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			In memory of my big brother, Nathan.

			Though you died, you still spoke into my life,

			teaching me to be the example I imagined you would have been.

			My storytelling began with you, 

			then reached our siblings . . .

			… and now the world.
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			I’ve been robbed of my death.

			A date was set, a coffin prepared, and a grave dug in the earth, yet I breathe against my own will as my brother is lowered six feet down. The smooth wood coffin displays the best of Father’s carpentry skill. Did he originally carve it for me?

			Enforcers surround the gravesite—black human pillars lined with bullets, staring straight ahead. Probably making sure I don’t run.

			Solomon Hawke is not among them.

			A pall of autumn leaves covers the Unity Village graveyard, the only disrupted portion of ground being Reid’s grave. Lumps of black earth wait to enclose him in permanent night. 

			Everything about this funeral feels wrong. Reid should not be buried. He should be cremated and scattered in the most adventurous locations. He is—was—a traveler, not meant to stay in one place. But his wife, Tawny, insisted. Perhaps she wants a grave to visit.

			I try to meet her eyes. Does she blame me for his death? Her gaze is fixed on Reid, as though she can see through the lid of carved wood concealing his face. She stands with her hands folded in front of her, wobbling on the soft ground in high heels. She wears a short ivory dress with long sleeves off the shoulders and a braided tan belt. 

			I wear black.

			Tawny takes shuddering gasps and blinks hard while tears paint trails down her smooth cheeks. I should be standing by her, creating a bond as sisters, but I’m a criminal. Because I live, her husband—my brother—is dead.

			I am the last of the Blackwater triplets. 

			I rub my hand against my raw left wrist, growing more and more used to the space that used to be my left hand. An Enforcer removed the shackles so I can at least toss a memento into Reid’s grave. The Enforcers don’t intimidate me anymore. They all know I’m a Radical, but they have no harm to offer me.

			“Time to go.” A black Enforcer—the same one who held me captive at my hearing, sentenced me to the Wall, and shoved me through the Opening—claps the metal ring to my wrist.

			I don’t want to go with him. He has no heart.

			“Wait.” The first scoop of dirt falls like a dropped gauntlet onto Reid’s coffin. I stretch my shackled hand over the hole and release my Good-bye gift—a thin lump of folded letters written on pages from Reid’s old journal during my journey in the West. A reddish-brown ribbon holds them together—the one he said reminded him of my hair. He bought it for me so long ago. Another life ago.

			“Let’s go.” The Enforcer’s voice is harsh and he holds out the other shackle. 

			I raise my left arm. With jerky movements, he locks the metal around my stump. Does my missing hand sicken him? I hope so. It’s a testament to my travels, my stamina. 

			He drags me away from the gravesite before I can say anything to Tawny, before I can hug Mother or Father, before I can say a true Good-bye to Reid. I’ve seen none of them since the fiasco at the Wall two days ago. 

			Do they hate me?

			Father meets my eyes for a brief moment before we round a corner out of sight. A giant purple bruise spreads like a stain over one side of his face, mixing with his brown whiskers. Blasted Enforcers. They had no right to strike him.

			We head away from town—away from the containment center. Away from Willow, my little albino friend. All the people I love are separated into places I hate—Mother and Father at a gravesite, Reid in a coffin, Willow in a cell, and Elm trapped in the Wall tunnel.

			The soft voices of sorrow fade behind me, replaced by the rhythmic tromp of Enforcers following us. “Are you taking me back to the containment center?” 

			“What, two nights in there weren’t enough for you?” He gives a sharp laugh.

			I don’t have the energy to be offended. Two nights have been far too much. I need to get moving, start fixing all the brokenness clouding my village. I have a calling to fulfill. “Where are we going?”

			“Nether Hospital, to get your medibot removed.” He scowls at me and mutters, “What a waste.”

			“I didn’t ask for it.” I didn’t ask for the small nano-creature to enter my skin and save my life, but God has a way of giving me things I don’t ask for.

			My posture goes slack. My trust in Him doesn’t come as easily as it did before. I miss it. 

			We board the Lower Missouri Transit on the north side of town and plop into two hard seats. As the train gains speed, the blurred trees and wind-whipped grass remind me of riding the Ivanhoe Independent, only this train is much smoother. No jarring rattles or loud wind.

			I want to ask where Hawke is, but the Lead Enforcer already suspects Hawke helped me. Did Hawke get in trouble because I called out for his aid? If so, I don’t want to draw more attention to him. But I want to see him.

			We need to talk.

			The black Enforcer and I disembark, enter the red brick hospital, and walk past the front desk. He pulls me through a series of hallways.

			“Ow.” I stumble, but he doesn’t slow.

			If Hawke were the Enforcer with me instead of this hard-handed man, would he be gentle? How is he handling Jude’s death? He seemed confused when I told him, as if Jude wasn’t supposed to die. I need to tell him how it happened . . . how it was my fault.

			I hate the idea of Hawke mourning alone.

			I killed both our brothers.

			We enter a small room with one bed and three cushioned, black chairs. The Enforcer sits, leaving me to stand in the middle of the room. Before I can decide whether to escape or sit down, a sharp knock precedes the entrance of a doctor. I don’t recognize his face as anyone who tended to Reid when he recovered from the train derailment last spring. His frown brings me no comfort.

			“I’m Enforcer Kaphtor,” my Enforcer says. “You’re to take out her medibot.”

			The doctor blinks slowly. “Patients need a scan for remaining injuries before I can remove it.”

			“Then do it.”

			The doctor appraises me with a wrinkled nose. “She’s that girl who wrote the biography. Parvin Blackwater.”

			It’s okay, talk as if I’m not here. I’m quite happy to be invisible.

			“Yup, Unity’s newest Radical.”

			For the first time, I don’t mind the title of Radical. I’m proud not to have a Clock like everyone else—proud not to know the day I’ll die. I’m terrified, but free from that looming knowledge.

			Clock. That’s all that matters to people. Numbers, not flesh and blood. Jude was right about that. 

			“Radicals warrant no medical care. She’d need a Clock, famous troublemaker or not.”

			Troublemaker? I wrote my biography to save Radicals—to stop the meaningless sentences. Is this how the rest of my people see me? A troublemaker?

			“She’s under different rules.”

			The doctor raises an eyebrow. “Oh really? I was unaware that government-set healthcare could change at the whim of an Enforcer.”

			I finally lower myself into a spare seat, since they won’t acknowledge my presence, but the doctor grabs my left arm and yanks me back to my feet. I gasp as a zing shoots down my arm to my stump, pinching the scarred skin as only an invisible hand can do.

			“Now that seat needs to be cleaned.” He shoves me away. “You going to pay for the cleaning fluid? Don’t touch anything.”

			My arm throbs. I bite the inside of my cheek. Kaphtor stands slowly, towering over the doctor. “I thought Skelley Chase contacted this hospital about Miss Blackwater.”

			The doctor’s mouth opens and closes twice before he manages a sound. “S-Skelley Chase?” He looks at me. “This is his girl? This Radical?”

			My nerves pop like a jack-in-the-box. That name . . .

			Frozen fury forms in the crevices of my brain like glaciers. “No.” My voice comes out guttural and dark.

			The doctor turns to me. “You’re not the one he contacted us about?”

			“I’m not his girl.” My right hand clenches. The shackles clink. “I’ll do nothing under Skelley Chase’s orders.”

			Kaphtor grips my forearm, squeezing like a tourniquet. “You don’t have a choice, Radical.”

			“He murdered my brother!” Shot him. Shot Reid in the head, against his word. 

			Kaphtor’s hold loosens. “He just hastened your brother’s Good-bye. You didn’t prepare yourself for his death.”

			“That’s because I thought the Clock was mine.”

			“Enough.” The doctor opens the door. “Follow me and we’ll take out the medibot. We need a fresh one in our storage anyway.”

			“No!” 

			His eyes narrow. “Like Enforcer Kaphtor said, you don’t have a choice, Radical.”

			My anger isn’t really about the medibot. Let them take out the stupid metal creature that’s been healing my body from the inside. I just don’t want to do anything to please Skelley Chase, the man who got me sent across the Wall. 

			The man who caused all this. 

			If not for him, Reid would be alive, I’d be dead, and things would be right. 

			No. I shake my head as if to rattle my pessimism. God has a calling for me, that’s the reason I’m still alive. Why was it so easy to cling to that knowledge two days ago, yet I doubt today?

			We accompany the doctor to a new room, long like the start of a hallway. In the center is a flat slab, like a table, but with a screen as the surface. When the door closes, the room is almost completely dark, with just enough glow to see.

			A single metal chair rests beside the table.

			“Sit.” The doctor taps on the table screen.

			Now I’m allowed to sit? I plop into a chair and close my eyes, succumbing to his probing. 

