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To Bug and Squirrel, 

you're the best part of my story.
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2032

Abigail stormed from the meeting room with John at her heels. Her defeat seeped into anger; she had felt hollow and listless during the meeting, but as the heat coursed through her, her refusal to bend her will was an accelerant to her defiance. The weight of the world weighed down her shoulders, her gaze on the floor. Then her body tensed, her muscles quivered, she raised her chin, and she flexed each of her fingers, cracking them and curling them into a fist. 

Her fiery gaze met John’s. “They’re out of control!” 

“What did you expect?” John’s words were desperate and heavily laced with his desire to understand. 

“Not this!” She turned to face her friend. “They’re trying to keep us locked away!”

“The reform bill is supposed to—”

“To what, John?” Abigail hissed through her clenched teeth as her pulse quickened. “Gabi’s body is not even cold, and they’re already trying to twist it to benefit their agenda.”

“I understand you’re angry, but you don’t want to make enemies with the council.”

“Don’t I? My sister was killed by people who think like them!”

John gently took her arm and led her into the division within the maze of trailers. 

Abigail collected herself by inhaling the division’s stale and stagnant air deeply. It smelled of earth and concrete. 

She tilted her head back and ran her hand down her face. “This is our home, Johnny. We deserve a voice in what happens here. For the past three years, this group has barely managed to survive. There’s no structure to this madness. I agree that we need someone to lead us, but—the ideas behind that door will destroy us.”

“There’s still a war in the Beyond, Abbi. We’re safe in the division and need to trust the founders.” 

She watched him for a moment. Was he really trying to reason with the same girl that he once found standing over a dead man’s body? Did he not know her by now? On more than one occasion, John had called her stubborn, fierce, and protective, but it was as if he had forgotten the lengths she’d go to protect those who needed her most. She couldn’t allow the founders to extinguish this fire in her, especially when it was fueled by love, loss, and her fight for equality. She had already watched the rights be stripped away from minorities, the queer community, and women in the years leading to the Change. She couldn’t allow it to happen in the division as well. They were past the war, weren’t they? This was the Beyond, and Abigail was done moving backward; she needed to fight back. She steadied her composure, the plan forming in her head. 

“We’re only as safe as the founding council allows us to be. I don’t trust them. Jackson Aisling is a sexist asshole with traditionalist views. His ideas for survival are archaic. It's clear what side of the war that man was on, and I won’t move backward. I refuse to be treated less than him, of all people, because of what lies between my legs.” 

“Is that not an exaggeration?” 

“Is it not the truth?” Abigail pushed past John. 

“Wait,” he pleaded. 

She halted but didn’t turn to face him. “You heard them. ‘The future of this division relies on the importance we hold on the safety of our women.’ Their idea of safety is to lock us away, give us chores, and breed us.”

“What can be done?”

Abigail peered over her shoulder. John’s head hung low, and his shoulders softened. She fought the quiver in her lip and the tears burning in the corners of her eyes. She hadn’t grieved Gabi’s death yet; hell, she hadn’t grieved her parents' death either. She wanted nothing more than to crawl into her cot and bury her face into her pillow to scream and cry. But she couldn’t. She needed to push the emotions down, lock them away, and never feel them again. She knew the only way she would be taken seriously was to remain strong. Abigail inhaled deeply, finding her center, as she turned back to John. 

“A lot can be done. First and foremost, the founding families, with their biased Outsider roots,  cannot remain in control of this division. The council needs to expand. We need to vote for other people to help balance the power and ensure that this idea of Keepers and Guardians is not limited to imposed gender. They're going to set us back decades' worth of equality. Don’t you see that?”

“I do.” His face reddened, and her stomach clenched. 

“But you don’t, Johnny. And maybe you don’t understand because you’re not someone who has had to fight for their rights. We lived in a time where being a woman, queer, or a person of color wasn’t easy, but we existed; we were. If the founders had their way, we wouldn’t exist anymore. It’ll start with sexism, but it will end with racism and homophobia. We will be right back where it all started: the Change. To survive, we need to be a part of this. We need to protect each other.” Abigail urged. 

“But we’re nineteen. Who’s going to listen to us?”

“Our only limitations are the ones we set ourselves. I did not lose my parents to the Change and my sister to the Outsiders to live in a world of fear and control. I have not survived the Beyond to have the founders tell me I need to ‘reproduce for humanity.’ You’re right; there’s still a war, and it’s the one beneath this tin roof.” Abigail stormed further into the division. 

Three years. After three years of living in the division, 2029 couldn’t feel further away. Abigail thought back to the Before; she thought of her family, friends, and sister. How was life so different after only three years? She barely recognized herself; she was filthy, hungry, and angry. She lived in a home she shared with strangers and obeyed the rules of Outsiders disguised as the founding council. 

John hadn’t known when he led her to the division. He only knew it was safe, and she couldn’t fault him for that. They had been safe despite the cowardly founders with their Outsider views and lack of backbone. Back when they thought they would only have to hide for a few months or a year. Yet, three years into the Beyond, they exhausted their luxuries and depleted their comforts, from lives of convenience to scavenging and hunting. Her last shower was with a bucket of rainwater, and she had fought a woman last week over a tube of lotion. The Beyond was hell; they were all filthy, hungry, angry, and unrecognizable. But they were also desperate, and desperation was the actual danger. 

