

  

    

      

    

  




		



				

					

				















			For the United States of America, and everyone who loves her and sees her potential despite her many flaws.


 


			Don’t lose hope; we fight together.













			This government is committed to operating according to the will of its citizenry. So long as the principles of the people remain the same, so too shall the fundamental principles of The Unified American Territories: All citizens of able mind are required to contribute to the betterment of society. Work hard and achieve! The beggarly shall never prosper.


 


			Unified American Territories’


 Edict of Establishment


			Article I, Section II 













chapter one


			FLETCHER HAD BEEN ENJOYING the luxury of her sole day off work, reading The Scarlet Letter. Happily. Quietly. Until some unknowable thing, a strange tug in her chest, made her look up. She shut down her antiquated digireader with a tap of the cracked screen and watched from her bedroom window as a sleek silver sedan pulled to a stop at the curb outside of her dilapidated row house. Agents. 


			She couldn’t see them through the car’s blacked-out windows, but it was obvious. The simple fact that the vehicle had the shine of something new was enough to give the Agents away. Being from The Vault, or The Northern Territories, as Fletcher’s part of the country was known officially, she rarely saw any cars on the road at all; cars in such impeccable condition were all but complete anomalies. Why do they even bother plastering the Department of Reclamation’s seal on the doors? she wondered.


			That hideous seal. Words failed to capture how much Fletcher both loathed and feared it. The great red and black per bend crest, showcasing a scroll of parchment in one half and a tasseled mortarboard in the other, had always been reviled by citizens of The Vault. It meant that someone hadn’t paid their dues, and The Department of Reclamation had come to collect. 


			The Department of Reclamation employed the Agents who did the strong-arming for The Federal Bureau of Education. While the BOE housed the bookkeepers, The Department of Reclamation’s Agents handled the unseemlier work . . . and their work was generally quite unseemly. The Governing Council of The Unified American Territories had long ago authorized Reclamation Agents to use brute force “in the event of necessity.”


			More often than not, visits from Agents did end in violence—if not on their first visit when a potential Reclaimee received their Notification of Violation, then most definitely on their second visit when the Agents returned to take the Reclaimee into custody. Reclaimees seldom initiated said violence, of course; Fletcher had heard that most cried or begged for just a few more moments with their loved ones. They would be flogged once or twice and give up or otherwise be knocked out with narcotics. Occasionally, a Reclaimee would try to escape. Those individuals had it much worse. Fletcher closed her eyes and, although it pained her to do it, allowed herself to envision the brutality Agents inflicted upon braver people: arms twisted so violently that shoulders snapped out of their sockets, fingers bent backward with such force that the metacarpals fractured, skulls cracked against living room floors. She shuddered as if her skin had been kissed by an icy wind.


			Reclamation Agents were no strangers to The Vault, considering it was the part of the country reserved for the impoverished, the destitute, and the disillusioned—those who needed “excessive assistance” from The Government. Those like Fletcher. She would need at least ten more fingers to be able to count the number of times she had seen Agents in her neighborhood in the last week alone. Watching these two men march toward her home, she couldn’t help but wonder if they had come for her this time. 


			“Fletcher,” her father’s voice boomed through the dimness of her room. “Can you come out here, please?” 


			“I’ll be right there.” 


			She peered into the tarnished mirror atop her bedside table. Using the remnants of daylight to aid her vision, she pulled her long blonde hair up into a ponytail. “Alright,” she sighed to herself, her sharp jawline clenching and her hazel eyes burning with angst. “If they are here for you, you’ll find out soon enough.”


			 


			 


			“What’s the matter, Dad?” Fletcher called as she rounded the corner into the living room. It was almost full dark, and the candles had not yet been lit.


			At first, Fletcher was barely able to make out the silhouettes of the two tall figures, haloed by the setting sun. She had to squint so that her pupils could adjust to the murkiness of twilight. Her breath caught in her throat once she focused on the men in black suits and reflector-lensed sunglasses standing just inside the entryway. All day Fletcher had had a gut feeling that the eleventh hour of her grace period was all but spent, but she’d hoped her instincts were wrong.


			“These men want to speak with you.” Her father motioned for her to come stand beside him. She followed his directive and crept into place. 


			“Are you Fletcher Daniels?” the taller, snowy-haired man asked as he removed his sunglasses, folded them, and placed them in his breast pocket.


			Fletcher swallowed a gob of saliva, knowing that there was a decision to be made: She could either cower in terror at the idea of the torture these men represented—perhaps concaved cheekbones, smashed teeth, a broken, bloody nose—or look them straight in their eyes and let them know that she would not be intimidated. It’s only pain. Pain doesn’t last forever. After a pensive moment, her mind made itself up—she stood her ground. It was not in her nature to cower even in the presence of these reprobates. “Yes, I am,” she replied. 


			“Ms. Daniels, I’m Agent Flynn. This is my associate, Agent Ryder.” The man gestured to his cohort and then offered his hand for Fletcher to shake. 


			Don’t touch him! She didn’t want to make the job any easier for the bastards. Fletcher had heard stories of Agents coating their hands with chlorthidamyde so their targets would be rendered unconscious on contact. Clever ogres. She gawked at Flynn’s palm, her hands balling into fists where they rested on her outer thighs. “I can’t say it’s a pleasure to meet you as that would be dishonest. So why don’t we skip the pleasantries and get straight down to it?”


			“As you wish,” Flynn shrugged. 


