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        ENHANCED

        by Caroline J. Trussell

      

      

      

      When THEA turns seventeen, she’s accepted into The Elite society of New America and given her dose of the Elixir—a substance that promises to eradicate all negative aspects of ‘mental illness’ and enhance natural abilities. With the Elixir declaring one’s place in society, Thea is astounded when she is declared not one, but two roles—a Moodist and an Analyst.

      With her newfound skills, Thea is determined to use them to help others. After throwing herself into her studies and befriending the intelligent Seer HARLEY, Thea uncovers a web of lies and deceit surrounding the distribution of the Elixir.

      As more and more horrendous truths surrounding the government and the Elixir are unearthed, Thea abandons everything she used to believe in and joins an underground rebellion known as the Disorder.

      Bonding with the insurgent ELIAS, they make it their mission to find out why the Elixir is being held back from those who need it most. To take down the corrupt agenda of New America’s governing body, Thea will have to face the mysterious scientific Order of Alchemists and someone closer to her than she could imagine.
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      I’d be lying if I said I never thought about throwing myself off the peak of The Apex. It’s a common occurrence in the world today, children dying before they turn seventeen. Most people look down on those who leave before their time, but they don’t understand what it’s like, how long seventeen years can truly be. Heather McIntosh only had three months left until her initiation when she decided to jump from the highest bridge in our capital.

      Today, I’m attending her funeral. We only shared two classes, but I always had a good feeling about her. She had kind eyes. Leaving before your time is seen as a sin, the way of a coward. But seventeen years is a long time to wait.

      I don’t care if the others at school will talk or that I might be unpopular for going. I never really was popular, anyway. I’m already seventeen; my initiation officially begins in two days. So, I have nothing to lose.

      I swore when I had my first panic attack, and during every single one I experienced in the five years afterward, that I would be an advocate for those who, like me, struggled to survive until their seventeenth birthday. I always knew I wanted to become a Mental Specialist.

      Now, I watch as Heather’s parents lower her coffin into the ground and clench my fists hard, my fingernails poking through my black gloves to leave crescent-shaped marks on my palms. I say my condolences to her parents, but they look straight through me. No matter what society says, they’ve lost a child. And they aren’t the only ones.

      Heather was a part of the Elite—those born with mental illness. Or as the Council of Health and Wellness now calls it: mental abilities. Only twenty-five percent of the population inherit a specific set of genes and predispositions to allow for an altered mind. The other seventy-five percent of the world is deemed ‘normal.’ The Elite seem to have freedom from the moment they are born, but we don’t have real freedom until we turn seventeen and receive the Elixir, the most sought-after drug in our society.

      It cures you of the worst parts of your illness, enhancing only the best aspects. You never have to deal with crying spells, heart palpitations, mood swings, psychosis, or panic anymore. A bipolar patient becomes a Moodist, someone with an anxiety disorder becomes an Analyst, and a schizophrenic transforms into a Seer. Our abilities make us who we are and determine who we are supposed to be.

      If Heather had waited three months, she would have been in the next initiation class, receiving her Elixir right after me. But she didn’t. My feet carry me through the artificial graveyard with unmarked graves, the green turf underneath my feet signifying the fakeness of it all, the futility. The trees swaying in the breeze are the only ones that seem to grow in New Washington—cherry blossoms. Their scent is overpowering, so much so that I fight back the urge to sneeze along with the urge to cry, to scream, to do something other than pretend that this is okay. I hightail it to the black limo waiting for me in the sleek, silver circular drive of the cemetery.

      “Leonard, I’d like to get ice cream.”

      “Theodora, I think we’d better get you home,” my family driver says in response.

      “You know only my teachers and my mother call me Theodora. It’s Thea. And staying out a few more minutes to get a milkshake is not going to make a difference when it comes to Mom’s wrath. If it does, then at least I’ll die happy.” I grimace at my poor word choice. Sorry, Heather.

      “If I may ask, why did you insist on attending this…event?” Leonard looks at me through the rear-view mirror. His thick curly hair is starting to become overgrown and peeks out of his driver’s cap. His full lips look like they’re in a perpetual pout, and his chubby cheeks gleam with sweat. Leonard’s been driving for the family for over fifteen years now when my father accidentally hopped into his taxicab and saw what he could do behind the wheel. He hired him on the spot.

      “Because I lost a friend today.”

      “But the way she…”

      I hold up my hand, as if to stop him. “She’s still gone, and I’m allowed to be sad. Can we please just get the milkshake?”

      “Yes’m,” he grunts, putting the family car in drive. “Just don’t bring my name into it when your mother wants to serve your head on a silver platter.”

      I scoff. “When has she ever been happy with me?” I ask, not remembering a single time I’ve earned my mother’s affection, except for the day I received my diagnoses.

      Leonard harrumphs and joins the other cars in the drive through. A lot has changed since the Reawakening a hundred years ago, but at least fast food has stayed the same.
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      Leonard swiftly pulls out of the food joint and joins the heavy flow of traffic toward the epicenter of New Washington. Most of the surrounding buildings resemble silver, cone-shaped structures, signifying a government facility. Our family quarters are smack in the middle of the city and take up three floors of the housing dedicated to high-ranking government officials. Thankfully, our building is rustic and made of four walls, looking somewhat like a home.