Abigail moved through the shadows of the hangar, whispering her concerns, seeking those like-minded. She sought others like her. People who wouldn’t back down, those with roots in the rebel party, and a desire to return to a life of freedom. A life that was not entirely forgotten. And when she finished recruiting, she set out to prepare. 

By nightfall, Abigail and John sat in the front room of their assigned trailer. Abbi sat with a clipboard in her hand, carefully planned remarks scribbled across the stained page. John sat uneasily, squirming in his seat. She worried that no one would come and that the only knock on the door would be the founders coming to take her away for her rebellious act. She paced the short distance of the main room as the candles' light dwindled. 

She thought of her sister and the night they had escaped Springfield amid the chaos of the Change. The unyielding ache in her chest was a ruthless reminder of all she had lost and all that was still on the line. She watched her friend. He looked anxious and timid. 

Abigail couldn’t remember him from the Before. She couldn’t place him in her classes, and the guilt was overwhelming. They had common acquaintances and similar stories about their school, neighborhood, and life, but they lived vastly different lives in the Before. Three years later, the stranger who saved her and Gabi in an open field outside Springfield had become indispensable. She only hoped he’d come around to seeing things as she did, that he’d help her fight against the injustice building within the division.

Fifteen minutes past the agreed-upon time, there was finally a faint knock. Abigail hesitated momentarily, sure the founders had discovered her movements in the shadows. On the other side of the door stood a dozen neighbors, antsy and eager like John. Abigail stepped to the side, and they filed into the empty room. She stood before the desperate crowd, and they watched her intently. Her palms stuck to the wooden backing of the clipboard, and her throat was dry. The overwhelming urge to run made her legs twitch, but she stood tall and faced them. Abigail stepped forward to the group's center, cleared her throat of sand, ready to begin her mission. 

“Thank you for coming. My name is Abigail Kane, and I share your concerns. I want to protect the ways of life in the Before: the freedoms we took for granted, the equality we fought to protect, and a divided balance of power. I don’t care if the founders call me a rebel. If I have to riot to be free, I will riot; I will rebel against inequality, oppression, and tyranny. Therefore, I call to order the first meeting of this rebellion.”

She glanced at John; he would never understand what was at stake like she did. Even the most supportive man from the Before had lived a life of privilege, free from fear and inequality. But she also knew that even if they didn’t see eye to eye on the matter, he would still stand with her on the front lines when the time came. She gave him a soft, reassuring smile, and he gave a heavy nod. They started as strangers, but through the Beyond, they became family. And the realization hit her. He was the only one she had left. She had to do this for him, everyone who joined them in this rebellious move, and for the future generations of the Beyond. 

This isn’t her story, but it began with Abigail and her enduring sacrifices for love and family. 
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May 25th, 2091 | Day 567

Kieran stood stoic upon the broken road, looking for something he wasn’t sure he’d recognize. Since her banishment, he had spent every day searching for her, every day for eighteen months. This time, however, he wasn’t searching alone. This was different, sanctioned by the Elder council because this was a mission of life or death. Two weeks ago, his team had set out to expand the search area, finally leaving the former state of Illinois. He never thought she’d travel this far, and after only finding a handful of aged signs she had, Kieran felt as broken as the pavement beneath his feet, cracked, crumbling, and deceived by time. 

“Where are you, Sprout?” Kieran questioned the empty Beyond. He closed his eyes, and his head tilted back. His heart beat slowly to what felt like an aching death, his limbs heavy, his hope waning. 

'Someday, Sprout, I’ll take you to see an ocean. Until then, let’s leave it a mystery.’ The memory flittered through Kieran, and though the memory was fleeting, the phantom physical ache that lingered from it was not. His hand gripped the front of his uniform as if he could soothe the ache simply by touching it. With a heavy sigh, his head rolled low, and he shook away the thought. 

They’d run out of land and meet the ocean in less than two days. He could be honest with himself; the trail had turned cold days ago. At which time, he allowed half his team to give up and return home. Nessa couldn’t have traveled this distance, at least not alone. This journey was nothing more than guesswork, hope, and stubbornness, and Kieran knew it. He had to inform the remaining members of his team. They had to return home and face the consequences. He had failed the mission. No one was coming to save them, and defeat weighed heavily in his heart.

“You need to rest. I’ll take over the watch.” Fawkes placed a reassuring hand upon Kieran’s shoulder. 

Kieran stared into the dark, sunken eyes of a skull that rested near his boot. He attempted to fight it off, but the intrusive thoughts won. The skull could be Nessa’s.  He knew from experience that, depending on the exposure to the weather, insects, and scavengers, she could be any of the numerous bodies in various shades of decay throughout the Beyond. His stomach turned, as did his sight.

“What if we don’t find her?” Fawkes questioned.

Kieran sat against a hollowed log, watching the empty world. Fawkes joined him upon the weathered, damaged tree. The only other person Kieran would consider sharing his reluctance with would be Fawkes, his mentor, friend, and brother Guardian. They had become close over the last couple of years. Fawkes understood loss; that unfortunate bond brought them closer. 

“I’m not ready to give up, but I would if you ordered me to...” Kieran’s hesitant words trailed off as he prepared himself for the admission: “There may not be anything left to find.” 

