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Volume One

Chapter One

“Ridley Mulligan, do you understand your crime?” the judge’s voice echoed throughout the marble hall.

“No, Sir. I’m afraid that I do not.” I folded my hands in my lap, trying to appear calm. Even though I could feel the fear creeping through, trying to penetrate the false courage I presented to the Council.

“Ms. Mulligan.” Judge Evans removed his glasses and placed them gently on the podium. “You are here because you were found to have violated the Caiden Act, remember?” I didn’t answer. “Council, please present the footage of their arrests. Maybe that will help to jog Ms. Mulligan’s memory?"

Please, no. I wanted to run forward, to admit my wrong doing. To stop what was about to happen. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.

“They’ll just add a Defiance Violation onto your sentence. Don’t fight them, Ridley. It isn’t worth it,” Vera Knight, my appointed defense advisor, whispered. She leaned forward, laying her hands atop mine. “You can’t dispute the evidence.”

She was right. I knew that. But it didn’t help to calm me down. I watched in horror as the wall in front of me projected my worst fears. My time with Kieran was on display for the entire Council to see.

“With this footage as evidence, Ms. Mulligan, I hereby find you guilty of violating the Caiden Act. You will be sentenced to two years in the outer compounds, where you will serve your time as a Matron of the Order.”

“Your honor, if I may?" I took to my feet. I could feel the tears rushing down my cheeks as his words processed in my mind. “Please,” I pleaded, “Can’t I remain here? I can offer my assistance to the Hall of Caiden.”

“Ms. Mulligan, your sentence has been issued. You have until dawn for your goodbyes,” he leaned back in his chair. “Do not pack any belongings, the Council will provide you with everything that you’ll need.”

“Your Honor!” I screamed.

“Mrs. Knight, please escort your client out of the Hall, or else I will be forced to add a Defiance Violation onto her sentence, prolonging her stay in the compounds.”

“I’m sorry for the disturbance, your honor; we will be on our way now.” Vera grabbed a hold of my wrist, dragging me out of the hall. Once we were safely out of the Service Hall, Vera spun around and slapped me across my face. “What were you thinking, Ridley?”

“I was thinking that I don’t agree with the judge’s verdict and that it isn’t right that I’m being punished for going against the Caiden Act,” I replied, rubbing my right cheek. “He’s sending me to the outer compounds, Vera. We both know what happens out there.”

The entire city knew what happened in the outer compounds. It was, for the most part, a death sentence. Hardly anyone survived out there, and the few that did, when they came back, they were never the same. There was an edge to them, a sense that, at any moment, they could snap.

The outer compounds were for criminals, and I wasn’t a criminal. Caiden Act or not, I was not a criminal. “I don’t belong there, Vera.”

“You violated the Caiden Act, Ridley. The judge didn’t have any other option.” She placed her hands on her hips. “It’s not so terrible, you know.”

“What do you mean it isn’t so bad?” I hissed.

“The Caiden Act,” she replied. “They know what is best for us, Ridley.”

But they didn’t, and I couldn’t understand why Vera was unable to see that. The government could give two craps about us. The only thing that they gave a damn about was my ability to conceive a child. My happiness, my life, it meant absolutely nothing to them. They didn’t care that I was miserable, as long as they produced their “perfect” offspring.

“What is going to happen to Kieran?” I asked softly.

“He’ll be sent to one of the Detention Centers within the outer compounds.”

Detention Centers was the polite way of saying torture centers. He’d spend a few months there, and then they would send him back, and assign him to a proper match. They’d wipe me from his memory as if I never existed. And I’d be left to my misery, trapped in the outer compounds, where I would be forced to complete a two year sentence, before being sent back to the city of Caiden.

That was, assuming that I survived the compounds.

“I should be on my way,” I stated. “I only have a few hours to say goodbye.”

Vera smiled, reaching for my hand. “Goodbye, Ridley.” I turned to walk away, but she pulled me back. She moved in so that her mouth was near my ear. “Whatever it takes to survive out there, you do it. Do you understand me?” she whispered. “I need you to promise me that you will do everything that you can to survive in the compounds.”

I nodded and yanked my hand free of her hold. “Goodbye, Vera.”

I could feel my heart shattering in my chest as I said goodbye to my family. Knowing that they were disappointed in me only made it worse. I let them down, and I knew that, but I couldn’t deny what I felt. I couldn’t pretend to be happy with someone else determining my life for me.

