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One man. One woman.

And the rib, which the LORD God had taken from man, made he a woman, and brought her unto the man. And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man. Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh. And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed (Ge 2:22-25).
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CHAPTER 1
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Fifty years in the future

She met the gaze of the woman behind her for the second time, and the woman’s brow wrinkled, her eyes drawing tight. Embarrassment swamped her, and she faced forward again, determined not to let her fears take over. She had to focus on getting out of town quick, and putting as many miles between her and here as possible. 

She tightened her grip on her bus pass and shuffled ahead with the rest of the passengers. A few feet up, they split into two groups, one on the bus headed south, like she was, and the others on one headed north. She’d chosen south initially, figuring she could blend in with the beach tourists for a time and find some sort of work. Also, it’d be warm. 

Lodging worried her somewhat, and using her real name. She hadn’t used it to buy the bus pass. That’d be the first thing they’d search for ... if they did.

She arrived at the split and turned left to board. But a man in khaki pants cut in front of her, and she bobbled. Temporarily off-kilter, she faltered, then hastily squeezed back in line. A minute later, she boarded the bus and searched for a seat. She fell down in one toward the back, dropping her bag in the empty seat beside her.

The bus filled, the smells of people mingling with the sickly sweet scent of the bathroom disinfectant. Perfume, body odor, the stench of coffee and various breakfasts served to make her stomach lurch. She ignored it, willing to put up with the smell to sit alone, and it looked like she’d succeeded, the bus doors closing, the driver taking his place.

Then someone pounded at the door, and he opened them again. The boy who entered was six foot, one hundred eighty pounds or so, dark brown hair, and startling turquoise eyes. Turquoise, like the Caribbean Sea or one of those stones on Indian jewelry that went by the same name. He passed his gaze over the crowded seats and settled on her. Pushing forward, he made his way back and paused overhead. 

“Do you mind?” he asked.

Actually, yeah, she did. But he didn’t look like the kind of boy, you ignored, and he had no baggage, which was curious. Reluctant, she dropped hers between her feet and leaned back, holding her breath. Not that he smelled, but that already he made her nervous. He fell down in the window seat, giving her a brief glance, then looked away, his mind perhaps on other things.

He had a tattoo on the back of his neck, numbers like in a bar code. She stared for a moment, then closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep. She awakened to twilight, her head pillowed on the boy’s shoulder. Jerking upright, she brushed her hair from her face and angled herself away from him. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled.

His cell phone in his hand, he nodded.

“What time is it?”

“Seven.”

Lifting her chin in thanks, she ducked her gaze, settling it on the ridged rubber tread lining the aisle. Seven, which meant they’d arrive in Miami around ten p.m. She’d need to find a cheap motel for tonight and figure out her game plan tomorrow.

By now, they had to know she’d left. Not any reason for them to find her. She was eighteen and could legally go wherever she wanted. That didn’t mean they wouldn’t look, however. But no one knew Phoebe Faegan because she’d invented her and left behind any other trace of who she’d been. From now on, she wouldn’t look back and would work really hard to forget.

Turning sideways as best as possible, she closed her eyes again and listened to the miles fading in the distance.
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Her skin stuck to the vinyl seat, Phoebe peeled it away and rubbed at the crease she felt beneath her thumb. The circle that’d been glued there burned. Lifting her gaze, she stared down the aisle at the passengers’ nodding heads. Toward the front of the bus, someone’s face glowed by the light of their cell. She stretched her legs and switched her view out the window. The boy was asleep, his chin tucked to his chest. Past him, through the blurry glass, she saw only darkness lit by the occasional flash of a street lamp. 

What time was it? She had no way of knowing without asking and wasn’t about to wake the boy to find out. She settled back to wait instead, but time ticking by, grew more and more concerned. Then she spotted the street sign. Fayetteville, 50 miles, it said. 

Fayetteville? Her heart crammed in her throat, she sat up straighter. She debated on waking the boy, but decided to walk to the front and ask the person with the cell phone instead. Rising, she steadied herself with one hand on the seat in front of her. Then, her feet firm, she shuffled forward, doing her best to not wake anyone. She halted beside the man with the phone.

“Please, sir,” she whispered. “What time is it?”

He flicked beady eyes to her face, his thumb never pausing in its movement on the keypad. “Pushing midnight.”

He spoke too loud, disturbing several others around them, and Phoebe tensed. Midnight? It couldn’t possibly be midnight, and she wasn’t near Fayetteville, hundreds of miles off course from her plans. 

How had this happened? She knew instantly. When the man bumped her out of line. She’d been so desperate to board, her mind filled with making her escape, that she’d never considered if she was in the same spot or not. 

She was headed the wrong way with not enough cash to return and no idea where this route ended.

Phoebe spun in place and made her way back to her seat. The boy stirred, shifting one hand. On the bottom side of his wrist were more numbers. These were binary. Her memory on translating them was rusty, but seemed like they added to one hundred. Curious, she transferred her gaze to his face. 