His mentor gazed out at the silent, overgrown world. Cement crumbling, grass as tall as a man, wildlife thriving, and emptiness. The world was empty; Fawkes had been the one who told Kieran that, which is how he knew that Fawkes understood. For Fawkes, it was friendship and family; in a world so empty, losing any bond was devastating. But for Kieran, that bond was love, and he wouldn’t give up until he was sure he’d lost her for good. He’d search every inch of this forgotten country until his final breath. 

“We haven’t traveled through five fallen states to go home empty-handed. Her trail was faded and aged, but it was hers. She made it this far, Kieran, gods willing, she’s out there somewhere. We’ll find her. For now, my brother, I’ll take over the watch.” Fawkes continued to speak over Kieran, who began his protest. “You haven’t slept in three days. Go. Rest. Don’t make me pull rank, Guardian.”

Reluctantly, Kieran moved toward his tent. The early summer heat billowed among the light breeze, so he lay atop his sleeping bag, a hollow reminder of her and the last time they had shared it—the night Silas took his final breath and departed from the Beyond. He had nothing of her, no picture, no letter, just the scars on his back from being beaten by the Elder council while Nessa was forcibly removed from the division. Someday, the memories of her would perish along with the rest of his heart.  

Kieran tried in vain to sleep. Since his aging, he had struggled to find consistent sleep. The first night alone, the lack of Silas’s snoring or Nessa’s late-night reading kept him on edge. When he snuck out of Nessa’s shed in the early days of their relationship, he’d return to his bed and stare at the ceiling until dawn. He never expected that the cramped living situations he had suffered would affect him this way, but then again, there were many things about the division and the Beyond that he didn’t expect to imprint upon him. 

There would be no relief, but he remained in the tent, replaying his last memory of Nessa. The wail of the whip drowned out his pleas for her to wait for him while Torren dragged her, kicking and screaming, through the division door. He lay on his tattered sleeping bag, searching for a lone whiff of her presence, fresh mint leaves, keeper soap, and wildflower perfume that faintly masked her enchanting musk. He lay there until the sun glowed on the eastern horizon, empty-handed and hopeless to find any lingering proof of Nessa in his memories or the Beyond. 

“What’s the point of going back? What could be left after two weeks?” Patch, the eager and naïve fresh Guardian, voiced his blunt opinion.

Kieran emerged from his tent, glaring at the newest Guardian. “Where’s your respect? Some of us still have families there—"

Fawkes quickly and firmly intervened while feeding the campfire. “I get it, kid. This is the farthest you have ever been from the division. You’ve experienced new things and seen more than most Guardians combined, but this is a mission. You’d be better off not to forget that.” 

“Yes, sir.” The boy replied. 

Kieran studied the young boy, who sat on the log beside Fawkes, cleaning a fresh kill for their breakfast. Patch was a bright-eyed child, and Kieran wondered if he and Silas had been that naïve when they aged. 

Annoyance and heat carried Kieran toward Casper, a large white mare, and fed him an apple he had been saving. He sought courage in his old friend, but his companion had no words of advice. Instead, the aging horse gnawed on his treat while Kieran resolved himself to the fact that he had to face reality. He had to tell them there was no hope. He had to admit Nessa wasn’t out here. She was probably lost to the Beyond shortly after her banishment. He’d take them to the ocean, and then they would return home to bury their dead. He prayed to any and all gods that his family would still be waiting for him when he returned. 

Joining his team at the fire, he studied them silently. Fawkes sat across from Kieran and told his exaggerated tale about when he came across a bear out in the Beyond. Poor young Patch hadn’t realized this story was the only one Fawkes ever told, and instead, the orphaned recruit was hooked on the high Guardian’s every word as he ripped feathers from a chicken with a flaccid neck. 

Kieran’s father, Everett, sat to his left, scribbling in a fragile, aged notebook. Everett had never been away from his wife, Adriana, this long, and to keep the sadness of her absence at bay, he wrote to her daily. His father’s love and adoration of his mother had been something Kieran had sought to find himself. Growing up in the Aisling trailer, witnessing Sophia and Jaiden’s marriage disintegrate with time had been tumultuous. Nessa’s parents fought with silence, punished each other through complacency, and forced politeness and civility. There was no love there, and that falsehood impaired their children. It was one of the reasons why he fell in love with Nessa. She deserved love, and he wanted to give her the love she never had. The same type of love he observed between his parents. But he failed her. 

Kieran settled on the decision; his men deserved to return home. He had failed more than Nessa. This had been his first mission, his first time being the leader, and they would venture home empty-handed. 

“Perhaps it’s time to return to the division.” 

Stillness circled him, and he watched his team. Everett and Fawkes exchanged a concerned glance, and Patch’s attention shifted from the plucked wild chicken in his hands to Kieran. 

“Are you sure?” Fawkes questioned. 

Kieran nodded, offering them their dismal reward. “We’ve come this far... I think we deserve a swim in the ocean before heading back. Are you guys okay with that?”

“Hell yeah!” Patch cheered. How could the kid be so happy when Kieran’s heart felt shattered?

“When will I ever have the chance again?” Fawkes questioned with hesitation. 

“Like the old days,” Everett forced a smile, but Kieran could read his father's concern from the creased brows and stiff posture. 

“Does this mean we’re giving up?” Patch asked with a sideways glance and deflated excitement. 

“I don’t think what we’re looking for can ever be found. So, after breakfast, let’s move out. We’ll take a day of respite on the beach and then start the journey home.” Kieran gave the order, and his team responded promptly. 