			Fletcher watched uneasily as the second Agent, Ryder, reached into his suit jacket. Had she provoked the Agents by flouting their innocuous pleasantries? Anything she said or did could be taken as a hostile action. She could feel her disdain for the men radiating from her in supersonic waves. They must have been able to sense it. 


			She braced herself for the worst, stifling an instinctive flinch as Ryder’s hand emerged from his pocket with a tiny silver cube in tow. He squeezed the sides of the cube, and it projected an aqua-colored hologram into the air. He fiddled with 3D icons before returning his attention to Fletcher. “Facial Recognition Program initiated.” A robotic female voice leached from the HoloPod, followed by a thin blue laser beam. Fletcher froze as the ray of light expanded into a grid that combed, inch by inch, over her face. She knew such software existed but had never encountered it before. The process was painless, though oppressively bright, and over in a blink.


			The beam evaporated into nothingness. “Identification confirmed,” the robo-voice declared.


			Ryder and Flynn exchanged a look. 


			“The Federal Bureau of Education,” Flynn began, “hereby serves one Ms. Fletcher Daniels with a Notice of Violation for failing to abide by the terms of the National Student Loans Debt Repayment Agreement. You have neglected to meet your loan repayment obligations for three consecutive months, thus falling approximately $2,000 Redback into default.” 


			“I have not neglected my repayment obligations,” Fletcher contested. “I contacted the BOE four months ago to renegotiate my terms. I filed a litter of digiforms requesting to have my payments adjusted based on my income. I was told my account would be relegated to ‘deliberation’ and that my payments would be on hold until a decision was reached.” 


			“Is that a fact?” Flynn sneered. He turned to his partner and nodded. 


			“Am I to understand that you are gainfully employed by a Government-owned establishment, but are still unable to meet your repayment obligations?” Ryder asked.


			Everything is a Government-owned establishment these days, Fletcher thought. Didn’t these men know that free enterprise, free thought, free travel, freedom on the whole was a myth in The Vault? Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness had died here alongside the United States. “Yes.” Fletcher folded her arms across her chest. “That is what I am saying.”


			“It says here that your occupation is Digital Book Technician of the Northern Territories Public Library, Boston Branch, and that it is a full-time position. Is that correct?”


			“That’s correct.”


			“What does your job entail?” Flynn questioned.


			Fletcher soughed. “As you’ve clearly never set foot in a library before, I’m happy to explain it to you. A long time ago, books were printed on bunches of paper and bound together by a spine with a front and back cover. Then they became digitized and available for download on the internet. The government of this country decided the internet was bad, so now all of our books are stored on digicards that are inserted into digireaders, most of which are owned and lent out by the library because who could afford to own one of their own? I’m responsible for the organization, lending, and returning of said cards and readers. The Boston Public Library has approximately 26 million digibooks and twenty-five thousand digireaders in its collection, so you can imagine I’m very busy.” 


			Amused, both Agents laughed. “I didn’t know people from The Vault bothered to read,” said Ryder.


			From the corner of her eye, Fletcher saw her father wince at the Agent’s mockery. He knew his daughter would not take kindly to it and placed his hand on her shoulder in a silent plea for her to curb her temper. Fletcher gritted her teeth but knew she would not be able to keep quiet for long. She could only handle these thugs insulting her intelligence in very small doses. Her quota for the day had been met the moment they had walked through the door. 


			“Oh, I assure you we read,” she asserted. “Most of the younger Vaulters have gone to college, but you know that.” The fact that no one in The Southern Territories wants to hire a college graduate from The Vault is the only reason you mush-minded cretins even have an occupation, she thought. “If you think I earn a pittance because Vaulters are ignorant, you’re mistaken. I can’t afford to pay my bills because librarians in The Northern Territories aren’t paid in Redbacks; hardly anyone is. We’re still dealing in Greenbacks up here.”


			Fletcher knew she was pushing her luck with the tone she was taking, but she carried on in a hurry, unable to keep in check her distaste for these men and everything they stood for. “I don’t know if you and your partner are aware of the currency conversion, Agent Ryder, but it takes five Greenbacks to equal one Redback. I can’t afford to pay $666 Redback to the BOE every month when I only make $1,000 Greenback a month. Please, allow me to do the math for you: $1,000 Greenback is equal to $200 Redback. See the problem? Asking me for $666 Redback each month is like demanding solar energy from the moon. It’s impractical and, frankly, not going to happen.”


			“Look at that!” Ryder chuckled. “Unparalleled math skills!”


			“I learned much more than math at New Harvard, Agent Ryder.”


			“I’m sure.” He pointed to his HoloPod. “I see you majored in US History. That’s a useless subject, don’t you think, considering over a century has passed since its abolishment?”


			Fletcher grumbled, irritated by the Agent’s arrogance. “You know what the old scholars say: ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’”


			Flynn scoffed, having grown tired of petty banter. “Yes, well, I trust that you will remember your past and perhaps learn a little something from it. I regretfully inform you that The Bureau of Education has denied your application for income-based fee adjustment. Further failure to make full monthly payments will result in summary judgment, and you will be consigned to the Knowledge Reclamation Process. If the Bureau does not receive the full amount of $666 Redback for October by the thirty-first of the month, we will be visiting you again.”


			“Regretfully inform” me, my ass. Fletcher opened her mouth to speak again.


			Her father cleared his throat with a cough. “Thank you, Agents.”