			“You should know”–the doctor speaks from somewhere behind me–“I don’t approve of unlawful administration of medical instruments, especially medibots, no matter who does it.” 

			Enforcer Kaphtor says nothing.

			Light penetrates my eyelids, so I open them and glance at the table. It is now covered in a colorful grid of yellow lines, green squares, and tiny blue dots.

			A small metal dish is placed on the top of my skull and a series of light shocks pass through my body from head to toe. The doctor mutters, clicks something on the metal dish, and sends the shocks again. This time, they’re stronger. My left wrist spasms.

			“Fool!” the doctor hisses. 

			I cringe. 

			He removes the dish from my head. A virtual body now lies on the screen table to my left—or rather floats halfway out of it, face-up as though someone pushed it out of the table from beneath and it’s straining against the electronic grid as if it’s netting. The body has no distinct features—just a virtual human . . . missing a left hand. 

			So, that’s supposed to be me.

			A red dot pulses in the stub of my virtual left arm. The doctor places the wide barrel of a device that looks like a gun against my left shoulder. I twist to look at it, but he smacks my cheek with the back of his hand. I swallow the burning in my throat and eyes. I guess doctors are only kind to the patients who can pay.

			God, I feel so alone. Reid said I’m never alone because You are here, so why do I feel forgotten? So . . . dirty? When will You return me to my family? I can’t spend another day in the containment center.

			The prayer coaxes my tears to the surface again. I sniff once. The gun sucks my skin with a sharp whirring. I tense in anticipation of pain, but it doesn’t come. The barrel leaves my shoulder. The red dot on my virtual body gives three sharp pulses and words scroll across the bottom of the table screen, so tiny I can’t make them out.

			The doctor throws the gun onto the table. It lands with a clunk, but doesn’t disturb the grid. He rounds my chair and faces Enforcer Kaphtor. “Skelley Chase is a wasteful imbecile.” 

			I couldn’t agree more. 

			Kaphtor leans forward. “He does everything for the well-being of others. Watch yourself.”

			With a wild gesture to me, the doctor continues. “The medibot has taken residence in her body. It never should have been inserted in the first place! There is a delicate process behind receiving a medibot. Thousands of specie have been wasted on this . . . this Radical.”

			My hackles finally rise enough to elicit argument. “Hey, I never asked for it—”

			“I don’t understand.” Kaphtor cuts me off.

			“Most medibots are designed to remain in a body until all systems are fixed and functioning.” The doctor seizes my left wrist and almost pulls my arm from my socket. “Her severed hand will never be fixed and functioning. Amputees are not allowed medibots unless they have enough specie to permanently purchase it from the medical center.”

			“There’s nothing you can do?” I squirm at the idea of the electronic spider living inside my body forever.

			“No! Now get out.” 

			Kaphtor stands. “Mr. Chase wants it removed.”

			The doctor grabs his medibot-extracting gun and walks to the door. “Well, I won’t be the one delivering the bad news. Good day.” He holds the door open.

			Kaphtor jerks me after him. The shackles cut into my tender wrists. I don’t know why Kaphtor uses them—my left arm can slip out at a whim. 

			We return to Unity via the Lower Missouri Transit and tromp to the containment center. On our way, we pass the county building where the electronic post board makes up one outer wall.

			There I am, magnified for everyone to see—a colored photo of me on all fours with the thousand-foot Wall in the background, mid-retch. Charming. Below that picture is a headline.

			Parvin Blackwater Returns . . . and Outlives Her Clock!

			Well, when they say it like that, I sound like a miracle. But it was never my Clock to start with. It was Reid’s Clock.

			I don’t know my Numbers. I don’t want to know. 

			We arrive at the containment center. The building is made of hard wood and a shingled roof—one of the few roofs in Unity Village not made of thatch. As we enter, two more Enforcers pass in the opposite direction with a small albino girl between them.

			“Willow!” I reach for her.

			“Parvin!” She struggles to return to me, but we’ve already passed each other.

			“Where are you taking her? Bring her back!” The Enforcers exit, yanking her with them. I turn to Kaphtor and abandon whatever pride kept me from cordiality. “Please. Please bring her back or let me go with her. Don’t hurt her.”

			His walking slows and he glances at me. I hold his gaze and he blinks three times fast before looking forward again. Did I break through? Crack the hardness that seems to lay captive every Enforcer?

			“She’s not your concern.” 

			No matter how I strain, I detect no softening in his voice. “What about Elm?” The anxiety of unanswered questions almost drowns me. “He’s the albino boy trapped in the Wall. Is anyone going to let him out?”

			Kaphtor pulls me down the hallway to the left, past the cell Willow previously occupied, and into the very last barred unit. 

			“It’s already been two days. Someone has to let him out. He’s just a boy. He’ll starve!”

			He takes off my shackles and shoves me into the cell so hard I fall to the ground. My stump strikes the wooden bench that’s served as my bed the past two nights. I cry out, but can’t find the energy to push myself up.

			The barred door clangs shut and Kaphtor’s footsteps echo off the stone. Clip. Clip. Clip. Clip.

			I curl on the cold ground. Alone. Helpless. Willow and I are at the mercy of the Enforcers of Unity Village, where laws are ignored and Radicals are killed because it’s easy.

			I can do nothing. Meanwhile, an assassin is delivering Jude’s Clock-matching invention to the Council—giving the Council even more power to control us. Once they start matching everyone with a Clock, they’ll make laws by our Numbers. No work for Numbers below one year. No medical care for Numbers two years or less. People won’t have a choice to reject the Clocks.

			We’re nothing more than clicking Numbers to them. 

			So many things need to be fixed, and I’m inhibited by strips of metal and wood. 

			What will they do with me? With Willow? With Elm? With my family?

			I turn my face to the ceiling, hoping gravity will keep my tears from falling. It doesn’t. They stream into my ears and my mind rests only on troubling thoughts. 

			Willow—my little eleven-year-old albino companion—is trapped in this foreign world so different from the forest life she’s known, all because she chose to help me through the Wall. Will I ever get her back home? Will I ever get Elm—her grafting partner—out of the Wall?

			It is all my doing. I never should have returned, despite Skelley Chase’s threat of killing Reid. He killed him anyway. Or maybe it’s because I returned too late. If I could have reached this side a day earlier . . .

			I AM CALLING YOU.

			“I haven’t forgotten,” I whisper. But if God’s calling, why is He letting me sit in a cell while others are dying? Isn’t my calling to bring shalom? To save lives?

			I shouldn’t despair. I need to see this extra time as a gift—a second chance. But, in order for me to have my second chance, Reid got a bullet to the head.

			“Parvin?” A soft voice says my name from mere feet away—the sweetest word spoken to me since returning to Unity Village. 

			My head snaps to the left. A man stands on the other side of my door. His tall frame matches the height of the cell bars. His dark blond hair is a little longer than when I met him a year ago. The backward black E on his left temple still surprises me, stark against his light skin. How can an Enforcer look so kind while standing so stiff and regal?

			I rise to a sitting position. “Hawke.”

			Something inside me relaxes as it did when he lifted me into his arms after Reid died. I meet his gaze, but no secret message is to be found. He’s guarded.

			“I’m here to escort you.” He is still reserved, but speaks so gently.

			“To Willow?”

			He glances down the hall and seems to grow taller and more rigid. He pulls shackles from his belt. “Please come with me.”

			I push against the emotional weights and manage to stand. He unlocks the door and claps the shackles around my wrists, not quite as pinching as Enforcer Kaphtor did. I try to smile at him, but can’t seem to raise my head. Sorrow’s heavy like that, I suppose.

			“Where are you taking me?”

			He shuts the cell door and leads me down the hall. “You’re being registered as a Radical.”

			At this, I manage to glance up. The sun flickers against the light teal color in his eyes. His posture relaxes just barely and his lips twitch in a smile meant only for me. “And then I’m taking you back to your family.”
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			I don’t know what frightens me more, the metal scalpel slicing into my left bicep, the idea of returning to my family, or the fact that Solomon Hawke and I are finally alone. 

			Hawke has me on a stool in a room labeled Registration, but it looks more like the interior of an old cement storage shed. Warped boxes lean weakly on one wall, with a smoky covering of dust along their tops. When he turned on the lights, only three of the five electric bulbs worked.

			A long metal desk stretches along the opposite wall. Slits, holes, and glass doors filled with sky-blue fluid line the side of the desk. A large deadened screen covers the wall above it with a single spider in the center—a brown recluse acting rather unreclusive. 

			It scurries away from the light. Mid-flight it drops off the screen with a small plink on the desk. I turn my focus to Hawke and his scalpel.

			I try to joke past the glue in my throat. “They call this noninvasive?” What do I say to this man who fought for my freedom so long ago? Who contacted me with comfort when I felt alone in the West. This man who shows the only kindness seen in an Enforcer and who might just have some answers I seek.

			This man whose affections I rejected.