Everett moved to break down the campsite, Patch drove his knife into the chicken to remove its organs, and Fawkes fed the campfire more wood. 

The heaviness of Kieran’s order pushed him outward from the camp, his feet like stone, his heart under indiscernible pressure. He failed Nessa, his team, and everyone back in the division. 

Fawkes joined Kieran on the edge of camp. “There’s no shame in your decision. You did everything you could.” 

“I wish I could find solace in a journey without reward.”

“What more could you have done?” Fawkes placed a comforting hand on Kieran’s shoulder, and for a brief moment, their eyes met before Kieran averted his gaze back to the void of the Beyond. 

“I’ve thought about that a lot. What did we truly expect would happen when we returned with Silas’s body? The Elder Council was so eager to banish their shame that they would have handed down the same punishment for a lesser charge. I could’ve left with her. I should’ve.”

“You were in no condition to follow her.”

Fawkes was right. After Nessa’s sentence had been handed down, her Elder father had ensured Kieran couldn’t follow by charging him with assault on an Elder. His punishment had been aggressive, despite having been sentenced to lashings before; that one had left him bleeding and bruised for weeks. His mother had to give him over thirty stitches to close the open gashes. Even when he set out the following day, desperate to find her, the wounds tore open. Fawkes had discovered him hours later, not far from the division, weak and lethargic from the pain and blood loss.

“Then we shouldn’t have returned. We could have disappeared into the Beyond.” 

“It sounds like a plan—a romantic and foolish one.” Fawkes gave Kieran a moment to consider his point. “We both know Nessa would’ve returned to the division to face her punishment regardless. Fate be damned.”

“Would fate not provide us a more valiant path if that were the case?”

“How do you know it hasn’t? You made the right decision. A difficult one... one I would’ve struggled with also, but no less right.” 

“It doesn’t feel right,” Kieran confessed. 

“Listen, you did the best you could with what you had. When Johnson retires, you would be an excellent choice to replace him and lead his team.” Fawkes offered. 

Kieran, however, couldn’t imagine being on another team, even if it was a promotion, so he allowed Fawkes’s wisdom to rattle around his mind while the conversation perished with defeat. Fawkes patted his shoulder and returned to the camp. Kieran watched the empty horizon while shadows of his former life haunted his thoughts. 

‘Let’s run away, Sprout. Be bound to me, and in the spring, let’s leave.’ 

‘Okay. Let’s do it. Let’s run away.’

The memory stole the breath from his chest. That last night together, they planned to leave the division and live in the Beyond. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. None of this was supposed to happen. Kieran’s vision burned, and he swallowed the heat flushing through his body, fighting to escape him while his fists shook at his side. He searched most of the state for her, eager to join her and start their lives together. He inhaled, but it wasn’t enough. Nessa’s abandonment of him wrapped around him like an unwanted embrace, squeezing his ribs into his lungs and eliminating the space his breath needed to expand.

‘As beautiful as that sounds, it’s just a dream.’

She was right. Their plan had been nothing more than a dream, stolen by an outcry in the night. Dizzyingly, Kieran’s chin rolled to meet his chest, his fists uncomfortably released with strain, and he tasted sweet air enter his body. He knew he couldn’t leave the division now. They needed him as desperately as they needed Nessa to return. 
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With a new objective came a new route that would cut nearly a day from their original plan. The four men and their horses traveled past the bay, eager to lay their eyes on the ocean. The war thoroughly destroyed the coast when the militias attacked D.C. Back home at the division, small towns and cities still stood. But there was nothing here. The Change had claimed anything within a hundred miles of the former capital. It was a vast wasteland of rubble and decay along the eastern coastline. 

The sun loitered high in the sky. Kieran pulled off the fractured highway they had been following south and led his team under the shaded relief of thriving trees. Patch and Everett moved about the open space beneath the tree canopy, gathering dry fallen wood for their midday meal break. Kieran and Fawkes outlined the perimeter together, moving through the trees surrounding the small clearing.

“If we keep this pace, we could reach the shore a few hours after sunset. We can spend the morning at the beach and then head back.” Kieran offered. The words were quick and trivial, filling the space between the two men. Kieran’s tense muscles softened momentarily, and the sour-tasting lump in his throat sank into his stomach.

“I’ve never seen the ocean.” Fawkes began. They approached a bend in their path that circled behind the others fifty yards through the brush. “Growing up, I had this book about pirates. I probably read it a hundred times. The idea of being at the mercy of the sea fascinated me. I’d spend hours pretending my cot was a ship and I was on an adventure. I’m thrilled to meet my nemesis.”

Kieran couldn’t help but smile briefly at Fawkes’s admission. “I haven’t heard anyone talk about a book like that in a long time.”

The earth rose naturally beside them as they forged through the knee-high weeds. A hill shaded the faded, overgrown, beaten path.

“How many days has it been?” 

“Five hundred and sixty-seven days.” Kieran’s reply was short. The distraction Fawkes had bestowed moments ago was wrenched from his grasp.

Fawkes halted and squared himself off against his brother Guardian. “You’ve searched the Beyond for five hundred and sixty-seven days; it’s okay to move on.”

Kieran wanted to give in to the tears, but he fought back. Not here. Not now. He swallowed his pain, sidestepped Fawkes, and continued his task. His mentor’s footsteps barreled behind him and then abruptly stopped. Kieran turned to Fawkes and watched as his mentor made careful and calculated steps toward the hill about thirty yards to their left.  