I’d spent enough time around my parents to know that I didn’t want what they had.

Their lives were constructed for them. They didn’t love one another, and it showed, no matter how much they tried to hide it from me and my sister. Happiness was a hard thing to fake.

“You’ll be okay,” my mother cried. “You’ll be okay.”

I wanted to believe her, I did, but I knew that the world outside of Caiden was much different from anything I could ever imagine.

The outer compounds, which were also referred to as the Rings of Chaos, were not meant for the weak. And I was weak; far too weak to fight for a life I wasn’t sure was worth living anymore. What was the point when I would only be forced to succumb to the Caiden Act in the end anyway?

My heart ached for Kieran, the one bit of happiness I’d allowed myself in Caiden.

But I’d need to forget about him in the compounds.

I’d need to forget everything that I allowed myself to feel.

A guard knocked on the open door. “It’s time, Ms. Mulligan.”


Chapter Two

The guard led me outside, where the rest of the community gathered to watch as I was escorted to an awaiting SUV. I knew that I shouldn’t be bothered by their stares; after all, I was well aware of what I was getting myself into when I welcomed my feelings for Kieran. But the judgment in their eyes and the disbelief that I would go against the ways of Caiden pulled at my heart strings.

Maybe I could’ve fought harder. Maybe I could’ve ignored the way that Kieran made me feel. Then I wouldn’t have been sentenced to two years in the outer compounds; then I wouldn’t have had the entire community judging me.

But then I also wouldn’t have experienced the power of love.

It was worth it, I told myself.

Each moment spent with him over the past six months was worth it, even if it had led to this.

“Ridley Mulligan?” a petite woman asked, her hands fumbling through a stack of paperwork. She was dressed in a green, cotton dress. Her wavy blond locks were tied back in a loose braid, which lay over her right shoulder. The small screen attached to her dress identified her as Claire Phillips, Head Matron of the Order.

I nodded my head in response and cupped my hands at my waist nervously. It was all becoming too real; the fact that, for the next two years, I would have to let go of everything that I knew if I stood any chance at surviving.

“Well, come along then. They are awaiting your arrival in Compound One,” she stated, turning to open the car door. I watched as she climbed inside of the vehicle and scooted over behind the driver side seat, leaving room for me to move in next to her.

I spun around, taking one final look at the place I’d known as home; at the small, concrete house that I’d spent the past seventeen-years in, at the residents I had once considered my family, at my parents who couldn’t stand to look at me. And then my eyes darted to the fields, the tall fields that shone brightly beneath the sun’s rays, the last place I’d seen Kieran before I was brought before the Council.

I recalled the panicked look in his green eyes when the guards found us lying beside each other, gazing up at the night sky brimming with stars. When they’d asked for our identification cards, I knew what would follow. I wasn’t his match, nor I his.

I wasn’t Rena Phillips, and he wasn’t Colin McKenna.

It was as simple as that.

We were brought to nearby cells, left to await separate hearings before the Council all because we’d found something in one another that couldn’t be manufactured – we’d found love.

The Council didn’t care how we’d felt about one another. No matter how much I wanted to try to explain, to reason with them, I knew it was pointless.

Natural love in our society had long since ceased to exist.

From what we’d been told, our world had fallen victim to some sort of plague, taking with it any bit of stability our people had once known.

It took time to rebuild our world as the government struggled to establish compounds throughout the plague stricken nation. Even now, thirty-years later, we were still struggling to exist.

Eager to regain stability, the government drew the Caiden Act, which made it so that residents were to be matched upon their seventeenth birthdays. Matches were expected to spend six months getting to know one another before they were expected to participate in a Promise Ceremony before the community.

Colin and I had been matched five months ago.

Our ceremony had been scheduled for the following month. But now that I’d been sentenced to serve two years in the outer compounds, he’d be matched with someone else.

I knew that I should be hurting; that I should be jealous even, but the truth was that I didn’t care. I didn’t care because he wasn’t Kieran. I didn’t care because it wasn’t him that my heart longed for. It would never be him, and I knew that.

“Ridley, we do not have all day,” Claire called from inside the SUV, forcing me out of my head.

Except we did – or at least I did.

I had two years to waste away; I wasn’t in any rush to meet my fate.

Accepting that I no longer belonged here, to live among those who believed in our system, those who welcomed lives constructed for them, I made my to the SUV, climbing in beside Claire.
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