			I can’t very well say, “Jude’s last words were, Ask Solomon.”

			Or can I?

			His hand is steady and the cut so smooth I don’t even bleed. He drops the scalpel through a slot in the metal desk. It floats down through clear blue fluid where tiny metal arachnids meet it and tinker away with cleaning.

			“Does it hurt?” 

			“Not the cut.” My heart hurts, but I can’t seem to open my lips to tell him. It’s different speaking to his face instead of his electronic penmanship from my nano-book screen. 

			He holds a teeny flat flexible square between his thumb and forefinger, but pauses in front of the incision. 

			I lean away. “Is that going inside me?” More electronics invading my body. Next, I’ll be a robot.

			He meets my eyes. “Yes. It’s a tracker.” His gaze flickers from my arm, to my eyes, then to the door.

			“Hawke . . . we need to talk.”

			“I can’t do that, Miss Blackwater. I’m an Enforcer. You’re a Radical.”

			Miss Blackwater? Why such formality? Does he see us as so different now that we can’t communicate, even after everything we’ve been through?

			Maybe he blames me for Jude.

			I jump as Hawke pushes the thin film into my cut. He pulls a small strip of cloth from an open box. “Sorry this is so primitive.” He binds my arm and ties a knot. 

			Primitive? Binding a wound with cloth? Then I guess I grew up primitive.

			“Now you’re a registered Radical.”

			Yippee.

			“Probably one of the first Radicals registered in Unity Village.”

			It is rather momentous. My village has been sending Radicals through the Wall instead of registering them for as long as I can remember. Maybe I get special treatment because in town there’s a giant picture of me throwing up.

			Hawke rotates on his stool and taps on an electrosheet, probably entering my information. What is going on? He seemed kind moments ago when he took me from my cell.

			“Um . . . Hawke?”

			“Please remain silent.” His tone is all business, but he reaches his hand back without looking up at me. A folded slip of paper rests between two of his fingers, extended toward me. I stare at the back of his head. Everything but his extended arm looks as if he’s focused on recording information on the electrosheet.

			I take the paper and unfold it. Uneven handwriting weaves all over the page in blueberry ink—Mother’s homemade ink. Some words smash into each other or run off the edge, as if he wrote this without looking.

			Miss Parvin,

			I’m wearing a required Enforcer Testimony Log.

			Sachem is monitoring everything I do, hear, and see, and sending it to the Council, especially information on how I interact with you.

			I’m writing this with my eyes closed, pretending 

			to be asleep.

			I must remain formal for now, but this may help you rescue the boy. Be careful.

				- Solomon

			At the bottom of the page is a string of numbers and the word car in parentheses. The only cars in Unity Village belong to the Enforcers.

			My heart cartwheels. Hawke has in a Testimony Log—contact lenses that record everything he sees and hears. So that’s why he’s been assigned to register me. Sachem, the Lead Enforcer, wants to see how we interact together.

			What do they expect to find?

			I fold the paper with slow movements and tuck it into my skirt pocket just as Hawke straightens. I want him to know it’s safe to turn around, that I got his note. 

			“How long has this registration room been here?” It’s a dumb question. The inches of dust already answer it, but small talk is less suspicious than prolonged silence.

			He swivels on the stool. I avoid his gaze. “Since the containment center was built, but you’re the first one to use it since I came to Unity.”

			“Oh.”

			“Let’s go.” He stands and hoists me to my feet. 

			Wait. This solitude was so . . . beautifully numbing. I want more of it, even though it’s being filmed. I want to stay in this room alone with Hawke until I think of how to apologize for his brother’s death.

			We exit the room at the same time Enforcer Kaphtor comes down the white hall with my shoulder pack slung over one arm, dragging Willow behind him. She practically blends into the paint, all except her light purple eyes. They’re rimmed with red. A thin bandage pinches the skin on her right arm.

			“Willow.” I reach for her. “Are you okay?”

			“Good noon, Kaphtor,” Hawke says.

			“Good noon. This one’s going with her.” Kaphtor jerks his chin at me and shoves Willow forward before I can take her hand. “They’ll be under indefinite patrol. You and me first, Hawke.”

			“Tally ho.” Hawke leads our procession into the cold. 

			Willow is going to be with me. A coil in my chest relaxes. Even if we’re in another cell, at least we’ll be together so I can . . . what? Protect her? The coil tightens again. What can I do to help her or get her home? I’m powerless.

			The October wind is not yet bitter, but I still exhale a small cloud. The light chill bites my tracker wound. I suck in a breath and try to shelter it with my hand.

			“What’s this?” Kaphtor snatches my left elbow and pulls it close to his face. I whimper and stop in my tracks. Why is everyone’s touch so harsh? “Hawke, you idiot, you did the wrong arm.”

			Hawke shrugs. “It’s more efficient, since she already has a medibot in that arm and a missing hand. All the rotten eggs in one basket, you know?” He gently tugs my arm out of Kaphtor’s grasp.

			Rotten eggs. That’s how he sees me. Is that how everyone sees me?

			“You and your obsession with efficiency. As long as she’s tracked, I guess.”

			Hawke laughs. A distant, emotionless sound. “Tally ho.”

			“Jude-man said that,” Willow chirps from beside Kaphtor. 

			I grimace. I haven’t been able to warn her that Hawke is Jude’s brother, that he still doesn’t know how—or why—Jude died.

			Hawke gives no response and I close my eyes for a long second, forcing my feet to keep moving. I think of Jude. I ache for Jude.

			Walking through Unity Village again is like a slow trek across hot coals. With every step, I’m overcome with a base urge to flee. I’m alone. I don’t belong.

			The narrow glares of some villagers run over my body, like red laser beams. I don’t make eye contact. They’re glaring . . . as if they hate me. Why shouldn’t they hate me? I carry the guilt of two men’s deaths. 

			We turn the corner to Straight Street—my old home. The wood-and-thatch houses are unchanged against the warped brick sidewalk and mud road. New shutters block the windows of the Newton house on the corner. Who lives there now? Do the new inhabitants know the Enforcers attempted to murder the Newtons?

			Mrs. Newton and her surviving daughter are all alone in Ivanhoe. Will I ever see them again? Does she think I’m dead? Has she been able to follow through on buying the safehouse mansion for the Radicals sent through the Wall?

			A few doors down, my small thatch hut is as dead as Reid’s body. My breath fogs in front of me. This place doesn’t feel like home. It’s a cold trap soon to house the living sister of two dead brothers. 

			Hawke raises his arm to knock and I clamp my lips against the impulse to scream, “No!”

			Rap. Rap. Rap.

			We stand on the doorstep of my so-called home, waiting to be let in. Does that make me a stranger?

			The door opens and the real stranger stares at me: Tawny. The ten minutes we’ve had together were spent wailing over Reid’s body. Not the best memory.

			She holds my gaze with storm grey eyes outlined in black to cover the red sorrow. With a sharp tilt of her head, she transfers her gaze to Hawke. “Yes?”

			It’s this small movement—this terse response—that snaps me out of my timidity. I step from Hawke’s grasp. “I’m back.”

			Before Tawny can say a word, I take Willow’s shackled hand and we push past her into the three-room house. I’m slammed with the scent of woodstove and fresh coffee. It brings a wave of abrupt memories—early mornings preparing to vouch at a hearing, writing my autobiography, exchanging Good-byes with Mother, Father, Reid . . .

			I stand in the squished entry beside the mirror and basket of scarves, facing the kitchen. Father sits at the table, staring at his hands. Mother stands to my left, having just exited her bedroom. 

			“Mother.” I stumble forward and raise my arms, but the shackles prevent our hug. I turn back toward the entry—toward Hawke. Lifting my hand and stump, I say a quiet, “Please?”

			Everyone is inside now and the door is closed. Hawke enters a code and unlocks the shackles. I fall into Mother’s arms. One of us trembles. I can’t tell which—maybe it’s both of us.

			“These girls are under indefinite patrol.” Kaphtor drops my pack on the ground and removes Willow’s bindings. “Enforcer Hawke and I will be on day watch. Neither of you are allowed to exit the house without permission and supervision. Any attempt to do so will be met with punishment and imprisonment in the containment center.”

			“Indefinite patrol?” Father rises from the table. How I’ve missed his deep, smooth voice.

			Kaphtor nods. “Until we determine the route of action to take regarding Parvin Blackwater’s illegal actions and Willow’s invasion of the USE, they are under house arrest and are not allowed to contact anyone outside of those living in this . . . home.” He looks around the room. “Is this understood?”

			I nod, numb. 

			He maintains eye contact. “Do you agree to comply?”

			Was my nod not enough? “You’ve made yourself clear, sir.” It’s the best answer I can think of without flat-out lying. I can’t stay here while Elm is starving inside the Wall.

			“Good.” He turns on his heel, opens the door, and leaves.

