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Prologue
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Ethan Grieves huddled in the darkness. His hair hung in his eyes. His clothes were grubby and his pants were torn at one knee. He picked at the loose threads. Mom isn’t going to be happy about the tear.  The thought brought a laugh that stuck in his dry throat and made him cough. After what he’d just been through, what he’d just seen, his pants were nothing, but he’d been raised to take care of his possessions. So others can have more than me it seems. 

The boxes stacked floor to ceiling around him didn’t care about the chill in the air but Ethan shivered. This transport wasn’t designed with the comfort of passengers in mind. 

The boxes were plastic, mostly white from what he’d seen before they shut the doors leaving him in blackness, reusable, like most everything Ethan was used to seeing, and bore packing labels listing their contents as apples, onions, and potatoes. Until two days ago he’d managed to live a mostly normal life. Nothing in his thirteen years had prepared him for what he’d just witnessed. How many people know? Dozens? At least, if not hundreds. People who load and unload the transports. People who keep us in line, underground. 

The rumble of the engines was soothing, lulling him towards sleep. He hadn’t slept in days and the physical exertion and mental shock were taking their toll on his stamina.

Stay alert. They’re looking for you. If they catch you you’ll never see Shawna or Mom or Dad again. If they catch you no one will know the truth. Except that someone must already know – hundreds of someones. 

He fought to stay awake but his eyes drooped. The transport rocked around a curve. The boxes never moved an inch but Ethan toppled backwards, landing hard and rocking back further until his back hit the wall of the transport with a dull thud. The blow wasn’t hard, not even hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs, but he didn’t bother to sit up again.

He tucked an arm under his head. Stay awake, dammit! But it was pointless.

His dreams were troubled by old familiar faces and new terrifying truths.
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Chapter 1
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“By 2035 the fragile peace the United States military fought so hard to protect failed. In February a terrorist attack in Germany, followed by one in Japan and one in Canada, sparked open hostilities and ...”

Just above the notebook app open on Shawna’s tablet a notification flashed. She opened the message. 

‘She’s so boring.’

She smiled because her twin brother was right. Their history teacher was droning on about the war that had driven a large portion of the American population underground into newly built complexes – one per state. The rest of the population had perished when the nukes dropped.

Another message appeared. ‘She’s bored too.’

Looking at Ms. Rogers you’d never guess that she was bored. She was smiling, she was gesturing at the map projected on the screen, and she was lecturing without notes. Still, Shawna knew Ethan was right. He had a knack for knowing these things about people.

“Ethan,” Ms. Rogers said. “You look very busy back there.”

“Just taking notes,” he said.

Shawna was blushing and she hadn’t even been caught, but then she’d never had her brother’s easy confidence. She would have been stuttering and stammering and her blush would grow until it was darker than the emergency exit signs. She quickly closed the message app, just in case and dropped her chin, hiding behind brown bangs. 

“Since you seem so intent on those notes why don’t you quickly sum up the political situation on the eve of the war.” Ms. Rogers half-sat on the corner of her desk, her arms over her chest. It was a challenge.

Ethan cleared his throat and began. “International political tensions were already high because of the expanding population. There were some crop failures that caused food shortages in already unstable regions. Terrorists in several countries used the unrest to drum up support and attacked.”

“Very good. Why were the attacks successful in sparking open conflict?”

“The peace treaties of 2020 were forced on most countries and they imposed regulations people didn’t like. The attacks gave them the excuse to break the treaties and ignore the regulations.”

“Thank-you.” With a slight turn of her body her attention shifted from Ethan to the entire class. “We’ll have a unit test tomorrow and then we’ll look at the complexes themselves and our recent history. It’s an easy unit to end off the year. Please study. Some of you need these grades.”

The bell went and Shawna gathered up her belongings. Ethan came up behind her and said, “Good thing Dad talks about the past all the time.” 

They weren’t allowed to sit together in class, not since the fourth grade when their teacher thought they were cheating. They did cheat occasionally but they didn’t need to see each other’s papers to do it. As long as they didn’t do it too often, and as long as the teacher could see there was no way they could look at each other’s tests, no one could accuse them of anything.

“Yeah,” Shawna said. “A good thing. Just don’t get me in trouble.”

He shook his brown hair out of his face. Everyone said his hair was too long, and hers was too short; it made them look even more alike. “Don’t be mad, it’s not like you needed to pay attention either.”

She huffed a laugh and smiled at him, her face lighting up. “Do I ever get mad at you?”

“Yes!”

Now she laughed out loud and followed him from the room. “Only when you really deserve it.”

“I never deserve it.”

“Anyone who throws water balloons at their twin sister at eight o’clock on a Saturday morning on a long weekend deserves whatever he gets.”

Ethan chuckled. “Yeah, that was a good one.” He draped an arm over her shoulders and she felt security and affection flood her senses. It was always like this with Ethan, his emotions were as real and clear to her as her own. Of course he always knew what was on her mind, which could be embarrassing, but he never pressed his advantage over her the way he did over others. He was a card shark and an A+ student, and no one suspected a thing.

“Hey Ethan, come down to the arcade with us. You and Shawna,” shouted Kyra from down the hall. She was on the edge of a boisterous group of teenagers waving at them and smiling broadly. 

Ethan waved back. “Another time Kyra!”

“Don’t be so scarce,” Kyra called, still smiling.

Shawna felt disappointed. Even though she was standing right next to her brother she longed to be close to him.