Maybe he was a math whiz of some sort or into computer programming.

Didn’t matter because she had more important issues. Namely, where she was headed and what she’d do when she got there.

She tamped down her panic and inhaled. No choice now but to ride along and see what happened. Maybe she could ask advice from someone. Maybe the boy knew where to go.

Nervous, she poked her thumbnail into her mouth and nipped at it.
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He awakened to find the girl staring at him. She squirmed and looked away, only to look back again. She was afraid of something, or someone. He’d seen her type before. Running from home, not wanting to be caught.

She cleared her throat. “Uhm ... I ... I need to ask a favor.”

Curious, he pulled himself up to a more comfortable position. She was pretty in a lost-and-found kinda way. Brown hair, pulled in a lop-sided ponytail, hazel eyes with long lashes. 

“I ... I sorta ... got on the wrong bus?”

She asked it like a question, as if she was unsure.

“I think ... back at the station?”

Again, another question.

“A man bumped me and ... a-and I didn’t pay attention. I thought I was going south, only now I’m not. Where ... does this trip end?”

Being on the wrong bus was a huge issue, especially if someone was waiting for her to arrive somewhere. He suspected no one was, however.

“Washington D.C.”

She started and raised her thumb to her lips, chewing on the nail. “I’m sunk,” she said. “I don’t know where to go or what to do.”

“Where would you like to go?”

She fidgeted some more. “Anywhere.” In her next breath, she dismissed it. “Never mind, I’ll figure something out.”

His cell phone buzzed, and he reached for it, clicking on the new message icon with his forefinger.

Threat identified. Malcolm Gregg. Twenty-three. Five-foot-five. Armed. A photo of the subject accompanied it. He knew the face.

He erased the screen.

“Who’s after you?” he asked.

The girl jumped in place, her gaze widening. “N-no one.”

“Not going to turn you in. But it’s pretty obvious, and if I noticed ...” He shrugged.

Lowering her hand, she curled her fingers into tight fists. “I can’t go back. If I go back, it’ll be even worse.”

Abuse then. He didn’t remark on it.

She slid down in the seat until her spine was bent in a u, and he raised his gaze, taking in the pre-dawn sky. They’d be in D.C. within the hour, and he had a job to do. Unfortunately, she was now involved in it simply by being here. Still, that didn’t obligate him to help her in any way. But his heart did. Leaving her to the wolves on the streets of D.C. was unconscionable. And he had a solution, simply not one he’d ever thought to take. The others would be upset, though not for the first time.

“Crowne Dawkins,” he offered.

Her eyebrows rose.

“My name?”

“Phoebe Faegen.”

“Which is not your real name,” he replied, “but that’s okay. I get it. Running was safer than staying. Surviving in D.C. will kill you though.”

The fear that already filled her eyes magnified, turning their green and gold depths, murky. She gnawed on her thumbnail again.

“Say, I help you,” Crowne continued. “You have to do as I say, exactly how I say to do it.”

“Meaning what? Y-you want ... favors?”

He suppressed a laugh. Yeah, she was cute, but his mind hadn’t gone there quite yet. It was, perhaps, natural of her to say it though.

“I don’t want favors. I want you to listen.” He tapped his right ear. “Can you do that?”

“Sure.” She accompanied her answer with a vigorous nod.

He checked the time on his phone. “When we get to the bus stop, stay seated, and no matter what I do, don’t follow me. Got it?”

She gave another nod. “Why? What’s going to happen?”

He didn’t answer her, but refocused his thoughts. He ought to warn the others he was bringing someone new. As soon as he did though, they’d balk ... best to just show up. Problem was, then she’d be stuck there, and once you got in, you never got out.
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The bus station appeared on the horizon, a long gray structure sprawling several acres, and Crowne shoved the guy seated in the front row up against the window glass. He sat as if he had a mission, like he were expecting something, which, she figured, he must be since he’d made such a big deal about staying in her seat.

The brakes barked loudly, and the bus slid to a ragged stop. Passengers immediately rose, gathering their bags, stretching stiff limbs, and jockeying into position in the aisle. At the same time, the doors opened, emitting a squeak, and before she could blink, a twenty-something youth leapt up the steps, brandishing a gun. He spoke not a word, but aimed the gun at Crowne and pulled the trigger.

People squealed, diving left and right. A man in the aisle leaped over her into the empty seat. Yet, nothing happened. Muffling the barrel with the palm of his hand, Crowne captured the buck of the pistol, then twisting it upwards, clocked the shooter with the butt. The shooter crumpled face down in the aisle. 

Tucking the gun in the back of his pants, Crowne jerked his chin toward the driver. “Call the cops, and tell them the Underground caught this one.”

The Underground?

“You ...” Crowne motioned to a rather burly man. “Put your foot on his back and hold him there until they arrive.”