      Zipping in and out of traffic like a bloodhound on the tail of a fox, Leonard gets me to the front of our complex in under twenty minutes. He drops me off at the cherrywood doors with the eerie lion’s head door knocker that serves as the symbol for the Council of Health and Wellness, circling around to the gated parking garage where he’ll deposit the car.

      Instead of going through the doors like I’m supposed to, I sneak around the complex, tiptoe like a burglar, and find the alleyway where I’ve spent more of my time than I’d care to admit in the last six months. There are a few homeless Normals, people without mental abilities, here that I try to give food to occasionally. To pair with my milkshake, I cajoled Leonard into getting me a burger and fries that I didn’t eat, but there’s no need for it to go to waste.

      Francine, an elderly lady in her eighties, comes sidling up to me and crosses her arms in front of her chest. “Thea, what are you doing here in the daylight?”

      “I had some extra food.” I toss her the bag filled with greasy fries and beef. She catches it with vigor, her movements symbiotic of a ravenous vulture that’s been waiting for its meal to finally die. I lean against the brick exterior of the building and cross my black heeled loafers.

      I look at these people who have never had mental illness but who have suffered in their own ways, and I can’t help but remember my Diagnosis Day, my mind wandering. Diagnosis Day is something that every child in the Elite has to endure before they turn eight.

      At six, I was all chubby cheeks, raven-colored hair and brimming with anxious energy. Because of my family’s status, and the history of diagnoses with my mother, father, and brother, a whole team of Mental Specialists were brought in to examine me. I remember admiring their stark white lab coats and the seemingly friendly smiles plastered on their faces.

      “We’re a bit confounded by our findings,” the doctor with steel blue eyes had gravely told my mother.

      “We see depression, anxiety, and OCD, but there’s something else that we can’t quite place,” the red-haired Mental Specialist had added, her curls bouncing as she relayed the less-than-ideal information to my mother. And it was unclear what that ‘something else’ was for six long years, until I turned twelve and experienced my first panic attack.

      I felt like the world was going to end, that the walls were closing in around me and the stark white lab coats simply flitted around me, running to and fro, making calculations and taking notes, unaware that I was choking on my own saliva, unable to breathe.

      “Help…me,” I spit out, but nobody paid attention, too busy observing me to actually intervene.

      “Your daughter has experienced a noticeable downward spiral. You said she’s refusing to leave the house, and we can only determine that this is a sign of panic disorder with agoraphobia,” the same steely-eyed man who had watched me from a distance for years declared, as if he could finally check off a box on his to-do list.

      After my vision came back into focus an excruciating hour later and my heart began to beat at a normal pace again, I held my knees to my chest and cried. From that day forward, I vowed to help children like myself until they could get to a place where their lives felt whole again, until they could receive the Elixir. And not just by giving them a label, but by showing empathy and compassion.

      On that day, my mother seemed…proud. Maybe because she knew that, even though I had to wait five years to live a life free of debilitating side effects, I had the potential to do great things once I received the Elixir. After all, she had gone on to become the first female Deputy Secretary of Health and Wellness; one of the highest positions a person can hold in the New States—and our number of diagnoses was now tied.

      I’m brought back to the present by Francine clearing her throat. “Thought I lost you there.” She chuckles.

      “I tend to do that a lot,” I admit, letting out a sigh. In an attempt to distract myself from the less than pleasant memories, my eyes wander the expanse of the alley, seeing a few regulars who meet my eye and nod solemnly. Some have gotten the courage to talk to me, but none like Francine.

      My eyes stop when I notice an unfamiliar face. He looks like a teenager, maybe twenty at most. But he doesn’t look homeless. Wearing the clothes of an Elite, his royal blue and red garments are bedraggled and covered in dirt. He rocks back and forth on his heels, his face showing a blank expression and his eyes appearing glossed over. I look closer and he seems to be muttering something to himself.

      “Don’t wait up, Francine. I’m going to go see what’s up with the new kid.”

      “Thea,” she warns. “Don’t go getting yourself into trouble. Your ceremony is in two days.”

      “Me? In trouble?” I mock horror.

      I slowly make my way over the roots growing through the concrete and approach the newcomer. He has jet black hair and olive skin. His hair sits just below his ears and cascades around his face like an unruly obsidian sea. His eyes meet mine, a piercing blue, freezing me in place. They remind me of an aquamarine jewel, one that glimmers in the same way the sun pours through the wooden slats of the pedestrian bridge above us. His lips are in constant motion, the pink color of them barely noticeable due to the speed at which he’s rambling.

      Every voice in my head tells me to turn around, but I ignore them all. “Hello,” I say to the boy.

      He stops fidgeting, but still rambles, staring me dead in the eye. Taking a moment to recollect himself, I listen closer to hear what he’s saying, and it sounds like a sequence of phrases. “Galvan, Nina, Frankie.”

      I clear my throat, and he looks back up at me but, this time, I see a fire in his eyes. “Yes?”