“Do you hear that?” Fawkes asked. 

“Hear what?” 

Fawkes darted up the hill, and Kieran followed. “Voices!” 

At the top of the hill, the two men hid in the tall grass, assessing the situation below. Kieran pulled the binoculars from his belt. Beneath the hill was a lake, surrounded by several tall trees and a low cliff. There appeared to be two people sitting on the embankment, one on the ridge, and two in the water. 

Kieran was more than aware that there was little to fear in the Beyond. The illusion that the Elder council had clung to had been shattered shortly after his aging. However, Fawkes had trained him to be prepared regardless. Yet, none of the strangers below his perch seemed to be on watch. They were carelessly enjoying the early summer day. Free of the burden of the Beyond, unbothered by the post-war destruction that influenced every aspect of life, and unaware that they were not alone. 

As his sight bore into the stranger’s lives, spots clouded his vision. Kieran pulled the binoculars from his eyes, blinking rapidly but peering back through the lenses.

“What do you see?” 

“Give me a second.” Kieran’s clenched jaw pulsed and ached. He increased the magnification as he observed the odd behavior of these strangers. 

They were laughing despite the distance and murmur of their voices, and there was no doubt that this group of people was enjoying themselves. One jumped from the cliff into the water while two others splashed around the lake. In his time as Guardian, he had only encountered one other group of people in the Beyond, but this was different. These strangers were free. They were happy. While all Kieran had known was survival, he never expected other people in the Beyond to know anything else. 

Kieran zoomed in as far as he could, the binoculars pressed into his skin as he observed a sixth person appear on the embankment. A dirty, blood-stained, white cloth knotted to a woman’s upper arm danced in the gentle breeze. Without explanation, Kieran forced the binoculars into Fawkes’s grasp and bolted down the hill.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


[image: Chapter 2 That Funny Feeling]Nessa

[image: ]




May 25th, 2091 | Day 567

I lay in a meadow of a country that no longer existed and watched the clouds gracefully drift across the pristine sky. This world may have rotted away with the remnants of war, but beauty remained. If there were gods, any and all, this meadow and these clouds had to be a sign of what could be. Gods wouldn’t waste beauty on something so rotten or bleak. Right? I had to hold on to this thought, to this hope. Because what goodness remained in this world was the only reason I survived. It was hidden beneath the overgrown canopies of trees, lurking behind fractured, crumbling walls, growing in forgotten places, and cultivated in the hearts of strangers. I found goodness, hope, and beauty, or really, it found me. 

Five hundred and sixty-seven days had passed since my banishment from the division, the only home I had ever known. Eighteen months since my twin brother’s life, glistened in crimson rivers, filtered through cold, hard snow, and seeped into the earth. His death was an unwanted keepsake that clung to my every sense. 

The sound of the eerie silence of the world abruptly came to a halt, followed by the horrific melody of the accumulation of blood inside a deflated lung as Silas choked on his final breath. The wails of my mother and Sloane as I watched them cradle his lifeless body on the dirt path of the courtyard. The taste of salt that ran down my face and death’s sweet, welcoming kiss as my father held his forearm to my throat. The smell of iron was heavily laden in the air, the earth, and my uniform, mixed with my twin’s familiar scent, which would forever be lost to the battlefield. And, no matter how many times I attempted to wash it away, the phantom feeling of my brother’s blood smeared, dried, and cracked upon my hands, saturated into his binding cloth that I clenched within my grasp the entire ride home. Every sense was tainted.

The Beyond hadn’t taken my brother’s life; it had been the Change, the Outsiders, and the ways of the Before. It had been the division's lack of education and the council's avoidance of truth. The overwhelming grief consumed me and led me to death’s door more than once, but like everything in life, the grief succumbed to time. My loss faded from the heavy burden I once feverishly refused to set down to an endless echo that haunted every moment of my life, an unhealable scar that disfigured my heart, altering and corrupting it, and an anger that boiled beneath my skin; its roots formed in my bones and grew like moss on a tree. I did my best to dismiss and bury it deep, but Enodrix would scold me for this behavior. ‘You can’t heal what is buried.’

Since Enodrix and her wife, VayNaya, found me a year ago, I worked with the doctor daily to heal my fractured soul and tattered heart, but I didn’t have the nerve to tell her I was a lost cause. The physical damage of my journey had faded with time, but I’d never truly healed. This world had taken more from me than I deserved. Silas’s death and my banishment would affect my every decision, question every motive of love, and be suspicious of every request for trust. But I did the work daily, practiced the skills, journaled my dreams, and made amends with the ghosts that haunted me. I wasn’t sad anymore; I was angry. Replacing one emotion with another wasn’t healing; it was merely coping. 

Once, I thought I was strong enough to defy my parents and division to become a Guardian. It had been the silly dream of a foolish girl, but I wasn’t a child anymore, and my defiance was aimed at more important things. Pain fueled my purpose, and there was only one goal: to take back the Beyond. I would help others come out of hiding and take down any Outsiders who would try to stop me. This world didn’t belong to them. It did not belong to the Change. It belonged to the people of the Beyond. People like the ones I left behind. The truth slithered down my throat, devoured my stomach, and twisted itself in the center of my chest. Its slimy scales encircled my heart until it thrummed with a low, dull beat.