			“Tally ho.” Hawke’s gaze flicks to me and he pulls the door closed behind them. 

			Willow hugs herself with her thin pale arms and looks around the room. She squeezes her eyes closed. I kneel by her and take her hand. “Willow, I’m . . . I’m so sorry you are here.”

			Her face tilts to the ground and a tear drops on the floor. “I don’t like this house. So many trees died.”

			Despite her encounters with other cultures, it must still be hard for her to stand in a wooden house after being a protector of nature. I stroke a single finger down her face. “I know. I’m sorry.”

			Mother interrupts our soft conversation with a bark. “Hungry?”

			Food. How can anyone think to eat on the day we buried my brother? Mother, of all people? I shake my head. “No thanks.”

			“What have you eaten since your return?”

			I sigh. “I don’t know, Mother.” And I truly don’t. Only the day before yesterday I stood on the first stair step of death. Sustenance didn’t even enter my mind as a concern. “Food from the containment center, I guess.” 

			Did they feed me? I suppose I’d be dead if they hadn’t, but maybe the medibot altered my level of starvation. Can it do that? Enforcers took away my Vitality suit almost immediately, so that doesn’t factor in to my hunger. 

			Mother stokes the wood stove anyway. Father rounds the table and kisses my forehead. “Welcome home, sweetheart.”

			My chin quivers and I clamp my jaw, breathing in his scent of soap and sawdust. “Thank you, Father.” 

			Home. The word doesn’t connect with this place anymore. It was a home six months ago, but no longer. It’s weird and I don’t like feeling like a stranger. But . . . I am new. This place is old. We don’t belong together.

			“I’m going to the shop.” Father walks past me to the line of coat pegs. 

			Wait . . . what? “You’re leaving?”

			He shrugs on his overcoat. “Still got Reid’s tombplate to finish. You get some rest and we’ll . . . catch up over supper.” 

			I suppose everyone has his or her own way of mourning. Maybe Father needs space. Or maybe he’s just afraid to be with me.

			He walks out the door. In the brief moment before the door closes, I see Solomon Hawke standing rigid against the doorpost. He’s doing his job well—so well, I almost don’t believe it’s him.

			Willow cowers in the middle of the room, still staring at the floor. I can’t bring myself to invite her to sit in one of our wooden chairs. I won’t play ignorant, but I don’t know what to do.

			I can’t tell her about Hawke’s help until I have a plan to get to Elm.

			Mother is silent. Tawny sits at the table as if Willow and I don’t exist. The force of awkward avoidance inflates a balloon of tension in my chest. I can’t stand here. I can’t be here. None of this is how it should be.

			I push through the fog of problems I can’t solve, pick up my shoulder pack, and slam through my bedroom door. It shuts, encompassing me in a new type of silence, and I fight a blur of confusion.

			My bed is against the opposite wall than it used to be—to my right, with a light summery bedspread I’ve never seen before. My antique sewing machine sits on the floor in the corner to my left beside a pile of material scraps. The desk it used to sit on now supports piles of photographs and wooden frames.

			A trunk with the name Tawny Blackwater carved on its surface sits beneath the window across from me, open. Even from this distance I recognize Father’s handiwork. Bright clothing spills from the trunk onto the floor—skirts, blouses, high heels, scarves, hats, leggings. Beside the trunk is a folded stack of men’s clothes. Reid’s clothes. 

			My knees shake and I place my right hand against the closet door for support. This is my room. I came here for reprieve and all I find is . . . Tawny. Fellow Radical, but stranger. Foreigner. 

			The conflicted emotions laugh at me. I won’t call this place home anymore, yet I’m offended that it’s changed? Such irony.

			I straighten with a deep breath and sit on the bed, clutching the pack Reid gave me to my chest. It smells like dirt and pine. I sniff again. Ah, the West—the closest thing to home I have. 

			The Enforcers took Jude’s pack from me. I’ll probably never see it again, but he didn’t carry much anyway.

			Unsure of what might douse Tawny’s nice bedspread if I dump the contents, I resort to rifling with my one hand. First out is Reid’s journal—his last gift to me, which I ruined when I fell into the Dregs. Water stains still distort the soft cover. Why didn’t I throw the whole thing into his grave and rid myself of guilt? But guilt isn’t the only thing that hits me as I clutch the swollen book. Tears burn my eyes and my nose grows stuffy. I sniff and shake my head.

			No. I released enough sorrow on the floor of that containment center. Reid knew he would die. He knew. He was ready.

			A tear splashes on the journal.

			“He knew,” I whisper.

			But even though he knew . . . even though I’ll see him in Heaven . . . even though he was ready, I still miss him. I guess tears are okay.

			I set the journal on a new carved bed stand—probably a gift from Father to Tawny. Maybe she’ll want Reid’s journal. She is his wife—well, widow—after all.

			My hand reenters the bag, but the floppy canvas keeps moving and tilting off balance. I finally pick up the pack by the bottom and pour the contents onto the floor. Nasty socks, underwear, and bunched clothing cushion the clunk of my NAB and sentra.

			Father’s dagger isn’t here. Neither is the Vitality suit from Wilbur Sherrod. Of course the Enforcers would take the suit. It’s the most valuable item I brought back from the West. That strangely enhanced article of clothing kept me alive against the assassin’s toxin for nine days.

			I dig through the socks until my fingers wrap around a thin length of wood. I lift Jude’s whistle to my lips. It has six holes and sap stoppers the end of it. I blow softly. Tweet. My small smile quivers. “Oh Jude . . .”

			See you soon, he said to me before he died. They would have been his last words if I hadn’t demanded to know why he gave the enemy his invention of Clock-matching—an invention he’d protected with his life. 

			An invention he died for. 

			His last words then became, ask Solomon. 

			Talk about a loaded question.

			But I can’t talk to Hawke, not yet. Not while his Testimony Log is in. What I can do is launch a rescue mission to save Elm. For that, I’ll need Willow on board. 

			Voices drift from the kitchen. I return to the room of discomfort only to enter an argument. “He said nothing meaningful about Reid at that funeral.” Tawny’s voice is more girlish than mine, but not as prissy as her appearance. “Some people here call themselves believers? Please.”

			“No one is calling themselves a believer, Tawny.” Mother sits beside her. Willow is not in the kitchen.

			Tawny folded her arms with a huff. “Don’t you claim to be one?”

			Mother says nothing.

			“So where’s Willow?” This phony wife thinks, now that she’s a Blackwater, that she can challenge my mother? Think again, little blondie. 

			“Outhouse.”

			“Where will we be sleeping?”

			“Well, you’re sleeping in Tawny’s room, with her.” Mother touches her forehead, as if pressing back a headache. “Willow will be with your father and me.”

			I choke on indignation. “Tawny’s room?”

			Tawny stands and raises an eyebrow. “Trust me, the bed’s big enough for two.” She turns with a swirl of her white dress and walks into her—my—room.

			I can’t hold on to my affront. I just want to cry. Sinking into a chair across from Mother, we both sit there for a moment. It’s so good to see her face again, to see those little frown wrinkles and the weathered skin.

			She stares out the lattice window over the sink. Is she thinking of when I smashed the single pane that used to be there? 

			“Mother?” I reach across the table.

			She looks back at me, but not into my eyes. She’s staring a little to my left. “Yes?”

			“Are . . . are you happy I’m . . . back?”

			“Of course.” Her answer comes too quick, too sharp. She doesn’t take my hand.

			I curl my fingers into a loose fist, resting my thumb on the band of my silver cross ring. “Do you . . . want to talk about anything that happened in the West?” I need to share it with someone. I need to know that it mattered . . . that my biography—and the tsunami-like aftermath—was worth it.

			“Parvin, I didn’t really know what was going on with you other than what Enforcer Hawke came and told us. I was busy living my life here, with your father and Reid . . . and Tawny.”

			“Oh.” She doesn’t know my story? “Didn’t you read my X-book biography?”

			She sighs and her voice turns harsh. “X-books don’t exist in Unity Village or any Low City, Parvin. Have you forgotten already?”

			“Hawke had one. I thought he told you things.”

			“Not much.”

			Oh yeah, his Testimony Log. “Well . . . do you want to know my story?” 

			We don’t talk often, but this could be a chance to reconnect—to open up with each other and be authentic. So much happened in the past six months, like I lived a full life in a condensed amount of time.

			I need her advice. Her support. Her wisdom. I need to be able to share with her.

			Mother finally meets my eyes. I lean forward, relishing the connection, but under the pressure of her gaze comes the oil of insecurity. She looks through me, not at me. What is she thinking?

			“Mother?”

			“No.” She stands from the table and walks to the door of her room. Before lifting the latch, she stares at the door with her back toward me. “I don’t want to know your story, Parvin. No one does.”

		


		
			3

			


			Mother doesn’t want to know about me. She doesn’t care that I survived. My gut clenches from the emotional slug.

			It’s because of Reid.