      “Are you okay?” I ask, a little put off at his annoyance.

      He points to his garments. “Do I look okay?”

      “What are you…what are you doing here?” I try a different approach.

      His full lips pout in thought and he stares at me, his piercing eyes striking my core. “Ask the Council of Health and Wellness.”

      “What do you mean?” He sure is cranky, but I don’t know what our governing body would have to do with this boy in the alleyway.

      “They’re the ones that put me in this position. Because we didn’t agree with their ways.” I eye him, ready to speak again, but he cuts me off. “I can’t say anything further. I’m sure they’re listening.” He steps closer to me and a chill runs down my spine. “I know who you are, and I know what you’re capable of at your ceremony in two days. Don’t choose what people want. Choose the path that will help the most.”

      His dark hair sways in the wind for a moment, his words fluttering around inside my head. His proximity is sending goose bumps down my arms, even with the puffy coat encompassing my body.

      “How do you⁠—?”

      “My father worked for them. I received the Elixir. I’m a Moodist, I guess you could say. But trust me, those designations mean nothing.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, my palms clamming up. I feel my heart in my rib cage and my eyes start to blur. A panic attack is ensuing.

      “I don’t know if I’ll see you again, but it wasn’t a coincidence that you found me.”

      I bite my lip at his omission, too hard. What does he mean that mental ability designations mean nothing? These categories are for life, something you’re gifted with that helps you contribute to society in a meaningful way. This has to be the simple ravings of a lunatic. But he wears the clothes of an Elite and talks like one too. If only I could get his name.

      “Why should I believe you?” I challenge, drawing him back toward me. He had started to walk away as I spiraled inside myself. “Because I’m a Castria,” he simply states, but he’s gone before I can say another word, his retreating form running down the alleyway and toward the nearby train system.

      Castria, an Elite. And not just any Elite. One of the top ten families known for their wealth or high placement in the government. I should have recognized it before. He was naming three of the top ten families, Galvan, Nina, Frankie. Numbers five, nine, and three.

      I am number four, Veros.
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      I’m shaken to my core at the encounter with the Castria boy. It seems that he came to this specific alleyway to speak to me, like he knew I would be here, even though he appeared as if he was just another homeless person, save for his clothing.

      I can’t help but wonder…why me? Why did he tell me about his family and the Council of Health and Wellness? Is it because my mother is in a position of power? Because we’re a top ten family?

      I end up taking a thirty-minute bath until my skin is pruny and wrinkled, trying to get my head straight. The scorching hot water burns away my doubts and anxiety. Once I exit, my personal assistant, Vanessa, hands me a towel and provides me with my bathrobe and matching slippers.

      I’ve always thought that our wealth was a bit extravagant, that we didn’t need so many things. If given the choice, I would have donated my money to something philanthropic, unlike my mother who spends it on cleaning every square inch of our living quarters, but the money isn’t mine and it’s not my decision.

      I never needed twenty pairs of shoes or an outfit for every occasion, yet I was afforded all of that and more growing up. And I’ve come to accept most of it but one thing I’ll never get used to is someone else seeing me naked and insisting on tending to my every need.

      On many occasions, I’ve tricked Vanessa into a wild goose chase just so I can have some alone time to fend for myself. I think best when I’m alone but right now, Vanessa is a welcome distraction because I don’t want to think. I only want to get through the next thirty-six hours and receive the Elixir that will rid me of the prickling sensation I have running down my spine and across my arms and legs. The hammering in my chest. I look forward to the worst parts of my abilities being gone forever.

      Walking from the tub over to my room, I feel a bit nostalgic. Dark blue and green accents are found throughout, from the lush carpet to the color of the wallpaper and the cushioned armchair in the far corner, right near the floor to ceiling windows. I’ve spent many a day curled up with a digital book in front of my face, the glow of the words bouncing off my protective reading glasses as I devour as much information as I can.

      I mostly love reading about the past. How medicine was used to treat mental abilities before the Reawakening one hundred years ago. How Mental Specialists used a combination of drugs and therapy to assist patients. But, when I tire of the logic, I turn to fantastical worlds about faeries and pirates and beasts. My favorite stories to read are also the ones I write. Poems about magic wielders and dragons and a world where anything is possible. Not like here.

      I sigh as I change into my dinner ensemble—a black and gold tunic complete with a chain that crisscrosses over the front breast and studded points that jut out of the hem at each side. I slide on my black platform loafers and feel the shoes vibrate as my feet meld into them. It’s a tracking device that the Council of Health and Wellness requires its employees and families to utilize.

      Luckily, my brother, Alex, is an Engineer and is quite mischievous like myself. He was able to find a way to extract the tracking device from a few pairs of our shoes, and no one has suspected any foul play yet. Even so, I make sure to tell my parents where I’m going when I decide to wear my non-compliant shoes.

      I have yet to come across my mother and I’m not looking forward to what I suspect to be a face-off. My stubborn Capricorn qualities and her logical and prideful Leo characteristics tend to clash on a weekly, if not daily, basis.