She quickly realized the longing was Kyra’s, and that there was something darker underneath it. It was gone too fast but it had punched through the warmth of Ethan’s acceptance and left her insecure again. That was the problem with her gift. She didn’t see emotions in colours, or hear them, or anything else concrete and easy to decipher. She felt emotions, her own emotions, other people’s emotions, they just all felt like emotions.

“You should go. She really wanted you to go.”

“You really don’t want to go.”

“Ethan, we’re not kids anymore and we’re not connected at the hip. I can take the lift up to the house on my own. You should go.”

“You always tell me you know what I’m feeling, am I upset?”

“No.”

“So you shouldn’t feel bad either. Come on, let’s see if Mom’s back from work yet. She said she was going to bake today.”

“Do you think she got any cinnamon?” They went out the blue double doors that marked the end of the school zone and into the main corridor. The school zone, like residential zones, had narrow corridors, but the main corridor was wide enough for walking paths on either side of a two-lane driving zone. Electric cars hummed back and forth shuttling goods and people between the utility lift at the far end of the complex and the needed zones.

“Roads!” their dad would say. “That’s what they were called on the surface. They had roads eight lanes wide in some places, and that was one direction! Can you imagine.”

They couldn’t. Everything in their life was closed in. Complex 48 was ten miles by ten miles square and thirty stories straight down. Ten million people lived there, a human ant hill of survival and industrious production. They made car parts: batteries, panels, axles, for the electric cars and for the giant, self-automated, transports that took goods from one complex to the next.

The lift station was on the other side of the driving zone. They climbed in the elevator with a half-dozen others and Ethan keyed in their floor code. They rode the lift in silence having learned at a young age that talking openly about their ‘abilities’ got them odd looks at the very least. Most people didn’t want to hear about it and their deep-seated rejection hurt Shawna. She could feel it and hot rage on Ethan whenever he brushed up against their thoughts. It was the others, though, that set her on edge, the ones who wanted to know too much, the ones who pressed for details. 

The last time someone had pressed for details they had lied and said it was all a game to get attention. They apologized, and then they stopped talking about it.

The door slid open with a familiar ding and a slightly mechanical female voice said, “Residential Level Twenty-Four B, have a nice day.”

Ethan dragged her out of her thoughts and the lift. They crossed the main corridor and went through a set of violet double doors marked RL24B-400. They lived in apartment 417, a three-bedroom, five hundred square foot home that they would share until Shawna and Ethan got married and moved into apartments of their own. 

Or until one of the soon-to-be fourteen-year-old twins was transferred to another complex. 

Shawna shut that thought out and focused instead on the stories her dad told.

“The home my grandfather, your great-grandfather, grew up in was two thousand square feet, it had three bedrooms and three bathrooms! There were only five people in his family. Can you imagine?”

Most of his stories about Great Grandfather Shawn ended with that question and Ethan and Shawna could only stare at him. Five people living in a home big enough for sixteen? How could they imagine something like that? How could they imagine a deck or a yard?

“Will we ever return to the surface?” Shawna once asked. 

“Maybe someday,” was her father’s reply. “Maybe if this war ever ends.”

417 smelled like ginger and sugar. Ethan took a deep breath as he walked in and sighed. “My favourite.”

“Are you two home already?” their mother said, pulling another tray of dark brown cookies from the oven. She was lean, everyone in the complex was, but it didn’t suit her face, or her personality. 

“Test tomorrow,” Ethan said. 

They hung their bags in the small cupboard by the door.

“There’s more to life than studying,” she said.

“I tried to tell him that,” Shawna said. “He still wouldn’t go to the arcade with Kyra today.”

Ethan glared and she could feel his irritation bristle against her skin. 

“Kyra?” He had his mother’s full attention now.

He sighed. He knew from experience, the look on his mother’s face, and the thoughts he was picking up from her, that she wasn’t about to let the subject go, especially not now that she had a name. 

Shawna slipped by, even managing to grab a cookie as she went through the kitchen. He couldn’t even manage a twitch without his mother zeroing in on it.

“She’s in our class,” he said.

“Where does she live?”

“I don’t know.” It wasn’t a total lie. He knew she lived a level down from him but only because he’d picked up a stray thought from her one day. He didn’t know if she was in zone twenty-three, twenty-four, or twenty-five, the three zones that all funnelled into the same school zone, and he certainly didn’t know which apartment she was in.

“What do her parents do?”

“Well they either work in services, like you do, or they make car parts like Dad does. That’s all anyone around here does.” The power plant workers lived in sections thirty and higher, for the most part. 

Her eyebrows went up, a sure sign he was expected to keep his tone civil or he’d be facing his mother’s rarely seen, well-hidden, but still formidable temper. “Does she often ask you on these outings?”

He shrugged. “She’s asked before.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Mom!”

“Well? You’ve never said yes, you never go anywhere with anyone. Is she pretty?”

“I guess so. Mom, I’m not even fourteen!”

Her expression turned thoughtful. “Do you like boys?”

“NO! I like girls, okay? I’m just not chasing Kyra. I thought you’d be happy that I don’t run around and make you worry. You’re supposed to be relieved that I’m not off getting some girl pregnant.”

“I’m worried you’re not having any fun.”

“I’m just not into the arcade, or shopping, okay?” He was pleading now.

“Okay.” She smiled wide. “Have a cookie.”

He took two from the offered plate and she said nothing to stop him. “Why don’t you ever pester Shawna about going out?”