			It’s because of that biography. What started as my selfish desire to be remembered has turned into a storm cloud over my village. It didn’t feel right from the start. Well . . .

			I’ve certainly made myself memorable.

			Why did I do it? Why did I allow that selfishness to drive me to write about my life and then get involved with Skelley Chase? Why did I challenge the government’s Enforcer system and then desert my people?

			Only now do I see what I’ve done.

			I put Unity Village on the map. The government sees us now—more than ever. Maybe that’s why God kept me on Earth. My purpose is to restore shalom . . . and safety . . . in my village. Fix the damage I caused.

			Mother’s door closes. I look around the kitchen, taking in the familiar red water pump beneath the window, the wood stove to the left of it and the warmth of the cooking fire at my back. The small room feels even more constricting than before, yet an abyss of silence separates me from everyone.

			I’m truly alone.

			My people hate me. My family hates me. Maybe that’s how things need to be. Maybe, in order to trust God fully, I need to be utterly alone. That’s when my focus on Him is the clearest.

			“Parvin?”

			I turn with a sharp inhale. Willow is in the back doorway. Enforcer Kaphtor stands guard outside. She closes the door and whispers in a fierce warrior voice, “We must rescue Elm.”

			There are so many things to fix. So many things I never intended to happen. “I know—”

			“Now.” She’s no longer an alien in the USE. Her determination is back. “Two days are gone. We must rescue him. He is a hunter and can’t hunt in the Wall. He will starve, Parvin!”

			“Hush.” If Kaphtor hears us—if even Hawke hears us—we might be right back in the containment center with no way to save Elm. “We will. Tonight.”

			There’s nothing—no one—to hold me back. One thing I learned in the West is that everyone is meant to save lives.

			“Will your Enforcer man help us?”

			I shake my head. “No. We have to do this alone.”

			She gives me a small nudge toward the front door. “Ask him. He helped you when you were real sick. He looks at you nicely and carried you home.”

			“I know, but he’s being watched. It’s not safe for him.” I swallow. “Willow, do you . . . do you know who he is?”

			“Your friend.”

			I tug at the bandage around my left arm. Should I tell her? Who else knows? Would I endanger him by telling Willow? “He’s . . . he’s Jude’s brother.”

			Her mouth drops open. “Jude-man?”

			I nod.

			“What’s his name?”

			“Hawke—uh, Solomon Hawke.”

			She grabs my hand with both of hers. “The Hawke will help us! Jude-man and Elm were friends.” As if convincing herself, she looks at the ground and says in a harsh voice, “He must help.”

			With a curt nod, she releases my hand and plops into a chair, no longer flinching against its woodenness. If her skull was made of glass, I imagine I’d see all manner of brain cogs spinning and clunking on how to save Elm, but she has no idea what this will take. She’s not from here. Her little sling and stones will do nothing against the cold metal Opening—and even those have been confiscated.

			“Willow, he’s already helped us.” I have a code for the Enforcer cars. “We just need to wait until nightfall. Then we will save Elm.”

			The rest of the afternoon passes in silence. I pace the kitchen awhile and finally sit. Mother remains in her room, oblivious to the dangerous road my mental adventurer trudges. Tawny comes back into the kitchen to prepare supper, so I re-enter the foreign space I used to call my room.

			The seclusion welcomes me with a stiff salute. “At ease.” Not a pinch of ease follows. 

			Tawny’s trunk is now closed and I see on the windowsill what was obscured before—Reid’s empty wooden Clock. The one I believed so strongly was mine. All twelve zeroes shine with a sick, blood color.

			000.000.00.00.00

			Why is Tawny displaying this? Does she want to be reminded of her husband’s untimely death? The zeroes remind me of my invisible Numbers. I’m a bona fide Radical now and . . . it’s terrifying. The assurance I used to have in my set time is stripped from me. I feel out of control.

			Averting my eyes from the Clock, I grab my dumped pack items from the ground and sit on the bed I would be sleeping on if I stayed here tonight. I’d rather break the law, try to save a life. The worst that can happen from this rescue attempt is my captivity. I’m already a captive.

			The more I dwell on this fearlessness, the more reckless I become. What can stop me? Is this the reason You kept me alive? I stuff new belongings into my pack, including the small pouch of specie leftover from my Last Year Assessment. Who knows when I might have to bribe someone? Is this where You’re calling me?

			I have ideas on what to do—rescue Elm, try to stop the Council from using Jude’s information, get Willow home—but how do I know if these are my ideas or His? I guess I’ll have to do what I did in Ivanhoe, pursue what I believe is the best choice and commit it to God and to prayer.

			I pick up the NAB, somewhat tempted to write a journal entry, to process my thoughts and emotions through words. But I can’t. Skelley Chase gave me this NAB and who knows what he’s been monitoring.

			My sentra is the next best thing—a flat, camera-like object that, instead of taking photographs produces emotigraphs. Snapshots of emotions. I lift it and take an emotigraph of my changed bedroom. The thin emotigraph sheet is spit from the side of the sentra. I slip it into my pack. Hopefully it captures my mixed feelings, my plans of rescue, my loneliness.

			Tawny opens the door. “Supper.” 

			I don’t even have time to look up before she closes the door.

			I’m not hungry, but I need to eat if I plan to travel all night.

			In the kitchen, Mother, Father, Willow, and Tawny sit around the table in the only four chairs. There’s no space for me.

			Tawny looks up with a raised eyebrow. She scans the table. “Oh, um.” She rises. “You can sit here. We’re not used to having five people in the house.” 

			No, Tawny, we’re not. It’s always been four—Mother, Father, Reid, and me. “It’s okay.” I wave my hand. “I’m not hungry anyway.” The smell of corn chowder urges my stomach to growl out in opposition. “Willow, come say good night before you go to sleep.” I return to the bedroom, throwing her a wink.

			After changing into dark pants and a grey shirt, I wait by the window. Too bad I don’t have time for a bath. I was allowed a sprinkle of seconds to rinse when locked in the containment center—just enough to scrub Reid’s blood off my hand.

			I stuff Reid’s Clock into my pack with trembling fingers, afraid Tawny might come in any moment and know what I’m doing. But what’s it to her? This was my Clock just as long as it was Reid’s. I have a right to it . . . especially if it helps me free Elm. When I went through six months ago, the Wallkeeper had to send a Clock into the black hole in the Wall in order to open the door. Reid’s should work just fine.

			If we get the Wall open, I could return to the West.

			An empty hole in my heart sucks up my breath. The idea of the West without Jude feels as cold as this house. I can’t go. I have too many things to do on this side.

			Willow comes into the room an hour later wearing her old outfit—a pale pink skirt, loose blouse, and thick coat. Only instead of bare feet she wears old boots. They might have belonged to me once.

			“Let’s go.”

			I open the shutters inch by inch, holding my breath against a creak. How many times have I crawled through this window to escape family arguments and feel adventurous?

			Willow lands beside me with barely a sound. I peek around the front edge of the house. Hawke stands sentry at the front door, staring slightly to his right—away from us. I can only assume Kaphtor is at the back door.

			This is when I really test which side Hawke is on.

			I round the corner. We tiptoe down Straight Street, silent as creeping caterpillars. He knows we’re here. I’m sure of it. He could turn his head if he wanted, but he doesn’t. Only a few houses to go. 

			We turn onto Center Road.

			Against the silent night, my heart thunders louder than a watchdog. Willow follows me up the road, glowing like a little ghost with her long white hair and pale skin.

			“Are we going to the train?” she asks.

			“It doesn’t run from Unity Village at night.” I jog as soft as possible and stop in a shadowed alley between two thatch houses. No one is out. Do we look too suspicious?

			“Horses?”

			I lean my head against the wood house siding. “No.”

			“Then we walk.” She takes my hand. “Which way?”

			My heart pounds so hard I might be sick. “We can’t walk. The Opening is two hundred miles north.”

			She waits as if the solution just needs to be spoken. 

			I breathe out a small laugh. “Be patient, Willow, and follow me. I’m going to learn how to drive.”

			The courtyard of the county building is open and lit by street lamps. We crouch-run to where thick cords leash the two black beetle cars to the electric charging port. I tug on the first one.

			The plug doesn’t move, and a glowing code dial laughs at me with eight grinning zeroes. I’d laugh back if I didn’t have to stay silent. The string of numbers on Hawke’s note blink across my memory. I don’t even need to check the paper.

			Memorization has always been an odd, useless skill of mine. Now it feels like a superpower.

			I enter the numbers. The screen flashes red and returns to the line of zeroes. I pull on the cord. Nothing.

			“Maybe the other car?” Willow suggests, but before I crawl over to it, she inhales. “Parvin!”

			On instinct, I drop to my hands and knees. She curls in a ball beside me, pulling her coat over her white hair. Just her pale finger pokes out, pointing toward the county building.