      As soon as I’m initiated, I’ll be able to move out and start a life of my own. Unlike my brother who, on most things, agrees with my parents, I do not. He decided to stay home after his initiation and has spent the last year here, serving as an apprentice to my father, who is on the Committee for Transportation that oversees rules regarding travel and keeps the trains, hover grafts that line the sidewalks, and the enhanced stoplight system running in the New States.

      I’m glad I’ve been able to spend more time with him than I probably would’ve gotten had he gone through Council housing. Alex is a walking brain and has always been curious and insightful, engaging me in games that require mental fortitude. We were born only fifteen months apart and thus have a sort of kinship, but ever since he received the Elixir, it feels like a rift has formed between us.

      I brush my tunic off and nod to Vanessa, letting her know I’m ready. She opens the large mahogany door to the long hallway that leads through our entire second floor. The marbled surface is so shiny it almost blinds me. My mother insists on cleaners coming three times a week, even when there’s not a single speck of dust in the entire house. She explains that appearance is everything and when she has dignitaries and politicians over, she won’t have them going back to their countries talking about her dirty hallway. As if that’s what people will say when talking about my mother.

      I clomp toward the dining area, my senses relaxing as I smell freshly baked potatoes with rosemary, thyme, and butter. My mouth waters and I can practically taste the accompanying steak that’s cooking. It’s all prepared in celebration for Alex. His almost unheard of promotion at such a young age.

      I round the corner, and the lengthy dining table comes into view, its dark wood and clawed legs looking back at me like some kind of living, breathing being.

      My father sits at the far end of the table, his black hair showing signs of aging. The salt and pepper stubble that showers his chin and cheeks is barely noticeable but still present. “Thea,” he says, taking off his reading glasses and placing them in their case on the table.

      “Father. What were you—” I begin but am interrupted by my brother who comes barreling around the corner from the far side of the stairs. The spiral staircase cuts directly into the middle of the second floor and leads to the third, where my parents’ room and offices are housed.

      “I figured out the issue with the hover graft in New Texas,” he says breathlessly.

      “Great, son! Even more reason to celebrate.” Dad nods, clapping Alex on the back.

      I puff out my cheeks and clap. “Good job, Alex. Want to hear a joke?”

      He looks at me, confused, like he’s forgotten I live here too.

      “Um, sure?” he says hesitantly.

      “What did the train say to the Engineer?” I start.

      “Thea.” He rolls his eyes but entertains me still.

      “Can’t we at least go on a date before you try to fix me?” As the words come out of my mouth, I slap my leg and chuckle at my own humor. My dad joins in, his booming laugh reverberating through the living room.

      “I’m glad you think my job is a joke,” Alex complains.

      “Alex, c’mon. I don’t think your job is a joke. We’re celebrating your promotion tonight. At only eighteen,” I point out.

      He sighs and runs his fingers through his fair hair. He inherited my mother’s looks, while I’m the picture of my father, my black, long hair, tan skin, and high brow a mirror image of his own. If you saw my brother and I together, you would never think we were related.

      Another difference between the two of us, besides our looks, is my brother’s sheer tenacity and drive. Not that I’m not determined in my own right, but people know the name of the wunderkind, Alex Veros, who saved New Vermont’s train service in under thirty minutes. Thus, the reason for his quick promotion from Engineer to Engineer II.

      I hear a light slap of heels against the marbled staircase and brace myself for my mother’s entrance. My spine straightens and I tilt my head a bit higher. She rounds the corner, and my breath catches. Her sheer force would intimidate most people. Her flaxen hair is pulled tightly into a slick bun and her pointed features are so sharp they could cut like a knife. She looks like she was chiseled by a sculptor. Her emerald eyes are almost inhuman, and her arched brows give off an aura of sophistication, knowledge, and confidence.

      “Alexander, we are so proud of you,” she says, gently squeezing his shoulder.

      She doesn’t wear a black tunic like me, but instead, a pantsuit that ties in the back and a belt that has an inordinate number of gold studs on it. Black and gold are our family colors because black is the darkest color in the world, representing a sort of power, and gold signifies luxury, success, and achievement. These colors have symbolized our family for as long as I can remember. Other families in the Elite also have symbols and colors that signify different values and aspects of their heritage, creating a mishmash of hues when the Council hosts large gatherings.

      “Theodora.” She nods at me once and takes her seat at the other end of the table, feeling miles away. Our kitchen staff serves dinner, and I happily dig into my potatoes. The combination of butter, basil, salt and the cooked to perfection potato overwhelms my senses and I take two more bites, savoring the taste.

      “Your ceremony is at ten a.m. on Sunday,” my mom simply states, finally looking at me again.

      “Yes, I’ll be there early,” I reply.

      “We will all be there. But Theodora, when you receive the Elixir, you can’t continue to go against the Council. Visiting the homeless, attending funerals. It’s just not done. Especially when you are so lucky to be initiated.”

      “What do you mean ‘so lucky to be initiated’? I thought everyone with mental abilities is initiated?”

      “Not everyone with mental abilities is cut out to be a staple of our society. It’s been a tough decision for the Council, but the Elixir isn’t going to be as…accessible as before.” My mother spouts out these facts as if they change nothing when, in reality, they change everything. I look at my brother, and he’s nodding, like he already knew this information.