He glanced behind and motioned her forward. 

Phoebe grabbed her bag and shoved past the startled passengers toward the front. She stepped over the would-be shooter, bumping into the burly man on her way off the bus. Crowne set a rapid pace, and her bag slapping hard against her thigh, she skipped to keep up.

“What ... what happened?” she asked. “You’re not hurt?” For that matter, how had he known the shooter was coming? Because the more she looked at it, the more he had. Nothing else made sense.

He glanced behind. “No.”

“What’s the Underground?” she persisted.

They passed beneath low-hanging concrete beams, and her voice dampered. Crowne grabbed her by the arm and yanked her into a narrow enclave. He leaned one hand to the right of her head, pressing her back against the concrete wall.

“You have a dress?” he asked, not answering.

“A dress?”

He nodded, once. “Where we’re going, you have to act like we’re a thing. But they know my taste, so you need something more girlish.”

Act like they were a thing? For what? Her protection?

Phoebe hesitated. Maybe she should back out, survive on her own somehow, and leave him to whatever this Underground was. She had enough money to afford a hotel for a few nights. If she just had a few pointers on where to go ... 

The blare of sirens drilled into her thoughts. Outside the building, two police cars arrived at the curb. Hands on their holsters, uniformed officers plunged in the entrance, and dashed past them the way they’d come. Minutes later, their fellow bus passengers hurried by, theirs faces ducked, footsteps rushed.

On the other hand, without him, she’d still be hundreds of miles away from anything she knew, lost in a city that, frankly, scared her half to death. No, as risky as trusting him was, maybe following along for a while wouldn’t be so bad. He’d stopped the shooter, after all, no matter how he’d escaped injury.

A new thought clicked into place. “You rode the entire bus ride to apprehend one shooter?” Seemed like that. The shooter had directed the gun at him.

Crowne nodded again.

“No one could have caught him before he got on the bus?” she asked.

That seemed logical, but Crowne shook his head.

“It doesn’t work that way ... Look, do you have a dress or not? If not, we’ll stop and buy you one.”

Phoebe shifted her thoughts. “So I can pretend we’re a thing? Why’s that matter? You can’t just introduce me?”

To whomever he was trying to impress. This was, again, another obvious thought. Why else would he go through this trouble with her unless he had to report to somebody?

Growing up as she had, unwanted by the system, shifted from one foster home to another, she’d learned to observe. She could generally tell by the look in any person’s eye what they were thinking, and right then, Crowne was thinking he had doubts.

“There’s rules I have to follow,” he replied. “But once you’re in, it’s safe there. No one will ask questions. You won’t have to look over your back all the time. You can stop running.”

Stopping sounded great. She’d only begun and already hated it. Plus, her curiosity was pretty high. Who was this boy that could stop a bullet with the palm of his hand? And why had someone wanted to kill him?

“I have one,” she said, dismissing her questions. She’d thought to use the outfit for a job interview.

Crowne grabbed her shoulder, glanced along the concourse, and steered her toward the women’s restroom. “Go in and change,” he said. “I’ll wait.”

The bathroom smelled like unwashed bodies and backed up toilets. Locking the handicapped stall door, she dropped her bag at her feet and fished around in the bottom for the dress. It felt odd to put it on, the white eyelet and red satin sash out of place in this grimy environment. Even odder, because she was agreeing to accompany a boy she didn’t know to a location that sounded shady at best.

She switched her tennis shoes for sandals, despite the cooler temperatures, and took down her ponytail. Would he be impressed? And why did she care if he was? 

A knock at the door and the muffled sound of her name brought her away from the mirror. She picked up her bag and made her way out. Crowne eyed her, his gaze appraising, then offered his hand.

She stared at the mark on his palm. “What happened to the bullet?”

With his free fingers, he dug it from his pocket and dropped it in her palm. It was flattened like it’d hit a steel door.

“Since we now have a ‘thing’,” Phoebe began, “I want to know how you did that.”

He crooked the faintest hint of a smile. “We’ve got to go,” he said. He took her hand and led her from the station, into the rising sunlight. She blinked back the reflection of D.C. glowing in her vision, then tripped after him across the curved driveway to the far curb. 

A cab pulled up as if on signal, and Crowne held the door while she slid in. He tucked her bag in the floor between them. 

“Welcome home, Mr. Dawkins,” said the driver without turning around.

“Good to be back, Ben,” Crowne replied.

Nothing else was exchanged as they drove down the busy city streets. The city center eventually faded and the landscape became abandoned, forgotten. In the midst of a field, overgrown with weeds, they stopped. Crowne exited, her bag hung over his shoulder, and took her hand again.

“What is this?” she asked.

He didn’t answer, but pointed her toward a hidden manhole cover. Pulling it aside, he waved her toward an iron ladder. It descended into the earth, seemingly bottomless.
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