			Hawke runs across the courtyard, up the steps, through the front doors. He and Kaphtor know we’re gone. Or maybe he’s turning us in. 

			I wipe my sweating palm on my pants and turn toward the second car. “Thanks for the warning.”

			“Welks,” she whispers. 

			I enter the code into the second car, and . . . green! The code worked. 

			The shriek of an alarm startles the night. A light rises from the top of the beetle car, spinning and flashing, giving away our position.

			“We need to go.”

			We sprint across the dirt back into the village. I weave through houses, avoiding the flickering candle streetlamps, and anticipate pursuit any moment. The code worked, but set off an alarm. Did Hawke know the car was rigged?

			Willow tugs on my sleeve. “That has wheels like in Ivanhoe.”

			I follow her gesture to where a rickety blue-and-rust metal bike tied by rope leans against the knobby trunk of a mossy tree. “We’ll be going over countryside more than anything, Willow. That won’t be much faster than walking.” 

			She stomps toward the tree. “It will be faster.”

			“This is stealing.” But then I visualize myself tugging at the Enforcer charging port cord. I was okay with stealing then, why not now? Because the bike might belong to someone I know?

			Willow wheels the bike over to me. The handles are almost as high as her head. The front tire is nearly flat and the bike creaks as if it hasn’t been used since the week of Creation. That makes me feel better about stealing it, but the noise unnerves me.

			“Okay, come on.” I toss a handful of specie into the grass by the severed rope—not bothering to ask how Willow cut it—and pick up the bike by the frame with my right hand. I carry it only a few houses down before my forearm burns. I finally set it down on the walking path out of town. The path curves into a steady downhill, just wide enough for the bike.

			“Get on.” Willow holds the bike steady. “Then I get on in front of you.”

			“In front of me?” I squeak. “I’ve never ridden a bike, Willow.” I straddle the seat and move to grab the handlebars. My muscles turn limp. “And I have only one hand.”

			She’s unfazed. “We go downhill, just hold it tight. We do this for Elm.”

			I steady the bike while she climbs onto the handlebars, one pale hand on each handle. As she’s climbing, she accidentally rings the small thumb bell. It chirps like a dying bird. Her shoulder pack hits my face “Go.”

			“Wait.” I choke on my pounding pulse. “God, please . . . please get us to the Wall safely. Be with Elm—keep him alive. Do what You need to do with us, but . . . please save him.”

			I needed a verbal prayer. Mental prayer just didn’t feel strong enough in this moment. A dash of peace rests upon me. God hears. He knows. He wants me to save lives.

			Right now . . . I’m the only one who can.

			“Okay, now go.”

			I push forward with my feet, already unstable. The front wheel settles into the worn path and gains speed as the downhill increases. I squint against the wind, half-blind to our path. When it’s too fast to balance with my feet, I keep my legs spread out mid-jumping jack style.

			The bike whooshes down the hill. A tree zips by. Wind hisses in my ear like a warning. My rear end bumps with every jolt and my stump slides against the handles. A scream builds in my throat. I hold my breath.

			This was stupid.

			Ahead, through the misty night, is a sharp right curve. My hand tightens on the grip and I press my left forearm into the metal. The bike emits rusty shrieks with each wheel rotation. We reach the curve and I jerk the handles. The tire spins too far and the bike bucks us off, headfirst, onto the stiff ground.

			I tumble through a bush. Some part of Willow knocks me in the shoulder, a heel or elbow maybe. When I stop rolling, I’m on my back, my left arm trapped beneath me. Prickly sticks dig into my skin. Hot pain washes up and down my muscles, but I push myself into a sitting position.

			Willow crashes through the bushes to my right. A rash mars her smooth cheek. She reaches toward me with her small fingers. “Parvin?”

			“I’m fine.” I lean over my knees and pray my body calms. “That was dumb.”

			“Still faster than walking.”

			I can’t bring myself to laugh. She might not be joking. When it comes to Elm, her logic takes on a desperate tone.

			I manage to get to my feet. My shoulder announces the start of a large bruise. We find the bike on its side beside the trail. It’s still intact, creak and all. I pat the stiff frame as if to congratulate it on its durability.

			For the next hour, we take turns pushing it along the path. I’m not sure why we bring it with us, maybe for the next downhill. I don’t try to ride it again. Hopefully we’ll reach another town by morning, where we can find a reliable means of transportation. I have a bag of specie after all. Someone’s bound to offer a favor for a price.

			We reach the base of the Wall within a few hours and start the two hundred mile trek north toward Opening Three. Beneath its looming, thousand-foot night shadow, I feel safer—closer to the West. My heart trips at the thought of reaching the Opening. 

			The longer we travel, the more I consider returning to the West. I could finish building the safe haven for Radicals sent through—the welcome shack filled with survival information. Have the supplies from Ivanhoe arrived at the Wall yet? I could build the bridge over the chasm to the plateau, help Radicals, and escape the rejection I’ve met from my own family in Unity Village.

			“Parvin.” Willow stops and looks back at me. “What is the light behind us?”

			I turn. A tiny bulb of light bobs through the darkness a couple miles away. It’s moving faster than someone walking with a lantern. My concern escalates. The light grows larger.

			Someone is hunting us. 

			“We need to hide.” I grab Willow’s hand. “Leave the bike.”

			“They’ll see it!”

			“We can’t conceal it, just run.”

			We stumble through the brush, between trees, over rocks and hidden holes. My pack slaps against my back. Willow pants behind me, but I don’t slow. Something, anything, needs to hide us. The Wall is smooth stone with no cracks or coves, the bushes too low and thin to hide behind.

			Willow’s hand yanks out of mine. I skid to a stop and squint behind me. “Willow?”

			A flash of her white foot catches my eye, disappearing up a maple tree. “Careful.”

			“I know how to climb without having to atone,” she calls back.

			That’s not what I meant. I don’t want her to fall, but she scales the branches like a tree frog. “Hurry, Parvin!”

			“I can’t.” The bobbing light is closer now, and a high whine enters the night silence. An electric car. An Enforcer car. “I’ll hide somewhere else.”

			I sprint away from the tree and Willow. At least if the headlight illuminates me, it won’t see her. Why can’t she seem to remember that I have only one hand? I can’t climb. I’ll never be able to climb anything again.

			In a last minute effort, I crouch behind a larger bush at the base of a tree, pushing myself beneath the branches. I face outward to see if anyone approaches.

			The whine grows louder like an approaching hornet. I squeeze my eyes tight, as if my tension will make me unseen. The car sounds practically on top of me when it finally stops. At least it didn’t run me over.

			Someone gets out, leaving the car running. Will this person kill me or just capture me? 

			“You get Blackwater. I’ll get the albino.” 

			Kaphtor’s voice.

			What will he do to us when we’re out here alone in the dark? Beat us? Separate us? Threaten my family?

			Footsteps slow, mere yards away. My heart thrums and I’m gripped by acute awareness of what it means to be a Radical. I don’t have a Clock. I might die in the next five minutes. I don’t know when my time is. I’ll never know. 

			But Jude was right: I placed more faith in my Numbers than God. The Numbers don’t matter.

			Branches snap beneath a boot. My eyes fly open. How do the Enforcers know I’m here? It’s almost as if they . . .

			I gasp. 

			My tracker. I’m a registered Radical. So is Willow. They’ll find us no matter where we hide.

			The Enforcer nearby either heard me or has a tracking device in front of him, because the boots stop by my bush, inches from my face. If I had my dagger right now . . .

			“Miss Parvin?”

			My body propels me out of the bush before my mind can scream a protest. “Hawke?” 

			I practically collide with him as I stand. I can’t decipher whether I’m happy to see him or terrified. Apprehensive seems the most accurate description. The beetle car is thirty yards away. 

			“Are you going to take us back?”

			“You broke your word.” His words are harsh, but sweat lines his forehead. His eyes are wide, like he’s not sure what to do. “Good thing your sister-in-law respects the law.”

			“I never gave my word.” What do I do? He’s acting like a normal Enforcer. Curse that Testimony Log! “And . . . Tawny told you we were gone?” Maybe if we keep talking long enough, I’ll think of some way to get out of this.

			“Good thing, too, otherwise I wouldn’t have reached you in time. Then we would have sent an army of Enforcers after you if you made it to the Wall. You don’t want to deal with that.”

			 I back against the tree trunk. A loud thunk comes from somewhere to my right, followed by the flop of something heavy—something human—on the ground.

			Hawke doesn’t turn, but his shoulders tense. “Now, are you going to come quietly or not, Miss Blackwater?”

			“Um . . .”

			Behind him, Willow appears, parting a black curtain of night. Running. Glaring at Hawke’s back. She raises her arm behind her head, a stone in her hand. My brain sprints through sludge, trying to transfer a panicked thought into speech. 

			She executes a single skip, coiling her body for a throw.