      “So, there are members of the Elite who will have to live with mental illness their whole life?” Everyone at the table quiets and turns toward me. No one uses the word illness anymore. I should know better, but at this moment I can’t find a reason to care.

      “Why?” I press, unperturbed.

      “Because the Elixir is expensive, and we want to make sure those who receive it will give back to society in an impactful way.”

      “Wouldn’t you say all the top ten families meet those qualifications?” I challenge, remembering the Castria boy from earlier today.

      “Thea,” my mother warns.

      “Mom,” I counter.

      “Do you know why these decisions are being made? Can you imagine living past seventeen with a mental…ability!?” I exclaim, hating the word as it comes out of my mouth.

      “No, I cannot.” She crosses her arms and pushes her plate away from her. I guess I ruined her appetite.

      “Then why isn’t the Council trying to look for a way to provide everyone in the Elite the Elixir?”

      “Theodora. I do what I’m told. I go to work. I try to make a difference, but there’s only so much one can do. Even though we have a new government, there’s still red tape like I’ve heard the New States experienced in the old days.” She coolly meets my gaze, sending me a warning glance, a chance to put my foot in my mouth.

      “I understand that, but I don’t think this is something that should just be brushed under the rug.”

      “That’s enough for tonight,” my mother quips, her voice barely staying level as she places her plate to the side.

      I huff and push my plate away, just like she did.

      “May I be excused? I think I’ve lost my appetite,” I spit.

      My mom nods solemnly but, before I can leave, she adds, “I suggest you check your attitude before initiation, else they may find you unworthy.”

      Her words send a shiver down my spine, and I find myself practically running to my room. The door slams closed behind me, and I slump against it, breathing heavily, feeling my legs give out from underneath me. Ripping my shoes off and taking deep gulps of air, I try to regulate my breaths. The greens and blues in the room start to swirl together, and I curl into a ball, letting the panic overtake me.

      When I feel a pair of hands on my back, I practically jump out of my skin. I see it’s Vanessa, and I want to scream at her to leave me alone, to cry in her face. “Ma’am, your father is asking for you.”

      “Tell him I’m busy,” I automatically reply.

      “He says it’s urgent.” She gives me a sympathetic look and offers me her arm to help me stand. I take it, swiping the tears from my eyes as I rise to my feet.

      Two minutes later, I’m standing in front of the deep, black doors of my father’s study. The gold knobs look out of place. Like some kind of beacon in a sea of despair. I knock twice before I hear his voice on the other side, allowing me entrance.

      When I step inside, the dim lighting casts shadows across the oriental rug. The red and brown hues of the room look more ominous in the nighttime light that comes through the far window. He’s sitting with his back facing the door. His ornately carved desk has small wooden versions of bears, lions, and wolves on the legs, as if he’s overseeing some kind of woodland forest as he tends to his work.

      “About dinner.” He turns toward me.

      I look above his head to the bookcase that sprawls from floor to ceiling, dreaming about having one of my own someday.

      “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand these policies sometimes,” I cut in.

      “But you must. You must understand that everything is done for the good of the people, whether you think that’s the case or not. Your initiation is in just over twenty-four hours, and you will have to comply with the Council once it begins.”

      “Yes, sir,” I weakly say, knowing there’s no use in arguing. My mother’s word is law. Even my father knows this. Another reason for the hidden reprimand now and his earlier silence at dinner.

      “Good, now get some rest. You’ll need it.”

      I turn on my heel and quickly exit his office. As I make my way to my room, I spot my brother perched on the windowsill overlooking the capital. I may not get to voice my thoughts on important matters, but at least I can make fun of my brother.

      “Any thoughts in there?” I say, referring to his brain.

      “Too many to count but not overwhelming like before. I promise you, Thea, the Elixir will change your life,” he says, his green eyes brightening.

      “I hope so. I really hope so,” I quietly respond. Anything has to be better than this.

      I shut the door to my chambers and lay down on my bed, not bothering to take off my dinner attire. I stare up at the ceiling, the blues and greens of Council colors staring back at me. Closing my eyes, those hues burn themselves into the back of my eyelids as I think about what the next two days will hold for me. What it will mean for the rest of my life.
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      I slide my black chunky loafers over my feet adorned with black tights. My black and gold outfit may show that I’m a Veros, but I don’t feel it in my heart. I don’t know if my family will want me to hold their name after my initiation. Since I was twelve, I knew what this day would bring, and I knew my plan would disappoint them.

      Buttoning up the last few buttons on my dress, I admire the flared-out skirt adorned with gold sequins. My headband has a large black flower on it and holds my raven hair in place behind my ears. I slip on my golden ring with our family crest and watch as it catches the light, making it dance across my room, reminding me of the Castria boy’s eyes.

      Today, we are supposed to look our best. Vanessa insisted on spending hours on my makeup. I’m wearing smoky eyeshadow, false lashes, and eyeliner, nothing of which I would wear normally. My lipstick is a dark red, and everything on my body has been waxed, shaved, or stripped clean. I am like a stone that has been shaped into marble.