“You’re concentrating too hard again.” Ro threw a dandelion at me, her perky voice laced with faux concern and vanity. For being nineteen, she was incredibly vain and as manicured as the women pictured in the sixty-year-old magazines she idolized. I pulled the earbud from my ear, and the music softly played at a muffled level as I adjusted my position, meeting Ro’s gaze with annoyance. “What! You get this look on your face as if you can just stare at your problems and zap them away. I’m just trying to warn you. You’re gonna cause some serious wrinkles.”

“Wrinkles? Are you kidding me, Ro? Have you seen this place? Wrinkles aren’t remotely on the list of things I’m concerned about.” I retorted.

Teagan sat up between us, and the flattened grass beneath her sprang back into place. “Of course, she’s serious! She’s been reading those old magazines in the library again.”

“What!” Ro questioned us with big eyes as she lazily chewed her gum. “The people of the Before were so glamorous and fascinating!” 

“The people from the Before could afford the luxury of being glamorous. They had factories that made their clothes, stores to shop in, and money to spend. We, however, have two options: the sixty-two-year-old abandoned mall full of dusty racks of clothing or the very fashionable options for sale in the pop-up shops in town. Those magazines are useless,”—I scrunched my face—“and wrinkles are the way of life.”

“It’s your face,” Ro warned as she smoothed her jet-black hair, twisted in a perfect high bun that even my mother would envy. “Were you this much of a downer at your last community?” 

Her words shook loose a memory—Silas, Kieran, and I sitting on the old platform. They questioned again why I always brought the conversation back to the Beyond. ‘I am sorry I don’t talk about shoes, shopping, or whatever the girls my age used to talk about.’ Now, here I was talking about shopping and wrinkles. My heart hurt, but I pressed on. 

“No!” My response was more defensive than I meant. “My division was the downer.”

“It’s so hot!” Teagan complained as she ran her fingers through her thick, wavy locks, pulling an elastic tie over the gathered strands from her wrist. I was thankful for the shift in subject. “It’s not even June yet. I can’t imagine how bad it’ll be this summer if it's this hot now.”

“For real!” Ro whined. She grabbed the front center of her crop top and flapped it in vain, revealing her shade of deeply sun-kissed golden honey skin. “I don’t like sweating. Let’s find the others and go home.”

“It’s not much better at home,” I reminded them.

“At least we can melt in our beds there,” Teagan’s tall, athletic stature provided limited shade as she stood over us and brushed the dirt from the back of her shorts. 

“Seriously, when will they figure out the whole solar panel thing so we can cool the entire building?” Ro pulled herself to her feet and offered me a hand. 

“They’re trying, but unless they can find more panels, it’s just not going to happen,” I stated. 

“But it’s not fair,” Ro placed her hands on her hips and pressed her lips, “that our building is one of the last to have air conditioning.” 

“You could always volunteer to help the scavenging team find more panels,” Teagan suggested. 

“Eww, no! That guy, Callix, is a scavenger, and he’s always staring at me.” Ro protested.

Teagan and I exchanged glances. Ro would never admit it, but she immensely enjoyed Callix’s attention. She utterly enjoyed any attention, though she would never give any men bidding for her acknowledgment the time of day. 

“Or you could move back to your old dorm.” I knew the suggestion was pointless, and it was confirmed by Ro’s glare, which shot at me like a rogue arrow. 

Ro had been eager to move into the most recently refurbished and restored building available. The rooms were larger, offered more privacy, and had the newest updates. She no longer would have to share a room with her younger sister and would be able to escape the congestion and noise of her previous dormitory. So, instead, she’d suffer frequently and loudly until the panels were sourced.
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We walked through the tall meadow grass toward the tree line. The rest of our group was supposed to be hunting nearby. However, they had a tendency to wander off and do anything other than the task or assignment at hand. I couldn’t blame them. We hadn’t been hunting either. Returning to the town without a hunt wasn’t a matter of life or death here. The reality was we’d survive another day. 

Our team’s primary purpose wasn’t hunting or scavenging, so on the days the assignment was given to us, it would usually end like this. The guys goofing off while the three of us wandered the Beyond, looking for a moment of simplicity to even out the heaviness we dealt with the rest of the week. I enjoyed and disliked these days. Our usual assignment filled me with purpose, and this task reminded me of my running team back in the division. Part of me still found pride in returning with a fresh hunt, whether it made a difference or not. 

My thoughts jutted to the young Keeper and her children, whom the Elder council had banished for stealing food from the division garden during a lousy crop and low hunt. I pushed away the thought, but the image of finding them dead on the side of the road only hours later coursed through me like a wildfire. Remembering the days of hunger, desperation, and despair hurt too much. Forcibly, I reminded myself I hadn’t known hunger once since I arrived in my new division. I was deeply conflicted with the joy I felt here. I missed my family and the hole above the platform where I would sit and dream about the Beyond, but those days were long gone, and I was far from the hangar. 

Ro skipped beside me, her hands outstretched, gently tousling the wildflowers surrounding us nearly as tall as her. She bragged about shoes she had found and ‘just had to have.’ She was obsessed with her clothes and could often be found elbow-deep in fabric scraps at her sewing machine, making alterations to her wardrobe and attempting to recreate the beauty treatments of the Before. 

Teagan towered over the wildflowers and held her hand horizontally over her eyes, surveying the land. “Where are they?” 

“Don’t you have the walkie?” Ro twirled in the wildflowers.  