“Who says I don’t?”

“The house isn’t exactly big enough to hide that sort of thing.”

“When did you get so smart?”

He smiled and shrugged. 

“Well, go study then. At least I won’t have to worry about your grades.”

Dinner was delicious if lean. Ina Grieves lived to cook and had grown up with the limited and sporadic choices of ingredients. She could modify a recipe to fit any available vegetable and she could turn tofu into a veritable feast. After the soup, baked vegetables, and buns, plus a few cookies, they were all full. 

“Ginger snaps,” John Grieves said to his wife, inspecting his third cookie before biting into it. “Where did you ever get ginger?”

“Didn’t you hear? There was a military victory in China this week, a warehouse someone said. Fresh ginger, fresh garlic, some people even got rice, if you can believe it.” 

John shook his head. “I don’t know how they’re still growing rice. It’s harder to grow than barley or wheat.” 

“I don’t know,” Ina said. “We haven’t managed it in any of our greenhouses yet.”

John turned to his children who were playing a video game in the living room. “What did my beautiful children do today?”

“School,” Ethan said.

“No matter what changes school stays the same,” John said. 

“When you’re finished that race come do the dishes,” Ina said from the kitchen.

“Sure Mom,” Shawna said.

“Do they do this all day?” John said.

Though the question had been directed at Ina it was Ethan who answered. “What? Play quietly together and respect our mother?”

“Smart boy,” John chuckled. “Too smart.”

They set down their controllers and returned to the kitchen. “Dad, tell us about Great-Grandfather Shawn and the day they called everyone down to the complex,” Shawna said.

“What? Again? Don’t you know it by now?”

“Sure, but it’s better when you tell it.”

“Now that’s how you butter up an old storyteller,” Ina said, laying a hand on his shoulder and a kiss on his head. 

“Old?” he protested. 

“I’m off to work. Don’t let them stay up too late.”

“Are you sure that’s something you can trust an old man with?” he said.

“I love you.” She waved and left.

“The story,” Shawna prompted.

He stretched out his legs and sighed. “the day they opened the complex, eh? Grandpa used to talk about that day. He was on his way home from work. He would describe it, you can’t even imagine. People shoulder-to-shoulder, smog so thick you could hardly see, dirty roads, dirty people, and a sense of hopelessness that choked everything and everyone.

“There had been a threat of war for years, people were used to it by this time. The attack in Canada had happened earlier that year. The military was arming itself again. Always on the news they were talking hate and fear and violence. But at the end of 2035, with Christmas just around the corner, the violence erupted. It was a few days later when the sirens sounded. Ear splitting. He said his heart stopped and then it started hammering. People panicked. They ran. It was confusion and terror everywhere. People took shelter wherever they could find it and for two days people were taken down into the complexes. 

“Bombs fell, knocking down buildings and killing thousands. Shawn was lucky to get underground near the beginning of the attacks but others would come with broken bones, covered in dust and blood. He was young, able-bodied, he stayed near the entry and helped carry the wounded.

“The news reported death and destruction everywhere. Entire cities were levelled. Sky scrapers crumbled. The world burned and still, it wasn’t enough.”

“That’s why we’re still down here,” Ethan said. “Because they didn’t stop the bombs.”

“That’s right,” John said, nodding. “Now the bombs have stopped but the war goes on. The raiding, the stealing, the killing, it goes on and on. The surface is scarred and dangerous, barely livable, covered in rubble and debris and craters. God only knows when it will be livable again. As a child I dreamed it would be in my life-time, that I would be one of the intrepid settlers. As a younger man I hoped that glory would fall to you. Now I fear we will never be free of this rats’ den.”

Silence. John stared at his feet. The kids rinsed dishes and filled the dish washer. The ventilation hummed. The apartment which had always felt cozy and comfortable now felt stifling. 

“It’s not so bad down here, is it?” Shawna asked, breaking the uncomfortable building of silence. 

John shrugged. “This is all I ever knew. I’m happy here. I love your mother and both of you. I have a home, a good job, isn’t that all a man could hope for? I played on a hockey team, held my father’s hand when he died. We have enough to eat, we have water and power, you two even have video games. This isn’t a science fiction poverty stricken dystopia. Life is good. I only wish I could have seen the sky for myself.”

The sorrow and regret that poured off of him were thick and Shawna felt the tears rolling down her cheeks. She couldn’t think of anything reassuring to say, she was too overwhelmed.

Ethan dried his hands and went to the living room. “There’s still time,” he said. 

“You’re right. Foolish of me to give up hope like this.” He sat up straight and cleared his throat. “Besides, I’ve never had to shovel snow before and from the stories I’ve heard, that’s a real blessing.”

Ethan smiled and settled on the couch. “Tell us about snow again.”

Shawna stayed in the kitchen just out of sight. A change in tone of voice, a smile, it fooled most people, but not Shawna. Slowly his sadness faded as he told stories of snow storms he’d never seen and Shawna was able to separate his emotions from her own enough to join them in the living room.

They spent the evening lost in stories of the lost world above them and the comfort of each other’s company.
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Chapter 2
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“I have emailed your marked tests back to you,” Ms. Rogers said. “It’s Friday. Let’s just end the lesson here for today. I’ll go over the tests with you, there were a few questions that a lot of you had trouble with, and then I’ll let you go early.”

There was a sudden hum of excited voices as kids turned to their neighbour to make or change plans. Fingers tapped on tablet and phone screens as messages flew out to kids in other classes, even though messaging during school hours wasn’t permitted.