			They exited, and he watched with an anxious eye as the two men strode toward the old stone staircase leading down to the street. Once he was sure the Agents were out of earshot, he turned on his daughter. “That smart mouth of yours is going to get you killed. Agents are not the people to wise off to, especially not Flynn.”


			“Calm down, Dad,” Fletcher groaned. “There is no way they could have ended me on the spot. I’m up for Reclamation, remember? If the Federal Bureau of Education wants to suck all of the schooling out of my brain, they need me alive to do it.”


			“This isn’t funny!” her father yelled. “Agents don’t care how bright you are. If anything, the BOE is even more interested in taking back knowledge from a person with your smarts. What happens when they hook you up to their machines or whatever it is they do, and drain too much from you? Do I need to remind you what happened to your mother? She couldn’t even feed or dress herself when they brought her home from the Processing Center! Is that what you want, to have the mind of a toddler for the rest of your life? Because it happens you know, more often than The Department of Reclamation cares to admit.”


			Fletcher stiffened at the mention of her mother, her mind flooding with what little knowledge she had of her parents’ life together. She knew that they had married within a year of her mother’s graduation from The College of Mathematics. Her mother, Astrid, had a fairly well-paying job at the Hall of Records, where she met Jericho Daniels and fell very quickly in love with him. 


			For a while, Astrid and Jericho had been able to get by, their combined incomes enough to cover Astrid’s debt with scarcely enough left over for other monthly expenses. But all that had changed when Fletcher was born. The added cost of caring for a child put Astrid behind on her loan repayments. 


			Fletcher was three years old when the Agents came for her mother, and only four when her mother died. Jericho had explained to her that Astrid’s brain forgot how to send signals to her lungs, and so one day she stopped breathing. Fletcher was too young when her mother passed away to remember very much about her, but the woman she could recall had loved her very much and always smelled of the sweet aster she often picked from the wild fields on the outskirts of the city.


			Even though she knew firsthand that it could happen, Fletcher didn’t find the prospect of coming back dumb-as-a-rock nearly as frightening as coming back a Berserker. She did not want to return to her home after undergoing Reclamation the way her best friend Jonah had returned to his: without his sanity, little more than an angry, aggressive shell of his former self. She feared becoming a suicidal robot or potentially psychopathic killing machine more than she feared death itself. 


			“What am I supposed to do? Tell me!” she shouted. “Sure, you’re a Government employee, a big-time janitor at the Hall of Records, but even with both of our incomes pooled we’d never be able to afford what they’re asking. Six hundred sixty-six Redbacks a month? It’s not like we have tons of them stashed away. I honestly don’t see how I can avoid Reclamation.” She paused, rubbing at the budding ache in her forehead. She had been able to keep her composure while the Agents invaded her home, if only to give the appearance of strength and defiance, but now, standing alone in the dark with her father, she was incapable of holding her panic at bay. Reclamation was in her imminent future. She would have to resign herself to it, unfair and awful as it was. She breathed in the scent of the ancient hickory floorboards beneath her feet, basking in its smoky familiarity. The wood was hundreds of years old. She mused on how much more pungent it must have been when it was still a living tree, and the thought calmed her.


			“Look,” she continued, “maybe I’ll be one of The Lucky Ones and be fine when I get back from the Processing Center—you know, still me, just a little less bookish. Or maybe I’ll be a Veg like Mom, or a Berserker like Jonah. There’s no way of knowing and no way of escaping it.” As she said it, she realized it was an absolute truth, and she could almost feel her heart breaking, though more for her father than for herself. He may not have possessed the education so prized by society, but he was a good man. He worked hard. And not only had he lost his wife to Reclamation, soon he might lose his only child to it, too. If she didn’t come back to The Vault with her sensibility intact, her father would be on his own—all by himself in a callous world that doled out more hard times than it did easy ones. She worried for him. 


			She glanced up at the framed diploma hanging on the living room wall, her name scrawled across it in fancy, bold font above the embossed New Harvard University seal. A hundred thousand Redback for a piece of parchment paper. Ridiculous! For the first time in her life, Fletcher found herself wishing that she wasn’t smart, that she didn’t have an intellect worthy of university fine-tuning. If only she had performed poorly on the HiEd Exam, if she were only average, she would be safe. The Government wouldn’t have insisted she go to college. She wouldn’t owe anything to anyone, wouldn’t have to give up her mind and risk her life in order to square her debt. 


			“Please, Dad, let’s just live for today, okay? All we have and all that really matters is right now, who I am in this moment, not who or what I might become.” She scraped together every last bit of resolve she could find, willing herself to feign composure. It was a talent she’d had for as long as she could remember, the uncanny ability to make her eyelids as sturdy as dams, capable of preventing hot torrents of tears from assaulting her cheeks. She watched her father’s expression soften and that was all it took to break her. Tiny droplets of salt water rolled down her cheeks; she was powerless against them. 


			Jericho reached his strong arms out through the space that separated them and drew his daughter to his chest. Enveloping her in the tightest embrace he could without crushing the life out of her, he whispered into her ear, “It’ll be okay. We’ll figure something out, Little Princess.”


			Fletcher half-smiled at the nickname her father had given her when she was ten years old and had insisted on reading A Little Princess over and over until she’d memorized every last word. It was an ancient book made of paper—yellowed pages that smelled like fallen autumn leaves—that had once belonged to her mother. 


			“Sure, we’ll figure something out,” she agreed, despite not at all believing that they would or could. Disheartened, she wrenched herself from her father’s arms, wiped at her sodden face and headed for the front door.