      It’s only eight-thirty a.m. but I have to arrive an hour early, like the other initiates in my class, and alone, as required. My family will watch with the rest of the families, and the event will even be televised for all of New Washington to see and even on channels in some other states and countries.

      I feel queasy. All I’ve eaten is a banana and some yogurt, my stomach gurgling for more sustenance. However, I’m afraid if I eat more now, I’ll risk becoming nauseous later, and my breakfast may not stay down. Plus, I know there’s a feast rivaling all other feasts after the ceremony for the initiates and their families, and another grumble resides in my stomach, remembering Alex’s banquet from last year.

      The initiation ceremony takes place every three months, so even though my birthday was in January, I had to wait until March. So far, I know there are one hundred members in my class. Most of them I’ve shared past courses with, but some are from other cities and even other institutions. I studied the sheet of faces last night, trying to imprint each one in my mind.

      These are the people I’ll spend the next two months training with, though it won’t matter. Most of us already know what we want to do, but we’re going to be told what work we will contribute to during initiation, whether we like it or not. However, there is a loophole, and I plan on using it.

      I spin my ring around on my finger, feeling it tight on my flesh. Turning it around and around helps me focus on the present. Our family signet reminds me of who I am. Vanessa is waiting for me at the doors to the apartment and I suck in a breath, retrieving my coat from the front closet. Leonard already has the car pulled around and Vanessa and I slide in, escaping the unseasonably cold spring weather. Despite the chill, the cherry blossoms are still in full bloom.

      Council Headquarters is a fifteen-minute drive through the busiest part of town but on a Sunday, we get there in only ten. I wasn’t ready for an earlier arrival. Leonard parks in front of the entrance, the gold-lettered words Council of Health and Wellness standing out above the looming metallic doors.

      I’ve been here a few times before for presentations my mother has given or required assemblies on health and safety for school. But I’ve never been here for this reason, the impact of my initiation hitting me all at once. Vanessa gives my hand a squeeze and I smile politely at her.

      “We’ll see you afterwards?” She says, as if it’s just a class I’m going to or some event I chose to attend.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I reply absent-mindedly. I zip up my coat and grab my purse with my belongings before hightailing it into the building. As I step through the doors, I notice a pair of guards keeping watch on the second story. The building is sleek, its silver and black design jutting upward into the sky, like a knife slicing the air. It almost looks like some kind of obelisk, but its metallic doors and the modern, minimalist furnishings inside let you know that it’s yet another government facility.

      As I make my way to check-in, I spot one of my mother’s close friends at the registration table. I give Cynthia a slight wave and take my place in line behind a tall Black girl. Her hair is so long it lands near her lower-back. She must be from another district because she doesn’t look familiar. I would have remembered her.

      Finally making it to the check-in table, I show my Council issued ID to Cynthia, who checks my name off the list and asks for my right hand. She places a metallic bracelet on it.

      “It helps us monitor how your body is handling itself after receiving the Elixir,” she explains. I can only nod in response, feeling claustrophobic.

      As I make my way to the light wooden swinging doors leading to the auditorium, I start to become self-conscious. I try not to make eye contact with anyone as I search the first few rows for my name. Of course, it’s nowhere to be found.

      “Thea?” A voice pipes up, and I scan the steep rows of seats to see who the voice belongs to. It’s Briar. They’re in one of my science classes at school. Their blue hair peeks out from underneath a sunshine-colored beret, and they’re wearing a pantsuit in varying tones of light green and yellow.

      I remember their last name is Darian, one of the top twenty families. I don’t have very many friends at school, but I’ve traded math equations with them a few times. Sighing, I trudge upwards toward Briar. “I think I saw your name on the far side over there.” Briar points to the left of the auditorium, and I groan. “I wish we could sit together but sending you luck either way!” they enthusiastically say.

      “You too, Briar. And thanks.”

      I try again and reorient myself, finding my seat amongst those who also have last names toward the end of the alphabet. Wynter Tulle from Biology is seated next to me and, to avoid small talk, I pop in a pair of earbuds I brought with me.

      I watch as more people file in, my leg shaking in anticipation as each new person enters the room. Spotting the girl that was in front of me in line, I try to act casual as she makes her way toward my row. I can now see her face properly, whereas before I only caught her side profile. She has large eyes, a golden-brown color, similar to mine. Her nose is petite, and her skin is a dark brown that shimmers in the light with absolutely no blemishes. She’s beautiful.

      I shake my head and try to remember why I’m here, not wanting to make friends with any of my fellow initiates. I don’t think any of them will like me if what I believe is going to happen plays out. The beautiful stranger makes her way up the stairs, moving as if she’s being lifted up by clouds, before she stops in front of me. She says something I can’t hear because of the earphones, so I aggressively pull them out, almost ripping out one of my earrings in the process.

      “Vessel,” she says again.

      “Oh, my bad.” I get up so that she can scoot past me.

      “Harlequin,” she says, and puts out her hand for me to shake. I take it in mine and hope she can’t tell how clammy it is.

      “But people call me Harley.”

      “Theodora, but people call me Thea.” I smirk.

      “Looks like we have that in common.”

      “So, you’re not from around here, are you?” I ask curiously.