“Some of you didn’t do quite as well as I’d hoped,” she said, her voice slightly raised. She was moving around the classroom and around her order slowly returned. “But most of you did quite well and some of you,” she paused beside Ethan. “Some of you did exactly as expected. Please open your tests and we’ll begin.”

Ethan opened the e-mail and downloaded the marked test. When the file opened there was a large A+ on the top and he smiled.

When they were done the review Ms. Rogers said, “Monday we’ll be talking about your graduation ceremony. There’s only a month until the big day and some of you will be transferring to other complexes. There are some things you’ll want to know. But I promised to let you go early. Go, enjoy your weekend.”

Everyone scrambled to pack their bags as quickly as possible. Shawna was just slipping her tablet into her bag when Kyra rushed past her headed straight for Ethan.

“Ethan, you’re coming this weekend, right?”

“I don’t know Kyra.”

“It’s my fourteenth birthday. Please you have to come.”

Shawna joined them. “We have nothing going on this weekend,” she said. “And Mom would say yes.”

“So you’ll come, please?”

Shawna took a deep breath and focused on Kyra’s hope so she wouldn’t have to feel her brother’s emotions. 

Finally Ethan sighed. “I’ll try, Kyra. I’ll try to come.”

“Great! Message me tonight. RL23B, apartment 771, tomorrow at three. We’re meeting there and going down to the pool. See you then!” She waved and hurried out, taking her joy with her. 

Ethan radiated hurt and irritation. He grabbed his bag and marched out. She followed behind, dragging her feet and staring at the floor. They didn’t speak again until they got home and even then Ethan didn’t speak to her at all.

After supper Shawna worked up the courage to knock on Ethan’s door. He’d been sullen all through the meal, so much so that even their mom had stopped trying to pry for answers. There was no answer but she knew he was there. She knocked again and said, “Ethan, it’s me.” 

For a long moment there was no sound from his room. She was ready to give up and go back to her room when the door opened. Ethan had one hand on the door and one on the door frame, filling the opening and making it clear she wasn’t welcome.

“Ethan, can we talk?”

“Go ahead.”

“In the hallway?”

He stepped aside, letting her in, but he stayed standing there with a hand on the door. 

She took a deep breath. “Ethan, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you mad.”

“Why are you trying to get rid of me?”

“What? I’m not!”

“Are you tired of spending time with me?”

“Ethan, you can read my mind, you know ...”

“I don’t want to read your mind. I want you to tell me.”

“I’m holding you back, Ethan. I’m awkward and scared and no one really wants to spend time with me. But they want to spend time with you. You shouldn’t be chained to me. We’re twins but we’re not attached at the hip. And next year we’ll begin our job training classes. We’ll be on different schedules, learning different jobs, maybe even ...” She stopped and choked back tears. “We might be in different complexes. So we shouldn’t always do everything together, right?” She’d been talking fast, desperate to stave off his hurt and anger with her explanation. The hurt was still there but it was muted now and with it was that warm sense of security and acceptance that she only felt around Ethan and their parents. 

“You fool, is that what this is all about? I’m not being transferred.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. Ms. Rogers already has the list and I’m not on it. Kyra is though. In a few weeks she’ll be gone and I’ll never see her again.”

“That’s why you don’t want to go this weekend?”

“That, and I don’t like the way people think about you.”

“I know,” she said with a little sniffle. “They all think I’m strange and crazy.”

“You’re not. You’re special. We’re special.” He closed the door and sat down on the floor, his back against the smooth plastic he’d just had his hand on. She sat with her back against his bed. 

“Are you going to the party?”

“I’ll go. It’ll make Kyra happy, and Mom too. You know, you’re very concerned about making other people happy.”

She shrugged. “I like it when people are happy, then I get to feel their happiness.”

“How much control do you have over your gift?” he asked her. 

“None,” she said, hanging her head. Not even their easy reconciliation could ease her misery on that point. “Sometimes it gets so strong, their emotions overwhelm me. Their emotions become mine. It’s scary. It’s usually the bad feelings. It’s always there, like a storm in my head. There is no way to shut it out.”

“Mine was like that. Like angry bees.”

“Was?”

“I can’t turn it off completely, but I can tone it down, tune people out. There are some thoughts that are too strong, I hear them no matter what. Other times people are so far away that it doesn’t matter how loud they shout their thoughts, I can’t hear them. It’s the stuff in the middle, the mindless sub-conscious stuff of classmates and people in the lift, that I can mostly tune out. Maybe you could do the same.”

“I can’t. I’m not hearing words or seeing colours or pictures, I’m feeling. I can’t turn that off.”

“Can you focus it? I mean, can you pay more attention to one person than another?”

“Sometimes. I can focus on you. That helps a lot. But you’re not always there. You won’t always be there. And I don’t have the same ... range that you do.”

“Maybe I can help you. Maybe if you could dampen it, control it, you could be around people more. It would be easier to hide.”

“I’ve tried,” she pouted.

“I’ll help you. We’ll work on it.”

“I don’t know. What if it doesn’t work?”

He shrugged. “What if it does?”

“Okay, okay, I’ll try.”

It was like learning to wiggle her ears, she didn’t know what muscle to move or how to make it move on demand. She felt tired and frustrated and stupid and Ethan’s unwavering hopefulness and determination just made her feel worse.