			“Where are you going?”


			Fletcher reached for her jacket hanging on the wall-mounted coat rack, then turned back to her father. Heaving a sigh, she said, “To see Jonah.”













chapter two


			FLETCHER APPROACHED THE HEAVY wooden doors of the Alcedonia Institute and, just as she had done a dozen times before, stopped to read the Latin inscription in the colossal stone archway. Dum vita est, spes est—Where there is life, there is hope. She mumbled beneath her breath, “Sure . . . unless you’re from The Vault.” She pulled at the corroded handles and the doors swung open, their rusted hinges spitting out a piercing shriek. 


			She ventured down the corridor, every now and again glancing up at the peeling paintings hanging on the mildew-coated walls. This hospital was the Government’s idea of a sanctuary for the insane? You’re lucky you don’t go mad just walking into the place. 


			“Can I help you?” A woman in a shabby lab coat called out to Fletcher from behind an oval desk in the center of the lobby. 


			“Yes, hi,” Fletcher started. “I’m here to see Jonah Quinn.” 


			The woman scooted her squeaky rolling chair to the left in order to consult her computer. Fletcher noted it had a keyboard, a physical one made of plastic rather than the kind that projected onto the surface of the workstation, which meant that it was as archaic—though truthfully the word that came to her mind was “shitty”—as everything else in the building. 


			“State-of-the-art piece of equipment you have there.” 


			“Naturally. The Government keeps its health care facilities here in the North in stellar condition.” The woman peeked up from her screen. “It looks like Jonah Quinn has received his full course of neurosedative injections for the day, so he is clear for visitors. I need you to place your right hand on the scanner, please.”


			Fletcher did as she was directed and watched as the neon blue laser combed over her palm, logging all her personal identification information into the system. 


			“Thank you, Ms. Daniels,” the woman continued after a beat. “You’ve been successfully registered. I take it you know where his room is?”


			Fletcher flicked her eyes at the winding staircase to the right of the desk. “Up the steps to the second floor, eighth door on the right.” 


			 


			 


			Fletcher ascended the staircase, taking each step slowly and deliberately. She hadn’t seen Jonah in a while. Though she felt guilty about it, she had to stay away, had to try to distance herself from the harsh reality of what her best friend had been reduced to. It cut her to the bone seeing Jonah lashed to his bed, the dingy leather straps cropping off circulation to his hands and feet. 


			It had been six months since Mr. and Mrs. Quinn had sent Jonah to Alcedonia. They waited a full month after his return from the Processing Center to do it, until it became clear that he had lost too many pieces of himself to Reclamation to ever be the same again. When he first came home, Jonah had been in a near-comatose state, unresponsive to everyone and everything around him. Then one day, for no reason at all, he started screaming at the top of his lungs. It was as if someone had toggled a switch inside his head, pushed the button marked RAGE in his mind. 


			As she continued up the stairs, Fletcher thought back to the day Jonah was admitted to Alcedonia. She’d heard his shouts through the thin dividers separating her father’s apartment from Mr. and Mrs. Quinn’s. She hurried next door and arrived to find Jonah pinned to the floor, Mr. Quinn’s elbows and knees jammed into his back. Fletcher looked on in dismay as Jonah thrashed against the dull carpet, deep-crimson blood streaming down his face from a jagged gash in his forehead. She was ashamed to say that she stood there, paralyzed, watching Mr. Quinn’s tears splash down onto his son’s smooth-shaven head. Jonah used to have such beautiful, golden curls, she’d thought. Those monsters took everything away from him.


			“Run and get a Bluecoat!” Mr. Quinn yelled when he noticed Fletcher shuffling in the doorway. “Hurry now!”


			Startled into action, she had scampered down to the street and flagged the first police officer she could find.


			Ever since that day, Jonah had been at Alcedonia—more of a prisoner than a patient really. Fletcher knew the chances of him ever being released were slim. The sweet, bright boy she had known all her life was dead and gone. She mourned the loss of him every single hour of every single day.


			 


			 


			Fletcher arrived at Jonah’s room and slid open the mucky Plexiglas door. Upon first glance of his face, she saw that his eyes were open and locked on her. She jumped backward, surprised, unable to remember the last time she’d seen his dazzling green irises. Usually when she visited him, his eyes were closed. Rarely, if ever, was he aware of her presence. 


			“Hi, Jonah.”


			Jonah did not return the greeting, only followed her with his gaze as she walked across the room to the threadbare high-backed chair beside his bed. An expression of familiarity flashed across his face, and for the briefest moment Fletcher thought he may have recognized her. But then she realized he was pumped full of too many drugs for that to be possible and figured his expression for a fleeting neurological glitch or subconscious wishful thinking on her part. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately. I’m up to fifty-five hours a week at the Library. I still can’t pay my damn bills, though,” she told him. 


			Jonah blinked. 


			She knew then that it would be a one-sided conversation, as always. Still, she wasn’t sure if his eyes being open would make it harder or easier on her. “Agents came to my house today. It looks like the BOE is going to reclaim my education at the beginning of next month.” And then, without warning, her resentment came roaring out of her like an avalanche. If there was anyone in the world who could understand her frustration, it was Jonah—or it would have been Jonah, back when he could still comprehend such things. The thought was crushing, but not enough to stop her tirade. “Those years at New Harvard, gone in an instant. All that work, the hours and hours of studying! Being clever is a curse if you’re from The Vault, you know that?”