      “Why do you say that?” she asks, her expression unchanged.

      “You just…I’ve never seen you. I know almost everyone here.”

      “You’re correct. I’m from New Maryland, but I missed my initiation. I was…sick,” she explains, tossing a braid behind her shoulder.

      “So, you had to wait another three months?” I scoff.

      “Yes, but what’s three months compared to seventeen years?” She chuckles, and her laugh is like sunshine.

      “And you are…?” I begin, politely trying to ask her diagnosis without being too obvious.

      “I believe I’ll become a Seer,” she says, looking off into the distance.

      “A Seer?” I exhale.

      I’ve never met a Seer before. They’re very rare but also endure the most pain before their initiation.

      “Well, I hope the Elixir gives you all you need.” As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I realize how jilted and fake they sound.

      Thankfully, static fills the auditorium, and the large TV screen in front of us comes down from the ceiling, showing the Council of Health and Wellness logo. The Secretary of Health and Wellness comes on, his round face and balding head reminding me of Humpty Dumpty, a character in an old children’s book I once read.

      “This day will change your lives. Expect to learn more than you ever have about yourself and about your place in society in the coming months. Congratulations to you all!” the Secretary gesticulates.

      The TV is lifted back up into the wall, and the four Council volunteers who were checking us in earlier enter the room, taking a seat at the table toward the front.

      This is when I start to panic. The room seems to be closing in on me, and I take deep breaths to quell the nausea that’s burning in the back of my throat. Feeling the need to be anywhere but here, I grip the arms of my chair. I am not okay.

      I’m snapped out of it when Harley touches my shoulder.

      “That’s a nice shade of red,” she says, motioning toward my lipstick.

      “Oh, thank you,” I shyly reply, fiddling with my skirt instead of looking up at her.

      “Now, it’s time for the families to enter.” Cynthia motions toward the double doors, and they open of their own accord.

      I see dozens of people shuffling inside and taking seats in the rows sectioned off for family. Finally, I spot Dad and Alex, and they each give me an awkward wave before finding a place halfway up the auditorium steps. My mom is nowhere in sight.

      “And now, we’ll have an enlightening speech from the Deputy Secretary of Health and Wellness, Geneva Veros.” Cynthia claps as she ushers my mom onto the raised stage.

      I didn’t notice the podium and microphone beforehand. I shrink into my seat and Harley gives me a look, connecting the dots. Yes, I am related to her.

      My mother goes on to explain the ceremony, making eye contact with each of us. “You will be deemed either a Moodist, Analyst, or Seer. After you receive the Elixir, percentages will appear on screen for each ability, but most initiates receive a much higher percentage in one of the three. After you receive your ability designation, your work assignment will appear on screen, notifying you of how you can best contribute to society.”

      She finishes her speech, and two men dressed in jumpsuits bring in a large rolling cart covered in a dark blue cloth. They wheel the cart onto the stage, revealing the Elixir. The shimmery golden substance swirls around in a circular glass bottle within a box-like structure. The box looks like some sort of torture device. There is a hole in the base, just big enough to fit someone’s wrist. This is where each initiate will insert their hand and be pricked, the Elixir then taking effect.

      A gong sounds, and the ceremony begins. Briar’s name is called without a hitch. They put their hand in the box and wince as they’re injected with the Elixir. A look of peacefulness falls over them as their results are read aloud: Eighty-seven percent Moodist. Final result: Moodist.

      I clap along with everyone else. Briar wobbles a bit as they take the podium, waiting to see what category of work will be given to them. They stand on stage and watch as a string of numbers and letters come together on the TV screen, forming the words Service: Teacher. Briar looks giddy as they descend the stage and take their seat.

      This goes on for another hour before we finally get to the P’s. I recognize Bram Polaris from my courses as he takes the stage and a gasp runs through the crowd, his percentages showing a varied response. Sixty percent Analyst, fourty percent Moodist. I can’t help but wonder if mine will be like his due to my sheer number of diagnoses. As the screen begins its analysis, it spits out Politics: Legislative Aide and Bram triumphantly races back to his seat.

      My mind wanders, trying to picture what it feels like to receive the Elixir. Do you feel like a happier version of yourself? Or do you become something and someone else entirely? I guess I’ll find out in a few minutes.

      Sweat creeps down my back as Wynter takes her place on stage. She’s deemed an Analyst and is tasked with going into the Arts as a ‘model.’ I didn’t need an algorithm to tell me that, as she’s obviously the most gorgeous girl in our class.

      As my name is called, I feel my body being lifted from the chair, but I’m not physically here. My feet carry me to the front of the auditorium, my mind still in a daze. Cynthia is standing toward the front and helps me up the stairs, offering her hand. She assists me with putting my hand in the circular hole of the box, and I feel a wave of panic descend over me.

      The prick stings more than I thought it would, and I feel a warmth in my veins before a distant thud sounds in my ears. Everything around me slows down. I can feel each and every person’s heartbeat, the breath entering and exiting their mouths, the shuffle of a pair of feet. And then it all explodes in color and sound, and the world becomes too much. I cover my ears and bend down, trying to gain some relief from the blinding lights, colors, and sounds, and that’s when I hear a sickening crack.