“No. I left it with our guns and our packs. Didn’t think we’d need them to pick herbs.” 

It hadn’t been my first option to leave our things behind when we set out to scavenge medicinal plants, but I was trapped in a continuous conflict: feeling free and safe here, yet on high alert because of what had happened to my brother. I shook my right boot slightly. The weight of my heavy hunting knife tucked inside settled my nerves minimally. I knew that in the vast majority of the Beyond, there was nothing but bones and earth. The remnants of America were virtually empty, and the existing divisions and Outsider factions were well-documented and mapped. 

I looked to the south toward the point where we had split up and listened for any sign of the missing members of our team. “They can’t be far.”

Ro smirked and shook her head. “I remember seeing a sign for a lake on the way here.”

“I swear if they didn’t finish hunting and went swimming instead...” Teagan trailed off with exasperation.

“Which way?” I asked Ro. 

“About a quarter mile north.” She grunted with frustration and complained, “I won’t forgive them for making me walk that far in this heat.”

I peeked at her thick-heeled boots and joked, “I give you permission to drown them in the lake for making you walk. I’ll tell VayNaya it was heat stroke or something. That you were simply out of your mind.”

“They’d never convict me!” Her confidence was intense.

“That’s right, you’re too adorable for homicide.” Teagan patted Ro on the head. 

The simple action reminded me of Kieran. Kieran. The snake in my chest squeezed the oxygen from my lungs until the fire in my stomach forced it to relent. 

We walked through the woods while the temperature and the sun rose higher. There was so much to love about my new home, except for how often it was muggy and unbearably hot. 

“Are you ever worried about being out here in the open?” Teagan’s words crawled from her lips at the pace of a snail.

I glanced at Ro expectantly before I answered. “The Outsiders don’t scare me anymore. If they want to attack me, they are free to do so. There are scarier things than the Outsiders. More terrifying than the openness of the Beyond.” 

“If we don’t give them the power to intimidate us, they have nothing over us. So what’s there to be scared of?” Darkness glazed over Ro’s usually bright eyes. 

Teagan frowned. “Wish I could be as confident.”

“Yet.” My simple response reminded Teagan that someday, she’d feel different. 

Teagan was six when a group of Outsiders murdered her entire family. They had their way with the women before taking their lives, shot the men, and took everything worth taking while Teagan watched. The senseless act of violence may have spared Teagan’s body due to her age and appearance, but it utterly destroyed her innocence. VayNaya and Enodrix found her on the side of the road, wandering in shock, covered in her family’s blood. Now, Teagan sleeps with a gun under her pillow, but it doesn’t protect her from the nightmares. 

At fifteen, Ro, her sister Nova, and their father were robbed at gunpoint in the middle of the night. As the Outsiders prepared to leave, Ro’s weak and weary father surrendered himself to the Outsiders. He had had enough of raising his daughters after an infection had claimed their mother. On his cowardly knees, he begged to be stripped of his burden and responsibility. He offered to abandon his family and join the enemy. The Outsiders accepted her father’s plea, and he disappeared into the darkness, never heard from again. Ro hides her pain beneath her bubbly personality, but not well. She knew the meaning of sacrifice, having been forced to raise her younger sister and provide her with a stable life. 

We all had stories, and none of them were great. Each was built on a foundation of how the Beyond had changed, damaged, and broken us. We each had the experience and knowledge of someone who lived many lives and none at all. This gave us a connection that many didn’t understand. It’s what made us kin. The thought made me smile slightly, but also drove my heart deep into the pit of despair in my chest. 

We could hear the rest of our group enjoying their afternoon as we approached the lake. Splashing water and laughter filtered through the trees as we approached the embankment. Ro, hot-tempered as always, ran ahead, cursing the boys for leaving us behind with no weapons and not completing their task.  

“We hunted!” Wren insisted as Teagan and I came into view. He pointed off in the distance. “We got a couple of deer and some ducks. We were going to try and get some fish as well, but decided to cool off while we waited for you three.” 

Wren was a kid, only sixteen, but a fantastic shot. Ro was especially tough on him because Nova liked him, and she’d be damned if she allowed her sister to fall in love with a ‘good for nothing man that would desert her like their father.’ But sweet Wren never let her fierce scrutiny get to him. He always remained cool and calm under Ro’s relentless protective pressure.  

“Hey, kid! You don’t have to explain anything to them. I bet they weren’t out there looking for plants like they were supposed to.” Locklan called from a nearby cliff. He looked like he was about to jump into the inviting water. I shook my head at him. He was cocky. Twenty-six, but still acted like a child. He was constantly breaking the rules, although there were few to begin with.

“I finished my list. I got all the herbs the dear doctor requested,” I replied with an attitude. 

The last member of our group swam up as close as he could to the shore. “Shut up and get in! Relax and cool off before we head back.” 

Ro and Teagan exchanged daring glances at Grey’s interjection. I smirked as his eyes met mine. He was as cocky as Locklan at times but also as sweet as Wren. Sadly, I found it hard to be angry at him. He’d look at me like he was now, and I’d forget his infractions. Grey knew a different side of me that the others never could. He made me feel safe, seen, and understood. 