			She felt the heat of her anger like flames in her chest, in her cheeks—so hot she could combust and set the hospital room ablaze at any moment. She let the fire intensify. “The Government hooks us up to their stupid machines, tests our IQs, and if our scores are high enough, we’re coerced into universities, saddled with huge amounts of debt, for what? They’re only going to clean our slates or turn us into Vegs or bloodthirsty monstrosities! They know we can’t afford to pay for school, yet they make the brightest of us go. They set us up for their brainwashing. I hate it. The whole damn system. The Agents, the BOE, the Knowledge Reclamation Process, everything!” 


			She saw that her agitation excited Jonah and stopped speaking as he began to struggle against the fastenings around his wrists. He whipped his arms inward toward his body, grunting in pain as his biceps flexed. 


			“Okay, okay.” She calmed her voice. She leaned forward in her chair and rubbed her knuckles against his cheek. “I’m sorry. It’s alright. Shhh.”


			Jonah gradually returned to a tranquil state. For a while he remained motionless. Then, breathless and without warning, he burbled, “No hate.”


			Fletcher gasped in astonishment once her mind had processed that it was Jonah who’d muttered those words. It was the first thing he had said to her in the better part of a year. She hadn’t even been sure he was still capable of speaking. “Jonah! What . . . what did you just say?”


			Jonah’s tongue labored against the sedatives and his own saliva to speak again. “No hate talk. Agents hurt you dead.”


			“Hurt me dead?” Confused, she narrowed her eyes at him. “You mean they’ll kill me if I say I hate them?” 


			He relaxed his hands. His eyelids fluttered. “Mmhmm. Keep it inside.”


			“Keep my hatred inside? Okay. I won’t say it out loud. I’ll just think it in here.” She brought her finger to her temple and tapped it twice. She knew he was right. Perhaps that was part of it—the why and the how Reclamation affected different people so differently. You didn’t keep your hate inside, and you ended up here, like this.


			He struggled against a ripple of muscle spasms, but managed to part his pinky from the rest of his fingers. “Swear.”


			“Pinky swear.” She wrapped her little finger around his. Water welled up in her eyes as their skin made contact. She blinked it away. He remembers me. We used to pinky swear. It was a revelation she was thankful for.


			“Run.” Jonah croaked and swallowed a hard mouthful of air. “Agents come, you run. Be brave. Not like me.”


			“Oh, you silly boy.” She groaned. “You are brave. You always were so much braver than me.”


			“You still climb trees?” 


			“Sometimes,” Fletcher said.


			“Better than me.”


			She flashed a wounded smirk at him and then rested her head against the cold metal handrail of his hospital bed. “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered.


			“Mmm,” he murmured and shut his eyes. “I’m tired now. Go away.”


			Fletcher chuckled. Jonah was in there somewhere, in all his beautiful, pushy glory. She remained on the edge of the chair and stroked his arm until the heavy unevenness of sleep-breathing began. 


			“I’ll see you soon,” she mouthed once she was certain he had fallen into a deep slumber. Afterward, she quietly made for the door and slid it closed behind her. 


			She took off down the stairs, an invigorated spring to her step. As she reached the lobby, she smiled at the woman behind the oval desk.


			“This is his third good day in a row,” the woman announced as Fletcher pressed her hand to the scanner to sign out. “He’s making progress.”


			“It would seem so.” For the first time in months, Fletcher allowed herself to dream of a world where her best friend had returned to her. As she left, the mildewed walls appeared less grubby and the dull hues of the paintings hanging on them were somehow more vibrant.


			 


			 


			Fletcher slipped her hands into the pockets of her faded-black leather jacket and shivered as the wind whipped against her body. The bitter chill of fall in what used to be New England had long since set in, which made walking the streets at night unpleasant. Autumn in The Vault had grown more and more unforgiving in recent years. Come late September, Fletcher made a point of rarely leaving her home once the sun had set. She’d had to do it that day, though. A staggering urge to see Jonah had taken hold of her once the Agents served her with the Notification of Violation. Jonah was a constant reminder of what could happen to a person if they were unable to repay their student loans. 


			She thought back to the afternoon Jonah received his Notification. He’d graduated from university with a degree in Architecture that prior spring. Even with that, the best job he could find was at a scrap heap, working for two Redbacks an hour. By The Vault’s standards, that wage was enough to make him a wealthy man, but it was not enough to make any significant dent in his debt. He’d tried to cheat the system by making a payment every other month, and his strategy worked for a bit, but the BOE eventually caught on.


			Jonah had just completed a twelve-hour shift at the junkyard, his hands and navy jumpsuit covered in slick, dirty grease and oxidized steel shavings. He met Fletcher at New Harvard Square after her classes had finished for the day. They walked home together and talked for a while about what she’d learned that afternoon in her Second American Revolutionary War seminar. 


			The conversation ended when their row house came into view. Jonah’s cool green eyes burned with alarm when he realized the Agents were waiting outside his front door.


			“Looks like my time is up.” He grimaced at Fletcher. 


			She frowned, then took a step forward. “Let’s go find out.”


			He flung out a stiff hand, grabbed her elbow and pulled her back to his side. “This is my problem. I’ll handle it myself.” Before she could protest, he broke into a jog toward the building. “I’ll talk to you later,” he yelled back to her over his shoulder. 


			A terrible tremble ran up her spine and she folded her arms around herself. She had stood on the sidewalk, immobilized by concern as Jonah and the Agents disappeared into the Quinns’ apartment.