      As the numbers on the screen whirl around at an unearthly speed, trying to compute the different elements of who I am, the crack becomes a full-blown explosion. I quickly turn to my left to see the box full of the Elixir completely ruined. As if in response to my result, the golden substance rains down and lands on a few folks in the first row, as well as myself and Cynthia. The wooziness returns. I hear shouts from the crowd and see people running from their seats in the distance, as if they can save what’s been spilled.
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      A new box full of the Elixir is brought in as Cynthia assures everyone there’s nothing to worry about; it must have been an issue with the pressure inside the chamber. But I couldn’t care less. Because my whole existence is hazy, like I’m walking through fog. I feel both calm and overwhelmed, if that’s even possible. Every single one of the one hundred seventy-five people in the arena’s emotions have infiltrated my mind, and I’m processing every outcome of what will happen in the next thirty seconds.

      But no one else is feeling what I’m feeling. Everyone is staring up at my results, some mouths are even hanging open. I try to move my head, but it feels like my body won’t work. Why is everyone acting so strange? Am I an embarrassment? Did the computer fail in spitting out my results? I don’t think that’s reason enough to bore holes into someone. I’m finally able to move, and my body regains its ability to work properly, my eyes desperately wanting to see what everyone else is looking at.

      For the third time today, I swallow my breakfast that’s forcing its way up and try to ground myself. I look up to see what everyone is intently staring at, my breath catching as I take in the reading on the screen: 50% Analyst and 50% Moodist.

      I choke back a wave of nausea and shake my head, hoping that the reading is a joke. Normally, one is higher than the other. Has anyone ever been a complete Analyst AND a complete Moodist?

      “For the first time in ninety years, we have a fifty/fifty Moodist and Analyst. The last Moodist/Analyst served as our Secretary of Health and Wellness,” Cynthia announces, pulling me up to the podium a bit aggressively. I try to get my bearings but still feel like I’m walking through a curtain of fog. Disbelief fills my veins. What does this mean for me? I have no idea if this is amazing or terrible. “Now let’s see Theodora’s work category results.”

      I didn’t realize my results would be this surprising.

      “It looks like Theodora will be a Poet,” Cynthia declares.

      A voice comes from somewhere on stage and it takes me a few seconds to realize it’s being pulled from me. “I dissent,” I say softly, putting my plan in motion. I wasn’t going to let any computer tell me my future. Mental Specialist assignment or not; I was set on becoming one since I was twelve, and my plan to dissent if I wasn’t assigned my preferred work category was a given. A calculation will not decide my fate.

      Again, I hear complete silence from the audience. “You dissent?” Cynthia arches her brow.

      Dissenting is choosing a category other than the one you were given by the Council. As far as history tells us, dissenting is practically unheard of. This is why I knew my decision would cause quite a stir, no matter what my results were. I look to my father and brother. One has a look of concern and the other a look of shock, which quickly turns to a smile. Then, I see my mom and notice her cool complexion, but only I know that means she’s hiding her complete and utter rage.

      “I’d like to go into Science. Specifically, as a Mental Specialist,” I croak, holding onto the podium to keep myself up.

      The last words I hear are Cynthia stating, “Well, you heard Theodora. The first Moodist/Analyst in ninety years and the first to dissent in fifty. Now we move on to Harlequin Vessel.”

      Making my way back up to my seat, I feel my legs begin to give out, as if I’m a puppet on strings. I try to clutch the seat nearest me but, as Harley passes me on the stairs, she catches me in her arms and her beautiful amber eyes are the last thing I see before I wake up to a loud beeping sound and artificial lighting that can only belong to a hospital.
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      I feel a lump on the back of my head, and my throat tastes like sandpaper. Noticing several wires coming out of my fingers and arms, I move my hand to assess the damage. Everything seems to be working. Various monitors sound to my right. As my eyes flutter completely open, I see Alex sitting next to me, his arm outstretched like he was reaching to hold my hand.

      “Alex,” I croak.

      I try to move, but my body feels like a heavy sack of potatoes. He gives me a small smile and presses a button on a remote I failed to notice. The sharp lighting of the hospital stings my eyes, and I struggle to gain my bearings. I look to my left and see my father and mother sitting in hard-backed chairs, expressions of concern etched on their faces.

      “Oh, thank God,” Dad exclaims, scooting closer to clasp my hand in his.

      “She’s awake!” My mother whispers with emphasis, trying to catch the attention of a nurse skittering by.

      I can’t tell if she’s happy I’m awake because that means I’m okay or so that we have enough time to make it to the feast and she can brag to the others about my results.

      It suddenly all comes rushing back in. My results. My dissent from the assignment I was given. The crack of the box, breaking the Elixir free of its confines. Did I cause that or was it just my imagination?

      “The Secretary will be glad to hear you’re okay. We thought the Elixir may have had a negative effect on you. But it turns out it was just an over-exertion since your abilities are more powerful than most. Your designation is rare and will take some time to get used to,” my mom states matter-of-factly. Of course, she would be more concerned about the Elixir than my well-being.
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