“I told you it wouldn’t work,” she said after two hours.

“Give it time. Complex 48 wasn’t built in a day.”

“I can’t wait ten years. I’ll go crazy long before then.”

“It won’t take ten years. I promise. Get some sleep. We’ll work on it after the party tomorrow.”  
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Ethan stood outside RL23 771 with is bag over his shoulder. Kyra had messaged him twice during the morning so he couldn’t just go home and tell her he’d forgotten.

Maybe a family emergency? The complex was big enough that most people only knew a handful of other families. There’s no way she’d know I was lying.

He could sense the thoughts of a dozen people on the other side of the door but no matter how he searched or stretched with his mind he couldn’t hear Shawna’s familiar inner-voice. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been unable to hear her.

The phone in his pocket buzzed and he pulled it out. It was Kyra calling him. How long have I been standing here? He answered the call. “Hello Kyra,” he said with an easy, and fake, smile.

“Ethan, where are you?”

There was still a chance to lie. The corridors all looked the same but of course there was the chance she’d see the room number across the hall and know. Or hear his voice through the door. “I’m outside your door, are you going to let me in?”

Her face lit up. “I’m coming.” The screen went dark and the front door opened. “Ethan! I thought you got lost.”

“It’s hard to get lost in the complex. I got most of the way here and realized I forgot my wallet.”

“The pool’s free.”

“I wanted to buy you lunch, or I guess dinner, we already had lunch. For your birthday. I didn’t have time to get you a present.”

“Aw, Ethan, you’re so sweet. Come in for a minute while everyone grabs their bags.”

The kitchen and living room were filled with teenagers. Ethan recognized most of them from school and guessed the rest were from Kyra’s church or youth group or whatever she participated in during her free time. He could have found out easily enough but it was noisy enough with just the regular voices. To add a dozen inner voices would have drowned everything out. He’d clamped down tight on his ability when Kyra answered the door and he wasn’t going to let it up anytime soon.

“Okay Mom, we’ll be home later!” Kyra called and then they all pressed towards Ethan and the door. They spilled into the hallway, sweeping Ethan along with them. They piled into the lift and went down past the residential levels to the community floors.

The pool level was actually more than one floor to accommodate the water slides, the viewing room where parents could sit and watch their kids without getting splashed, the depth of the pool, and all the filters and pumps that were needed to run the pool.

The group separated and funnelled into the two change rooms. Ethan changed slowly and was the last one to make it out to the pool.

“Over here!” Kyra shouted, waving madly. She and two of her friends were in line for the water slide. He waved back and slipped into the pool.

He and Shawna didn’t go to the pool much. It was too busy for her and neither cared much for the water. He knew how to swim, their mom had put them in lessons when they were young. Reading his teachers’ minds didn’t help him figure out how to make his arms and legs move properly. He hated gym class too.

Kyra swam over to him. Her dark ginger hair was even darker when wet and the flyaway strands were plastered to her face. She was smiling. “Hey! Let’s play a game of water tag.” Her arm shot out and she jabbed Ethan on the shoulder. She dove out of reach and the others scattered, hooting and hollering to each other. 

Get on with it, he told himself and swam after Kyra.

––––––––
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BAKING WAS ALWAYS SAFE because baking made Ina happy. She hummed as she bustled about the tight but comfortable space. The sink was full of dirty dishes, the table was covered with a layer of towels under hot baking sheets, and the oven was full of half-baked cookies. 

Shawna sat at the coffee table decorating cookies. Most of her friends’ moms didn’t bake and the ones that did only baked for birthdays or Christmas. Not Ina. Any day off was fair game and her motto was ‘if you’re going to make the kitchen messy, make it really messy’ so if she wanted a batch of cookies she ended up with cookies, bread, and sometimes even pie depending on what was available at the store.

Sugar was hard to come by, it had been that way since the war started, but they grew stevia in the greenhouse in Complex 30 and Complex 2 and that was just as good. Flour shortages were rarer now than they had been in the early days of the war but sometimes transports were bombed. They tried growing wheat on the surface sometimes but the topside greenhouses were prime targets for bombings.

Whenever news came that a topside greenhouse was out of commission Shawna spent days wondering what it would be like to be chosen to work topside, the open sky hot and unforgiving, the world outside the thick glass walls a desolate, poisonous wasteland, trying to grow enough food to feed all the complexes. The harsh weather, the threat of attack, she wasn’t sure if the stress and danger outweighed the excitement or not. 

Shawna painted the cookies with a mixture of powdered stevia, milk, butter, and edible colouring. It was too runny to do more than one colour on each cookie but when it was chilled it turned to a tasty glaze. 

“Tell me again why you didn’t go to the pool today.”

Shawna had dodged the question all morning but now that Ethan was gone she got the feeling her mother wasn’t going to drop the subject until she was satisfied. “I wasn’t invited,” she said, deciding to downplay the matter.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know,” she said, shrugging. “It’s okay. Ethan and I don’t have to do everything together.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Is there anymore red?”

“No, sorry. So, when exactly did you and Ethan stop doing everything together?”

“Since he got an invitation and I didn’t. Mom, it’s no big deal.”

“So how come you never get invitations to parties?”

Usually other people’s emotions overwhelmed her own until they became more real than her own, but not now. Her mother had an iron grip on her emotions, probably trying to hide outrage, and her own feelings of loneliness and rejection were left raw and exposed. She knew why people didn’t like her, she knew people thought she was odd, but as long as she had Ethan’s warmth and acceptance none of that mattered. Ethan was beyond her field of vision, so to speak, taking that warmth away with him.