			A wintry breeze raged through the trees lining her street, bringing her back to the present. She thought she heard footsteps behind her, so she spun around. The whistling wind and rustle of leaves continued as she peered down the road. There was no one else around. “One visit from the Agents and you become a paranoid mess,” she whispered to herself before continuing on her way.













chapter three


			FLETCHER WAS ALWAYS CAUTIOUS when she went out after sundown. Though she had many friends around the neighborhood, she understood Boston proper was not the safest place to live. It was the second-largest city in The Vault—bested only by Indianapolis, the capital city of the Illiana Territory (and that came only after Chicago had been burned to the ground and the Manhattan Atolls, once called New York City, were converted into the country’s largest landfill)—and had the highest crime rate of any city in the Northern Territories. The criminal underbelly of Boston mostly involved illegal drugs, or an illegal drug—the only one that really existed anymore: Quell. In Fletcher’s city, the fuchsia-colored liquid injections were in such high demand that there were QuellSells on every other street corner. Fletcher herself had never been interested in partaking of the drug, though she could appreciate its appeal. It was a cheap knock-off neurosedative that offered the same calming effect as the genuine medicine, minus the requisite Government mind-meddling and subsequent unpleasant institutionalization. Quell numbed people, helped them get by without feeling like they were drowning, which was why The Government wanted it off the market and why Fletcher was not entirely morally opposed to it. 


			Fletcher knew that some QuellSells were dangerous, not to be trifled with in any regard, though she also counted a few of them among her neighborhood friends. In general, it seemed many of the drug dealers were just poor kids—some as young as ten or eleven—trying their hardest to get by or help their parents pay the bills. Still, there were others . . .


			At that point in her two-mile trek, Fletcher was only a few yards away from her building. She began to let her guard down. And that was when she heard it: the echo of a gunning engine bouncing off stone-faced buildings and the screech of spinning tires. She crooked her head to the left, and from her peripheral vision saw a black cargo van hurtling down the street toward her. 


			She had no time to rationalize. Something in her gut told her to run, so she ran. 


			With every footfall, her heart thumped harder against her ribcage. She heard its erratic beating, a drum cadence booming inside her skull. Her breath quickened and passed through her body in time with her pulse. She was not fast enough. Someone reached out through the night and caught her by the hood of her jacket. They tugged her backward savagely, and large hands encircled her torso. Fletcher’s sensation of fear blossomed into terror as she began to tussle against her would-be abductor, kicking and flailing her arms. 


			She tried to scream, but a second pair of hands tied a gag around her mouth before the sound could escape her throat. Her wrists were then bound together with thick brown rope. 


			The first pair of hands whirled her around, lifting her off the ground. She saw that they belonged to a tall, muscular man who wore dark coveralls. She could not see his face behind a black ski mask. 


			The giant threw her over his shoulder as though her 120 pounds of flesh and bone were as easy to manage as a bag of raked foliage. Fletcher wriggled her body against him, thrusting her tiny fists into his dorsal muscles as he carried her toward the van. Her efforts were in vain; the man did not flinch even once.


			The other person had the slight, curvy frame of a woman about the same size as herself. She moved around the large man and slid open the van’s back door. The goon dropped Fletcher onto the floor of the van with a resonating thud. A dull pain rippled up her legs into her spine and she yelped through the gag in her mouth. For an instant she thought her spinal cord might have been damaged until she found that she could, in fact, still move her legs. 


			The woman climbed up into the van and slammed the door closed behind her. She barked at the driver to take off. Fletcher tried again to scream as the van flew into motion.


			“Be quiet and give me your arm, Fletcher!”


			Hearing her name sent Fletcher into an even deeper panic. How did these people know her? Did the BOE have Jonah’s hospital room bugged? Had they heard him tell her to run, and then ordered their Agents to steal her away under the cover of darkness? At the idea, her fear receded, and anger took its place. She had twenty-nine days left to settle her affairs and say her goodbyes. She would not surrender herself until the very last moment of the very last day. 


			Fletcher shook her head, motioning an unyielding no. The large man grabbed her bound arms, parted them, then took her right wrist into his enormous palm and held it firm. With his other hand, he rolled the sleeve of Fletcher’s jacket up to her elbow. He pushed his finger into what Fletcher figured must have been a pressure point. Her forearm was rendered useless. She couldn’t wiggle her fingers, much less bend her elbow. 


			The woman knelt over Fletcher. She pulled a small, white, cylindrical object from her pocket, pushed a button on the side of the gadget, then waved it over the exposed flesh of Fletcher’s arm. The thing emitted a high-pitched beep. 


			“Found it!” The woman pressed the flat bottom of the tube against Fletcher’s skin. “Look at me,” she commanded.


			Fletcher kept her head down, gaze trained on the floor. She recognized it was a stupid move on her part, understanding that blatant defiance in the face of bodily harm was never a brilliant idea. 


			The woman placed two fingers beneath Fletcher’s chin and lifted her head. Reflex beat Fletcher at her own game and her eyes fluttered upward, meeting the woman’s ice-blue irises for the first time. 


			“Brace yourself. This is going to sting,” the woman said as she engaged another button on top of the machine. 


			Fletcher listened to the apparatus as it whirred. At first, she felt only pressure, then a slight tugging sensation, as though suction had drawn her skin up into the tube. Next, she felt a pain like she’d never felt. Invasive pain that resonated deep within her muscle, akin to stepping barefoot on broken glass, though worse. 


