the blonde girl was serious or if her threat held any weight to these girls until they scattered like ice on a hot pan—fast and without real direction. We may have all been Gilded, but tiers mattered to most. And this girl showed how high up the chain she was compared to the rest in a single moment. 

My apprehension settled out of my belly, and I pulled out of the stranger's grip to hold out my hand as a replacement. "Josaline."

"Camillia Trevor. And yes, I'm from those Trevors."

Well, that explained it. "Oh..."

Camillia's status didn't intimidate me in the slightest. I was surprised that someone from that family would be in the Humanities section... and talking to me without knowing who I was or my tier. For a split second, I had to wonder if my parents somehow set up Camillia coming into my life? It was something they would do, and I didn't put it past them to try. 

Camillia and her family were in the ninth tier of the Gilded, but my family and I were still higher. The Trevors were one of the richest families inside the city. Those who lived in the countryside like mine were the richest in the world. If anyone knew who I was . . . it would be a different type of trouble that I didn't need or want. 

The smile Camillia wore was genuine, and she'd just saved me from unnecessary stress. Even if my parents set it up, our friendship was inevitable.

She gently fingered a curl of mine in admiration. "So, how does one end up with pink hair these days?"

Camillia began to walk in the same direction I needed, so I followed along. “A cheap dye kit at home, that’s how.”

She smiled and nodded, turning into the classroom I had next. I dared to sit next to her and Camillia continued to hold my attention. “What did you think of Professor Smith’s introduction today?”

I shrugged, “Honest...but not entirely fair.”

“I know, right? I may not be bright but I still got into Career Placement at UO. And my parents didn’t lift a finger to do it either.”

She glanced at the door and I followed her gaze. The clump of mean girls was just passing by. I giggled at the insult they would never hear and turned back to Camillia. She had her textbook up on her Hpad and groaned. “I’m going to have to work my butt off to stay here.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