“Shawna?”

“I don’t know, but it’s fine. I don’t really like the pool, or parties, or large groups of people.”

“I see. Well, there’s more to life than sitting at home icing cookies with your mom. Maybe you should take a class or something. Dance? Singing?”

“No and no. I have no grace and I’m tone deaf. I can’t draw. I’m too shy to act.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, sweetheart.”

“I’m not, I’m being honest.”

“Well, to be honest, I enjoy your company. Want to make some apple sauce muffins?”

“Sure, Mom.”

––––––––
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ETHAN WAS THE LAST one out of the change room after the party. The guilt of leaving Shawna behind had lingered the whole walk to the pool and well into the game of tag, preventing him from enjoying himself. But at some point he’d let go of the guilt, probably around the time he’d caught up with Kyra and pulled her under the water. They’d come up spluttering and laughing and it had felt good.

Now that the other boys had left and the party atmosphere had calmed down the guilt was returning with a vengeance making it hard for him to admit that he’d truly enjoyed himself. 

He came out of the change room to find Kyra was sitting alone at one of the tables. Her phone was out but she wasn’t really looking at it. When she saw him she threw her phone in her purse, grabbed her bag, and hurried over, smiling. “Ready to go?”

“You didn’t have to wait for me.”

“Of course I did. You’re taking me to dinner, remember?”

Of course she remembered that. He smiled. “I know. But you could have just messaged me which restaurant you were headed to. Oh well, I’m sure it won’t be too busy. Where am I taking you?”

“Mmm,” she said, wrapping both hands around his upper arm. “I could go for a pizza right now.”

“Me too.” He didn’t care where they ate. His first thought was to get it over with so he could go home but the warmth of her hands was seeping through his thin t-shirt. He hadn’t realized he was still chilled from the pool until that moment. His heart was starting to beat a little quicker.

At the lift they went down a level to the mall. They both knew the way to the pizza place and were lucky enough to get a table right away. 

They glanced at the menu to see what was currently available. Kyra ordered a slice of vegetarian, Ethan ordered two cheese, and they both asked for lemon-lime soda. 

“That was lucky,” Ethan said. “Usually they’re out of soda because of another shortage somewhere. Apparently, the warehouses have been targeted more often lately.”

“God, I hope I don’t get selected for a surface job. We have everything down here they had before the war.” Kyra said. “I don’t know why my parents talk about returning to the surface. Why should they? Why should any of us?”

Ethan smiled. “My dad says it’s a longing for the sun, for fresh air.”

“But the air down here is fine, and the air up there isn’t fresh anymore. And they’re still dropping bombs.”

“That could all change.”

“Even if it did get better in our lifetime I wouldn’t go back. It would be so much work, rebuilding and cleaning. Who knows when the land would even be good again. I’d rather stay right here.”

“Don’t you long for excitement?”

“Of course. But I want the excitement of getting my own apartment and dating and going to parties. I want to be a movie star one day.”

“No one has made a movie since the war, you’ll have to settle for acting on a stage.”

“Oh, Ethan, just imagine it though. Imagine that they finally made a new movie! And I would be the star. Travelling from Complex to Complex, meeting hundreds of people, and they’d all know my name and they’d all want to shake my hand and get my autograph. Kyra McCaine, the first movie superstar in a hundred years!” As she spoke her face lit up and her eyes went distant. She sighed, smiling. “Okay, maybe not a hundred years. Still, that’s the kind of excitement I want.”

“What kind of movie would you star in?” he asked because he knew she wanted him to ask. He leaned his chin on his hand and smiled at her, her excitement was contagious.

“Romantic movies, where the hero desperately wants me to return his love but my affections are torn in two.” Her voice had turned dramatic and she was accentuating her words with sweeping arms that nearly toppled the drinks. She fluttered her eyelashes. “It’ll be dramatic and thrilling and I’ll steal young men’s hearts everywhere I go.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.”

“What about you?”

“What’s my dream job?”

“No,” she laughed. “Do you want excitement? Would you go back to the surface?”

Reading minds is exciting enough. He smiled back at her. “I wouldn’t want to go up there now. But if the war ended I’d go up and try to rebuild the world. I want to see what it looks like up there.”

“We have pictures and movies.”

“It’s not the same. Even if the world is scarred and burned I still want to see it. I want to see sky and clouds and sunlight.”

“I think you’re crazy.” She blushed and then started talking quicker. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. I mean, it’s cool that you think it’s interesting up there. It would be cool if you like old stuff and stuff.” She trailed off, still blushing.

“I like history, and that probably does make me crazy. I know.”

“So you want to teach?”

“Hell no. I’m not that crazy.”

She laughed. “What then?”

Since he knew he was staying in Complex 48 he knew what his choices were: make parts for cars and surface transports, work in the power plant, work in the warehouse near the surface, work in retail and services, or luck out and get one of the elusive jobs in security. He didn’t mind machines, they were better than people in most ways, but his gift would be of little use there. After a moment he said, “Maybe a police officer or a lawyer, but that’s as crazy as thinking this war will end any time soon.”

“It’s not impossible.”

“You have to have perfect scores across the board to become a lawyer and no one knows how to get selected for a job in the security sector.”

She shrugged. “You never know, it could happen. And if it’s going to happen to anyone it’ll happen to you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You’re super smart, you have nearly perfect grades, and you’re different.”