			Fletcher yearned to cry out, to express the magnitude of agony the little device inflicted, but refused to give her captors the satisfaction.


			Then, just as abruptly as the torment had begun, it ended. The only evidence of the trauma was a red mark on Fletcher’s arm and the sickening smell of burnt skin in the air. 


			“The wound is cauterized so you won’t bleed out,” the woman said as she disengaged the contraption and flipped it over. A blood-soaked metallic ball no bigger than the head of a round pushpin fell into her hand. She held out her open palm so Fletcher could examine the orb, then directed the driver to open his window. She reached to the front of the van, through the open window and tossed the tiny ball out into the cold gloom. 


			Forgetting her gag, Fletcher tried to speak. The woman, smug, motioned to her own mouth. “That’s going to be a problem.”


			“Promise not to scream? I’ll take it out,” the large man stammered. His voice was soft and light, and he seemed to stumble over his words like a child who had just learned how to talk. 


			Fletcher considered his offer. She thought that the van was driving too fast for anyone to hear her cries anyway. She nodded, agreeing to his terms. He untied the gag. 


			“You people are sick!” she spat. “You can’t just pinch me off the street! There must be protocol you have to follow. I’m not due for Reclamation until the first of next month.”


			The big man gawped at Fletcher, perplexed, then set his sights on his counterpart. “She thinks we’re Agents?”


			The woman held up her thumb. 


			The man burst into laughter. “No.”


			“Really?” she questioned. “If you’re not Agents, who the hell are you?” And then she remembered: Word on the street was that kids whose parents had anything worth anything were being kidnapped and held for ransom. She snickered aloud. “You’re out of luck if you think you can hold me for ransom. My family can hardly afford a loaf of fresh-baked bread on payday. Obviously I haven’t got any money, or I wouldn’t be up for Reclamation, would I?”


			“Well, you’re in luck, because we’re not kidnappers,” the woman said. “We’re with YOR.”


			“What is that, a riddle?” Fletcher jeered. “Okay, I’ll play along. With ‘your’ who?”


			“Youth Opposed to Reclamation,” the man declared, as though he had rehearsed reciting the words over and over.


			“What are you lunatics yammering about? And what the fuck was that thing you fished out of my arm?”


			“You ask too many questions,” the woman said. “And you’ve got a dirty mouth.”


			“First, the cleanliness of my mouth is none of your goddamn business. Second, I want some answers! I have a right to know who you are and why you’ve taken me hostage.”


			The woman bared her teeth. A ferocious growl charged past her lips. “You are not a hostage.”


			“Tell me what I am then, because this certainly isn’t a gathering of friends roaming the streets in search of a good time.”


			“You really aren’t going to shut up, are you?” The woman griped under her breath, “Should’ve left the gag in.”


			There she was, mouthing off to a band of kidnappers who, for all she knew, were totally capable of murdering her and leaving her body in a ditch somewhere. That was not how Fletcher wanted to meet her end, but she needed to know who these masked maniacs were and why they had taken her, of all people. “I’ll shut up when you start explaining yourself.”


			“YOR,” the woman began diffidently, “is an underground organization made up of kids who are fed up with the system of mandated higher ed, forced student debt, and its inevitable result of Reclamation. Some of us have friends who have been Reclaimed, others have family members. A few of us have even undergone the Process ourselves, like Killian here.” She gestured to the man.


			Killian, the inarticulate-but-enormous ruffian, rubbed his head. “I used to be smart, but they took too much brain stuff away. Right, Sparrow?”


			Sparrow patted Killian’s shoulder and smiled at him. “That’s right, big guy.” She turned to Fletcher and said, irritated, “That’s why we picked you up, okay? We were assigned to you.”


			“Assigned to me? How’d you know I was scheduled for Reclamation?”


			“Head Office knows who and where just like the BOE knows. What do you think that thing in your arm was? A government-issued subcutaneous tracker.”


			“A tracker?” Fletcher sneered. “That’s absurd.” 


			“You saw it for yourself. They stuck a beacon in your arm so they could find you wherever. All they have to do is flip a switch.”


			“Humoring you for a moment, when was this ‘tracker’ implanted in me? At birth?”


			“You were tested for Renascent Hemorrhagic Fever before you started at university, right?”


			“Of course. Everyone was.”


			“That’s what they wanted you to think. But The Government found a cure for that decades ago.”


			“Yeah, right.” Fletcher rolled her eyes in disbelief. “You’re telling me there’s some kind of radical activist organization running around like knights in shining armor, scooping up damsels in distress, digging trackers out of their arms and whisking them away to safety?”


			Sparrow’s frustration swelled. “No. Among other things, what we do is try to get to people before the BOE does. You are our latest damsel, and we were told to do whatever it takes to get you out of the city.”


			“Why? Why were you told to do ‘whatever it takes’? What makes me so special?”


			“I have no idea. We’re just following orders. The assignment came directly from the top.” Vexed, Sparrow paused to scrutinize Fletcher. “You must be pretty exceptional. I guess looks really can be deceiving.”


			“What if I don’t want your help? What if I’d rather go home, spend my last days with my father, and take my chances?”


			“Then that would make you as stupid as your friend Jonah. He refused us, too. But look on the bright side; you’ll probably end up right beside him in the nuthouse. Won’t that be sweet?”