			I stretch out my hand. “Gently!” 

			Mid-throw, her startled gaze snaps to mine, and the stone flies through the air. It strikes the back of Hawke’s head. His eyes glaze like when Jude died.

			“Hawke.” 

			He crumples to the ground. I try to catch him on his descent, but he’s far too heavy for my single working arm. I manage to slip my hand between his head and the ground before it hits. The ring Reid gave me pinches my skin from the impact.

			“Parvin!” Willow’s face is tight and her purple eyes are narrowed. She clenches her tiny fists and looks down at Hawke. Her anger evaporates into arched eyebrows and an open mouth. “Oh, it’s the Hawke.” Her eyes slide to meet mine. “Sorry I almost killed him.”

			I look back at Hawke’s unconscious form. His chest rises and falls with strength and his eyes are now closed. In this resting state, there are similarities between him and Jude. I feel the same urge to smooth back his hair and brush a single finger down his cheek.

			But Solomon Hawke isn’t Jude. 

			“Tawny betrayed us.” Hawke and Kaphtor came after us, but it still worked out in our favor, almost as if Hawke planned it. I clench my hand into a fist. “He’ll be okay. Let’s go.”

			We pass the unconscious form of Kaphtor. “I only knocked out his mind. He’s still breathing.” Willow peers into the Enforcer car. “He was nice when he cut my arm for the chip.”

			“He was?” I can’t imagine Kaphtor being nice.

			I peek over her head into the car. A small bench seat lines the back of the squat car, wide enough for two people—one convict and one Enforcer. I close my eyes at the memory.

			Willow climbs in the back, leaving the single front seat for me. I plop in the driver’s seat, which is so far from the steering wheel that I have to hunch forward to reach it. A board of electric lights blinks—some with numbers and others with acronyms. On the ground are two pedals. I press my foot on the one on the right. We lurch forward so fast, the door slams shut. 

			I lift my foot to catch my breath against the startling movement, but it takes me only a moment to press it again. Hard. The car moves forward with a high whine that eventually disappears into an electronic hum. I’m taken back to the moment when Enforcers drove me to my hearing—the last time I rode in a car.

			“We’re moving!” Willow shrieks.

			“Yes, we are.” I clench the wheel and stare hard into the darkness. “And we have to be fast. Hawke said an army of Enforcers may be at the Wall.”

			There’s no going back now. We’ve injured two Enforcers, stolen an Enforcer car, and we’re fleeing our promise to remain captives.

			I feel no remorse. Not even nervousness. I feel . . . empowered. This car used to deliver Radicals to their condemning hearings—it used to promote death and injustice. Now it is my tool. 

			We’re going to save a life.

		


		
			4

			


			I wake from a pothole jolt and crush the wheel beneath my fingers. “Willow?”

			“Hm?” Her soft sleep voice drifts from behind me. 

			“I fell asleep. I think we need to stop.”

			That wakes her up. “No stopping! I will drive. You sleep now.”

			“You’re too small to drive.” I widen my eyes against the drowsy pull of slumber. 

			“I’m not small for anything!” She’s so fierce. “I will drive.”

			Only now do I realize how dangerous driving a car can be. We’re going so fast. I blink and it seems to take a full minute before the blink ends. A tree pops into our path and I swerve. “Okay, you drive.”

			The idea of sleep sounds so glorious that it’s not too difficult to entrust my life to Willow’s hands. After all, if not for her, I would have died many times in the West. 

			We coast to a stop and she crawls forward. I point to the pedal on the right. “That one makes us go. There’s a really light trail I’ve been following. It keeps us from the thick brush and trees.”

			She plops into the seat and it almost swallows her. I shove my shoulder pack toward her and she sits on it, leaning forward and pressing the pedal with the very tips of her toes. The car lurches onward and I tumble backward onto the bench seat.

			Willow giggles. We go faster. She lets out a triumphant, “Ha!” 

			I smile and curl into a ball on the cramped seat. My right arm aches from doing all the steering. After a few more jolts and potholes, my awareness seeps into lethargic bliss. The rumble of uneven ground beneath us and whine of the car escort me into a dream like a lullaby. 

			Jude is beside me, but I can’t seem to see his face. We sit side by side in a yellow locomotive—the Ivanhoe Independent. Most of our surroundings are a blur of fuzzy white. There is no sound, not even the sound of train tracks beneath us. He is on my left, his shock of dark brown hair covering his tanned forehead.

			I have the strangest sensation that God brought us here—bringing Jude down and me up to a mysterious middle ground—to give me a chance to speak with him after his death. It’s a dream, yet it’s not. So many questions swirl in my mind.

			“Were you surprised?” Somehow I know he understands my thoughts behind the question—was he surprised to wake up in heaven and realize life was over?

			“Things were in order. Peace was in the process of being found.”

			I stare at him and everything in me tightens—my heart, my face. Tears creep from my very bones. I hurt for him and his shortened life. I hurt for his family—for Solomon Hawke to have lost him. I cry for things not being as they should.

			“Why are you crying?” Jude looks at me for the first time. My gaze meets his raspberry-chocolate eyes. His voice is soft and confused. 

			In a dreamy sense, I realize he doesn’t understand. He does not comfort me because he does not process sadness. Nothing in him hurts. He is free from it all.

			My sorrow leaves with a long breath. I don’t need to cry or hurt for his situation because he is in complete shalom.

			I wake with tears on my face.

			The car creeps along, slowing, until it stops. I sit up, still reeling from seeing Jude. A strange calm envelops me as I think of him.

			Thank You. I am undeserving of such relief. I have hardly trusted God since Reid died. I’m sorry. Thank you. My prayer words come in short, sleepy bursts.

			My tranquility feels nothing short of miraculous, and I still can’t seem to get rid of the feeling that was more than just a dream.

			“Is this it?” Willow asks.

			I glance out the window on the left. Beside us is Opening Three, shrouded in darkness and moonlight. The door is black arched metal, set deep in the stone. To the right of it sits the rickety guardhouse with a wooden door and a four-paned window.

			Reid died here. I half expect to see his body spread-eagled on the ground in front of the Opening.

			My throat convulses and all tranquility scatters. “You drove right up?” Our car light illuminates the guardhouse. All I can think of are Hawke’s words: Enforcer army . . . Enforcer army . . . Enforcer army . . .

			As if catching on to the implications behind my question, Willow launches out of the car, something thin and shiny clamped tight in her little fist. A knife? Where did she get a knife? She heads for the guardhouse.

			“Willow,” I hiss, scrambling after her. I take my pack with me, Reid’s expired Clock safely beneath the buckled flap. “Willow!”

			She glances back at me then swerves to the side of the guardhouse and crouches beneath the window in the night shadows. I reach her just as candlelight grows from inside, spreading into the darkness from the single window. The front door opens and a man steps out. His silhouette is mere feet from me, illuminated by the candlelight.

			He’s very different from the Wallkeeper who sent me through the Wall six months ago. Though I only see his back from an angle, I can tell he is young and tall with a long face. His hair is neck-length, pushed behind his ears and his brown winter uniform looks freshly ironed. So fresh that I frown. He couldn’t have been sleeping in it, otherwise it would be wrinkled. Why isn’t he in pajamas? It’s early morning. He couldn’t have been expecting us already . . . could he?

			Willow and I don’t breathe as he stands on the threshold, holding a gun. His face turns toward the Enforcer car. I wish I could see his expression. I lower my head and squeeze deeper into the shadow of the house. By not looking at him, maybe I’ll be invisible. 

			His footsteps crunch toward the car.

			I open my eyes. The darkness is different than moments before. It’s no longer fully black, but tinged with blue. Morning blue. 

			Sunrise is coming.

			“Hello?” The wallkeeper glances back at the guardhouse. At us. But the shadows must be strong, because he turns again toward the car.

			“How do we open the Wall?” Willow looks up at me.

			I slide my hand under the flap and into my pack. My fingers find the cold worn wood of my—of Reid’s—Clock. It will open the door for only fifteen seconds. That’s all we need to run inside, grab Elm, and escape back to the West.

			My thoughts skid to a stop. 

			Am I going back to the West? Or am I staying here? After what I’ve done to get us here, I ought to cross the Wall again. Otherwise, I’ll probably be killed or at least imprisoned on this side.

			But what about Solomon Hawke? He still doesn’t know how Jude died. And Skelley Chase? Someone needs to convict him for Reid’s murder. And the Council? They probably already have Jude’s Clock-matching invention information. They’ll know how to Clock-match anyone. Jude said they would have far more power than they ought. They would have to be stopped, but can I do that?

			Willow grabs my arm and yanks me out of my jumbled thoughts. “How do we open it?”

			I dart a glance back at the Wallkeeper, then give Willow a slight nod. Maintaining a crouch, we slip around the back of the house. A small passage rests between the wood house and Wall. We tiptoe until I see the square hole for Reid’s Clock.