The smile dropped too easily from his face.

She went on. “Ethan, don’t be mad, you know you’re different. You like school, for one thing. You’re easy to talk to and you’re smart and confident but you never hang out with anyone. Shawna’s the only one you spend time with and she’s your sister. Your hair is too long. I like it, even if people say it makes you look like a girl.” She was blushing again but she went on. “You’re different, so of course you’d end up with a job that’s different. I can’t see you doing quality control on car batteries or cleaning the pool for the rest of your life.”

He closed his eyes as relief swept through him and made it possible for him to breathe again.

She took a gasping breath. “Oh god, I just made a total fool of myself, didn’t I?”

“No.” He opened his eyes. He offered her a gentle smile. “I don’t mind. It’s not like you said something awful or embarrassing.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” He reached out and touched her hand. Their pizza arrived along with drink refills and they both welcomed the distraction.

––––––––
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SHAWNA PICKED AT HER supper while her parents talked about work and the budget and some people they knew from church and how Ina’s parents were doing in Complex 20. Their mood was neutral and safe with streaks of humour and the occasional moment of worry. It was so normal and boring that it comforted Shawna and she let them fill her mind. Beyond them, on the edges of her awareness, was the sharp feeling of a fight.

Probably the couple upstairs again. Their arguments were so common that the feel of their anger was familiar to her even though she had never met them and knew nothing about them. 

Beyond the fight there was a hum, like white noise; all the emotions of her neighbours and people passing in the hallway, but none of them had that familiar feel she was waiting for. They finished supper and Shawna helped Ina with the dishes while John washed the table. "Looking forward to the end of the school year?” he asked. 

“Yeah,” she said. She didn’t have to lie about it now that she had her brother’s assurance that he wouldn’t be leaving in a matter of months. “A whole four weeks of not having to do homework.”

“What are you going to do with that time?” Ina said. 

They used to take swimming lessons and music lessons during their break but neither enjoyed either of those things so the lessons stopped. “Well,” Shawna said. “Youth group always does a few outings, bowling, swimming, an overnight at the church hall.”

“And the rest of the time?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t planned every minute of the break.” She knew she’d get scolded for the tone of her voice but she didn’t care. 

There was a pause as her parents exchanged that look. Finally her mother said, “Shawna, I’m not trying to nag you. I’m worried about you. There’s more to life than school and church and baking with your mom.”

“I like baking with you. Maybe I’ll open a bakery.”

“I know, I enjoy that time too, but when I was your age I went out and explored. I hung out at the arcade and the mall. I went swimming. I tutored a boy a few years younger than me.”

“At least I’m not out getting into trouble.”

“It’s bad enough you’re going to live trapped in a complex,” John said, his voice gruff. “You shouldn’t be stuck in this twenty-by-twenty cube!”

“I’m not stuck, Dad. I just don’t like being around large groups of people, especially strangers. I’m not comfortable in crowds.” She took a deep breath, ready, for the first time, to tell them about the gift that haunted her. “I ...” She turned suddenly to face the door. “Ethan’s home.”

It was him. She’d know the feel of him anywhere, in any crowd. But today he felt different. You told him to go. You made him go. You can’t be mad, you can’t be. And she wasn’t, but she was having trouble keeping the bitter tears from stinging her eyes. She turned away as the door clicked and slid open. 

“I’ll see you in school on Monday,” he said.

A faint, female voice said, “Are you there already?”

“I just walked in.”

“Call me later.”

“If there’s time. Bye Kyra.”

“Bye Ethan.”

Shawna couldn’t sense Kyra at all, her power didn’t follow phone lines, but she could hear it in her voice. Kyra had a crush on Ethan. It didn’t matter that she had her back to him, she knew that. He’d know her thoughts no matter what. Desperate to keep her regret and bitterness a secret for a little longer she started thinking frantically about anything and everything else. 

Calm down. Just calm down. What did you bake today? Muffins. Apple muffins. Bran muffins. Carrot muffins. Zucchini muffins. Cookies. Chocolate chip cookies. Sugar cookies. A cake. Made dinner too. Stew and biscuits. Washed dishes. A lot of dishes. I hate dishes. My fingers look like prunes. Did he ... Muffins. Two dozen muffins ... It was harder than it looked. Her mind kept trying to stray to the thoughts she really wanted to think. She was so busy cleaning the kitchen and controlling her thoughts that she stopped following the conversation. When she was done her job she said, “I’ve got stuff to work on,” and retreated to her room. She put her headphones in and turned her music on. The lyrics gave her something to think about and she fell into bed, letting the music distract her and soothe her.

––––––––
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“BYE KYRA.”

“Bye Ethan.” 

Her face disappeared from the screen and he put the phone away in his pocket. When he looked up his mom and dad were staring at him. Shawna was busy finishing the dishes and didn’t look up. The door slid shut behind him and clicked as it locked. “Hi,” he said.

“How was the party?” his dad said.

“It was fun, but tiring.”

“Kyra is the birthday girl?” his mom said. She took a handful of utensils from the dish rack and put them away. It was meant to look casual, meant to make the conversation casual, but Ethan knew he was being interrogated. 

Play it up and make Mom happy? Or downplay the whole thing so she’ll stop harping? And Shawna, will she be happy that I had a good time? If I say it was awful will she feel guilty? Or is she jealous? He reached out for her mind but found a jumble of thoughts.

“Ethan?”