			Agents come, you run. Jonah’s words replayed inside Fletcher’s mind. Be brave. An upsurge of anger grabbed hold of her. “Don’t ever speak that way about Jonah. You may have been ‘assigned’ to him, you may have read his file or whatever information your Head Office has on him, but you don’t know a single thing about him! He isn’t stupid and he isn’t nuts. He’s just broken.”


			“For a smart girl, you’re wrong more often than you’re right,” Sparrow countered. “We know plenty. Jonah Quinn has an IQ of 148. He received an almost perfect score on his HiEd Exam, and as a result was accepted to Boston Technological University at the age of seventeen. His senior year at BTU, he designed a building that would have run entirely on renewable, eco-friendly solar energy and cost next to nothing to construct since it was crafted solely of recycled materials. One month before his twenty-second birthday, he graduated third in his class—first in the School of Architecture and Structural Design. Jonah Quinn had what was potentially one of the most brilliant engineering minds of our generation, but because he refused our help, he was downgraded to a quivering heap of a rage-fueled time bomb. So yes, he is broken. Do you really want to take the chance of coming back that way? Or coming back so wrecked that you need someone else to tie your shoelaces for you, like I have to do every morning for my brother here?”


			She paused, a silent melancholy consuming the air around her. “I know what it’s like when someone you love is taken away, alright? That’s why Killian and I joined YOR, because we don’t want to see that happen to anyone else. We have people who can help you disappear. Without them, The Department of Reclamation will hunt you until the day you die. If they want you, they will find you.”


			Fletcher exhaled a woeful sigh. With a single speech, this stranger—little more than a talking head obscured by a wool balaclava—had whittled away her resolve. Overwhelmed, Fletcher had little choice but to concede to Sparrow’s wisdom. “Where are you taking me?”


			“To one of our safe houses. The guy in charge will explain the details of relocation and identification replacement.”


			Fletcher bit her bottom lip, her prized logic defeated by the most basic of instincts: survival. “I’ll go with you on the condition that I will not be held captive. If I hear this guy out and don’t like what he has to say, I expect to be returned to my home unscathed.”


			“That’s p-p-policy,” Killian blurted. “You don’t like us, we take you home.”


			Sparrow concurred. “Unlike The Government, we give you a choice.”


			“Fine.” Fletcher’s nose upturned. “At least do me the courtesy of taking those ridiculous things off your heads. I like to see the faces of the people I’m speaking to.”


			“That’s fair,” Sparrow agreed. She reached across to her brother, pulled off his mask, and then removed her own. 


			Fletcher’s gaze flickered between the duo. “Twins?” She marveled. She had never met a set of twins before. The instances of multiple births resulting from the same pregnancy were rare. Hell, meeting a person with any siblings was uncommon. Most Vaulters could scarcely afford to feed and clothe one child. Fletcher sometimes wondered why anyone bothered to procreate at all. The human propensity for optimism outweighed logic, and on that idiotic whim people kept having babies. Or maybe their biological imperative was too strong to resist. She couldn’t say, and it didn’t matter to her anyway. That was for the scientists to figure out.


			Sparrow confirmed it with a curt nod. 


			“I can see it,” Fletcher said. The resemblance between the pair was striking. For a towering hulk of a man, Killian’s nose and lips were oddly delicate. His face was more handsome than the brutish one Fletcher had pictured, despite the serrated scar running from his left temple all the way to his chin. His light brown hair was cropped. His pale blue eyes were dull and tired, though Fletcher could see the remnants of the deeply pensive person he must have been before he was Reclaimed. 


			Sparrow’s eyes had the same aqua hue as her brother’s, but that was where the similarity between those features ended. Neither dull nor tired, Sparrow’s eyes glowed with a fiery alertness, an almost savage thirst for life. 


			Fletcher had expected the wild existence of a rebel fighter to be physically reflected on Sparrow. She wanted her to be a haggard mess of a woman, but was surprised to find that she was quite the opposite. Sparrow’s face was symmetrical, with cheekbones and a jawline so refined as to be the product of an artisan’s hands. Her chestnut hair fell loose and long down her shoulders. 


			Fletcher allowed her stare to linger on Sparrow’s face a nanosecond longer than she should have. Sparrow caught the gaze, and her lips contorted into a shrewd sideways grin. Before Fletcher could avert her eyes, the van made a sharp turn. The turbulence heaved her into the air and her knees slammed onto the metal floor. She continued to skid forward. To her horror, she realized that if she could not stop herself from sliding, she would crash face-first into the frame of the passenger door and the force could kill her. That’s just wonderful. She was sure that that thought would be her last.


			Unfazed, Sparrow flung her arms up and snagged Fletcher by her biceps. In turn, Fletcher’s hands, still bound together, landed on Sparrow’s sternum. The double contact steadied Fletcher, yet at the same time made her feel unbalanced.


			“Are you hurt?”


			“No.” Fletcher shifted out of Sparrow’s grasp. “I’m fine.” She darted her eyes toward the window. She wondered at its matte blackness. It was enough to take her mind off the awkward, unnameable feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Is that spray paint on the windows?”


			“Uh huh,” Killian grunted.


			“Why would you do that?”


			“Safe house is a secret,” he replied like the question had an obvious answer. He batted his eyes at her then, as if to say “even a Veg like me knows that.”


			“We’ve reached out to many people in your situation,” Sparrow began. “We blacked out the windows in case anyone refused us and then got the idea of trading our location for leniency when Agents came calling. We’re public enemies, you know. There’s a bounty on all of our heads.” 


			“All of your heads . . . how many of you are there?”


			Sparrow grinned. “Enough.”
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