Ro looked at me momentarily, smiled, and promptly slid out of her shorts and crop top seamlessly as she jumped into the water topless. Teagan, who resembled a warrior goddess, shrugged and unbuttoned her shorts, tossing them aside with the other discarded clothes. Despite her toned build, she was insecure about her body, so she opted to dive into the lake in her boxy panties and mock-neck tank top. I chewed on the inside of my cheek, and my pulse quickened. Would the meat spoil if we didn’t get home soon? Would Enodrix send a search crew out if we didn’t return on time? 

The others dashed and dived into the stilled water, the ripples cascading from them like the laughter that filled the air. Yet, as I watched, my memories drifted hundreds of miles away to another lake. My heartbeat slowed, and a profound longing slipped into me as I recalled the first time I had followed the aqueduct from the division to the lake on my very first mission as Guardian. But then another memory flittered through, dulling my senses with a heaviness. Kieran and I sat together beside the lake with our makeshift picnic—no. Abruptly, I shook the memory away. I couldn’t think about him. Not now. With the suddenness of locking memories of Kieran away, the heaviness in my chest was replaced with a hollow ache.

Grey cleared his throat, and his gaze pulled my attention back to him like an anchor. He watched me, and my mind drifted back to the heat bearing down on me. Desperate for a distraction from my past, I pulled my tank top over my head and stepped out of my shorts. 

There it was, that funny little feeling that I shouldn’t be here, but I was. I didn’t deserve this, but I did. It was nice to take a moment and have fun. To relax and live life instead of hiding or solely surviving. After a year with this group, it was still hard to shake off my old division—to forget their rules, expectations, and ways of life. But here in the Beyond, we didn’t hide. We were free. We created memories and lived. So, I met Locklan on the ridge above the lake, and together, we jumped into the cool aqua bliss below. 
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Kieran cycled through a mixture of emotions as he slowly approached the grassy shore beside the lake. From the heat of anger coursing through him, which settled comfortably in the center of his chest like a happily purring cat. Followed by overwhelming grief that froze within his bones, draining him of his energy, his body growing numb, his movement heavy, until the tension dissolved, his relief carrying him like a leaf in the wind. The conflict of betrayal and amazement flushed his flesh, stalled his breath, and stung in the corner of his eyes. Despite experiencing many emotions in quick succession, he didn’t know what to feel and wanted to feel nothing at all. 

Keiran held his palms cautiously before him, indicating that he meant no harm. Fawkes took the same calculated steps in his shadow. His father and Patch lingered in the trees, bows at the ready. Two older men stood chest-deep in the lake, each with a woman on their shoulders, who seemed to be wrestling in a way. The third female appeared to be refereeing while a young male cheered them on. None of them, not a single one of them, were on guard and didn’t notice Kieran’s approach. From here, he was sure. His heart both deflated and beat incredibly fast. He loudly cleared his throat. 

“Nessa.”

The girl, whom he recognized by the dirty, blood-stained cloth knotted to her upper arm, snapped her attention to the embankment and promptly fell from the shoulders of a man with grey hair. She burst through the water’s surface. The strangers with her gawked, their attention on the grassy shore where Kieran and Fawkes stood. Nessa gathered her footing and clumsily swum to the edge of the lake. When did she learn to swim? The grey-haired man immediately followed her to the shore, which bothered Kieran. 

Nessa squeezed the water from the long platinum ponytail draped over her shoulder, which shimmered with hints of glossy silver under the sun; it featured several tiny colorful beads, braids, and feathers delicately blended throughout. She pulled on her shorts but left them unbuttoned and stood before Kieran, studying him like she couldn’t recognize him. Couldn’t place him in the Beyond. Kieran felt he looked the same as the last time he saw her. However, Nessa looked utterly different; she looked healthier. Her sunken features, telltale signs of the division’s hunger, were full and soft. Her porcelain skin was still pale yet somehow also deepened by the sun. Even partially clothed, she wore the brightest colors Kieran had ever seen; her shorts were a cerulean blue, and her bra was a fiery pink. 

There was one drastic difference that was somehow hauntingly beautiful and desperately tragic. Kieran’s eyes traced a feathering of blackened veins that sprawled from a scar on her left wrist; the intense contrast marred her flesh. They spidered like shattered glass that had yet to break in every direction. The implication of death’s revoked calling traveled the length of her arm beneath Silas’s binding cloth, splitting across her chest and neck, lining the edge of her face, and spilling into her locks.  

Kieran noticed the man with grey hair cautiously sizing him and Fawkes up while the others made their way to land. They were in various stages of wringing water from their undergarments. Kieran wanted to know who these people were and why they had been so careless out in the open. He stepped toward Nessa, who still watched him cautiously, and the man with grey hair reacted by mirroring Kieran’s action. Nessa gently placed a calming palm against the man’s bare chest, and with a glance for reassurance, he obeyed the silent command and stepped back.

“Kieran,” she looked confused as if the taste of his name upon her lips had spoiled. Her grey eyes averted direct contact with Kieran, shooting past him. “Fawkes? What are you doing here?” 

Nessa jolted to her former mentor and embraced him deeply. Fawkes held Nessa out like an extension of himself, taking her in, studying her new appearance. The Guardian’s mouth hung slack, but Kieran couldn’t discern if it were in shock, horror, or awe.

He fought to keep his gaze locked on Nessa, fearful that if he looked away for even a moment, he would surely awake from this dream, but his attention was forcibly diverted to a topless young woman with black hair who touched his upper arm. “Oh my, so you’re Kieran! Nessa, you didn’t tell me about these eyes.”
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