			Two crisscrossed metal bars are bolted into the stone, blocking the hole. I set down the Clock and pull against one of them. It’s icy and doesn’t budge. The Enforcers and the Council did intend Elm to die inside the Wall. They never meant to save him or allow him to live, otherwise why block the Clock hole?

			Footsteps come back toward the house. “Who’s there?” The Wallkeeper’s voice is strong. Firm. Unafraid. 

			I wish he was afraid.

			Willow holds her weapon aloft. Only now do I see it’s a dovetail chisel—the type Father uses in his wood shop. She must have stolen it from his apron before he went to work. But what chance does a chisel have against a gun? Then again, she has excellent aim.

			The footsteps come closer. Faster. Willow and I stumble backward, toward the back of the house. We turn to round the corner and a flash of light blinds us. Spots swim in front of my vision. I extend my hand to fend off whatever caused the flash. Another flash. I blink furiously, but before I regain my sight, hands clamp around my arms. Fingers turn to fists with handfuls of my clothes.

			Willow shrieks. Someone—a man’s voice—yells, “Look out, she’s got a knife!”

			I can’t see. There are too many hands.

			“Let me go!” I’m dragged out of the small alley. By now, the sky has lightened to pastel blue and a tinge of coral pink. My body generates my exhaustion and I feel abruptly weighted and tired. 

			Willow and I are yanked into the guardhouse. My eyes are almost fully adjusted. People fill the guardhouse, as if they’ve been hiding out on watch. My blur of vision clears and the first face my gaze rests upon won’t meet my eyes.

			Hawke.

			He stares at his feet with a bandage around his head and a gun in his lap. How in time’s name did he get here before us?

			Willow and I are cuffed wrist-to-wrist and then shackled to the hanger bar in a small closet at the back corner. There’s no door, so we can still see inside the one-room guardhouse. It looks like my kitchen at home, but longer, with a tiny cot against one wall. Four Enforcers currently sit on the cot, looking too close and uncomfortable. A wood stove is across from them. The Wallkeeper tosses two more small logs inside. Other Enforcers lean against spare bits of wall.

			The rest of the house is fairly empty of furniture—wood floors, log walls with chipped caulk, and a steepled roof. Sachem, the Lead Enforcer from Unity Village, paces between the others with a NAB in his hands.

			“A representative from the Council should be here soon.” He looks up at me. “Then you’ll be questioned.”

			The Council—the people who sent the assassin after Jude. Why does a representative need to come? What information can I give him? 

			I want to drift into ignorant optimism and hope all of this is a plan to let Elm out, but the Council murdered Jude. They’re not about saving lives. Their assassin tried to kill me, too. Maybe the representative is coming to finish the job.

			A reporter with a fancy camera sits on a stool beside the stove. He’s scanning the screen on the back of his camera. He glances at me, then returns to the screen. So that’s what the flash was. Did he take pictures of our capture?

			Everyone here seemed to know we were coming.

			Hawke meets my eyes and holds my gaze. His mouth forms a sad frown these days. I continue to stare at him, straining to interpret his emotions, but all I focus on is how his eyes are a darker teal this morning.

			Kaphtor is here, too, standing with his back to us.

			 “Why do you want to kill Elm?” Willow shouts to the room. 

			All eyes turn to us. She pulls against the cuff keeping her in the closet. Her narrowed gaze flicks from one person to another. Challenging. Fiery.

			“How many people did you let into the Wall?” Sachem looks back down at his NAB. “We can’t open the Wall to an albino army.”

			“It’s only Elm!” Then she gives a tilt of her head. “But he is like an army by himself. You should be afraid.”

			Hawke chuckles, but my heart sinks. Willow’s not helping. “So, what are we waiting for?” I almost don’t want to know what they plan to do—with me, with Willow, with Elm.

			“We are waiting for the representative from the Council,” Hawke says. “Then we will open the door.”

			Willow gasps.

			“Hawke . . .” Sachem sounds weary.

			“Yes sir?” Hawke’s response is almost a challenge. 

			Sachem sighs and taps on his NAB. A light flashes past the window. All Enforcers stand and exit. No one bothers with me or Willow. I crane my neck to see through the window. Only lines of black Enforcer coats are visible.

			The muscles in my neck and shoulders clench. It’s just me and Willow with . . . countless Enforcers. We are the enemy. They could do anything to us and no one would know. They could kill us without a trial—shoot us and toss our bodies inside the Wall.

			Hawke wouldn’t let them do that.

			“What do we do?” Willow tugs against the cuff, trying to wiggle her hand out.

			Hawke reenters the guardhouse. I straighten. The air feels different with just us three in the room. I want to say something or ask him questions. How did he get here? Will he protect us or maintain his Enforcer façade?

			He strides forward, holding a small key. When he unlocks Willow’s wrist from the closet bar, we are close. In fact, we are touching. There’s no way to avoid it and . . . I don’t want to. Avoid it, that is. Even in the midst of this captivity and failed rescue, something about Hawke makes me breathe easier.

			The cuff clinks and detaches from the bar. He turns his head and looks down at me. I open my mouth, but he squeezes my shoulder.

			“Fear not, Miss Parvin.” To Willow he says, “You have good aim.”

			“Will you save Elm?” she asks as he leads us out of the guardhouse.

			He steers us toward the Opening. “I always strive to save lives, Miss Willow, no matter whether those lives are from the West or from the USE.” 

			It’s like hearing my own calling come from his mouth.

			The morning sun illuminates the Wall like a lighthouse beacon. Around the Opening stand a line of Enforcers, all armed. Whoever arrived must have brought more. I look over my shoulder. Sure enough, four more Enforcer cars and one sleek white automobile sit in a line beside the guardhouse.

			A middle-aged man speaks with Sachem in front of the white car. His hair is cut short like toothbrush bristles. It’s pure grey—clearly dyed—matching his equally short mustache and beard. His eyes are squinted, anger wrinkles stretching back to his temple. As he talks to Sachem, his mouth moves in terse bursts, like he’s a moment away from shouting.

			This must be the Council member. What will he say to me? Ask me? Maybe he’ll want to know about Jude.

			He wears a smooth black suit with grey cuffs and a grey tie. Blinding white shoes rest stark against the sparse grass tufts and brown dirt. He’s a walking black-and-white photograph. Even his ashy skin fits the look.

			Sachem waves a hand toward me. Mr. Black-and-White meets my gaze. His eyes narrow even more, if possible. I swallow and rub my right hand over the bandage covering the cut on my left.

			They walk toward me. On impulse, I grip Hawke’s sleeve and face the Opening, not daring to breath. I can’t explain my fear, but every fiber in my quaking being wants to flee from this councilman.

			Hawke glances at me a moment before Sachem’s voice speaks close to my ear. “Miss Blackwater.”

			Mechanically, I turn, fighting to bring out my old mask of confidence. It doesn’t surface. Instead, the lift of my chin just interrupts my eye contact, which is a good thing because Mr. Black-and-White’s gaze could petrify the most jittery child if met head-on.

			“This is Elan Brickbat, from the Citizen Welfare Development Council,” Sachem says. “He’d like to speak with you privately.”

			I almost say, “No thanks,” but my vocal cords are immobilized. I nod, barely registering the clink of chain leaving my wrist. When Brickbat turns toward the guardhouse, ice melts from my joints and my body follows against my will.

			Did I think Willow and I could get away with this? Was I so fearless? Foolish? The Council is who almost killed me the first time. I’ve given them a second chance to do the job—something I thought I wanted a few days ago. Death doesn’t sound quite as freeing anymore, not when it takes me away and leaves this icy photo of a man behind to “lead” the people I love. 

			The creak of the guardhouse door as Brickbat opens it sounds like a beckoning into a hall of horrors. I don’t want to walk past him. That would mean putting my back to him. Vulnerability.

			I gesture to the door. “Please, after you.”

			He smiles as a jack-in-the-box might—frightening, not friendly. Too wide. Too white. “I insist.” His voice is hoarse and wet, like he needs to cough or clear his throat because he’s shouted too long without swallowing.

			On impulse, I clear my own throat and practically sprint through the door. The moment it closes behind me, I spin around and plop onto the cot against the wall, not waiting for an invitation to sit.

			Brickbat remains standing. He looks at me like I’m a stray dog urinating on his flowerbed.

			Instead of being intimidated, fire builds inside my chest. I welcome it and dread it at the same time. This is not the time for an outburst. He’s one of the men who had orphans tortured to test out Jude’s new Clock-matching invention—he and his Council hidden behind their High-City luxuries. Does he think I don’t know this? I imagine his cold narrowed eyes staring at a child’s pain-wracked body. 

			When Jude first told me the Council did this, I could hardly believe such evil could exist in a person. As I stare at Elan Brickbat, I believe. Something is broken inside him. Broken shalom. This man is not the way things should be.
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