“Sorry. Yes. Kyra was the birthday girl.”

“Huh,” John said. “Well I’m off to the bowling alley. Big game tonight.” 

Ina bustled over and kissed his cheek. “Good luck dear.”

“I don’t need luck. I’ll be home late.”

“Of course dear.” 

He ruffled Ethan’s hair and grabbed his bag from beside the door. 

“I’ve got stuff to do,” Shawna said, drying off her hands. She disappeared. The door clicked and opened again and John was gone too, leaving Ethan alone with his mother.

“Do I get to meet this Kyra?” Ina said.

“Mom! We’re not dating.”

“When you were young I knew all your friends.”

“Then you probably met her at some point already. Actually, I think she goes to our church.”

“Ethan, I’d like to know that she’s not a bad influence, that’s all.”

“Okay, fine, I’m sorry. She’s fine, Mom, I promise. No smokes, no sneaking alcohol, good grades – everything you could ask for in a friend.”

“That’s a good to hear. Now tell me all about the party.”

“What’s there to tell? We went to the pool. We played tag. We went on the water slide. We had pizza for supper.” He hoped she wouldn’t realize that the ‘we’ at the pool encompassed more people that the ‘we’ at dinner. He didn’t need his mom getting any ideas about Kyra. 

“I’m glad you had fun. We baked today. A lot.”

“Well, that would make you happy. I guess we’re out of flour?”

“Completely, yes. And yes, we had fun.”

He tried to touch Shawna’s mind again but all he heard was the music she was listening to.

“You know, Shawna probably won’t say anything, she tried not to say anything to me, but this transition phase the two of you are in is hard on her.”

“Transition phase?”

“No longer doing everything together all the time. She tried to hide it but I think she’s feeling lonely, or something. I’m very happy you’ve made friends, I want you to spend time with them, but don’t forget Shawna.”

“I won’t. Hey, are you going to give me a cookie?”

“Oh fine, they’re in the cupboard, don’t make yourself sick.”

“Okay Mom, you’re the best.”

––––––––
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IT WAS QUITE A BIT later when someone knocked on Shawna’s door. Her father wasn’t home yet which meant he and his bowling team were either celebrating a win or drowning a loss. He was always home late on bowling nights. Her mother was nearby and radiated contentment. Ethan had been moving around the apartment, his emotions wavering between excitement, happiness, concern, distance, and determination. 

I wish I knew what he was thinking.

“You could open the door and let me in and I could tell you,” Ethan said from the other side of the door.

“Stay out of my head,” she said.

“You thought it pretty loud. Come on, I haven’t seen you all afternoon. Let me in.”

“Fine, come in.” She didn’t want to admit that she’d missed him, that she’d felt detached by his absence. Of course he probably already knew.

“Looks like you and mom had a busy day. The cookies were fantastic.”

“Sure.”

“We should go do something tomorrow.”

“Like what?”

He didn’t like snooping in his sister’s mind without permission, more than anyone else it felt like he was trespassing, but he desperately wanted to check on her. There was something troubling about her voice. She knew emotions, understood their nuances and variations. He needed something more than tone of voice to nail down how someone was feeling. “If we pool the last of our birthday money we should be able to buy a new game and maybe even go out for lunch.”

“I don’t feel like it.”

He sighed. “You’re mad at me.”

She didn’t reply.

“You forced me to go.”

Nothing. Anger tightened his chest, there was no hiding it from her.

“Tell me why you’re upset at least!” With most people he would have strained to keep the anger from his voice but since she already knew how he was feeling there was no point.

“I’m not mad at you.”

“Dammit! What do you want? You made me go today and I actually had fun. I even felt guilty about that. Did you want me to be miserable?”

Tears made her eyes too bright. “I want you to be happy!” she shouted. “You’re my brother, my twin, I want you to be happy.”

“Well I had a great time,” he said.

“Good.”

“Kyra and I had dinner together. Just us. And it was fun.”

“Good!”

“Good!” He stormed out and went down the hall to his own room. He kicked the bed frame twice before dropping onto his bed, arms crossed tight over his chest.

A few minutes later there was a knock at his door. “What?”

“It’s just your dad. I thought I heard some door slamming.”

“Sorry.” He got up and opened the door. “I didn’t know you were home.”

“Just got back.”

Ethan stepped back to let his father into the room. “What did you mean, ‘door slamming’?” The door slid shut and clicked as the latch caught, softly making his point.

“Use to be doors didn’t slide, they opened on hinges.” He held up his hands, fingertips touching, and swung one hand back and forth. Ethan nodded. “When you got mad at someone and stormed out you’d swing the door shut hard enough that it would slam against the frame. Or so I’ve been told.”

“So you heard us fighting?” he said, sounding contrite.

John nodded. “Not what I want to hear when I get home.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t say it to me, I’m not the one you hurt.”

His anger exploded again. “She hurt me! She’s pushing me away and I don’t know why. I thought I knew and I thought we’d settled it but then she forced me to go to the party.”

“You didn’t want to go?”

Ethan shrugged. It was so strange how the raw anger seemed to come and go so quickly as it warred with his other emotions. “Shawna wasn’t invited so I wasn’t going to go. That’s the way it always was, we both went or we both stayed home. But then she made it impossible for me not to go. And when I started to have fun I felt guilty. I wasn’t supposed to have fun without her. And somewhere along the way I forgot to feel guilty too.”

“You’re allowed to have fun, Ethan, even without Shawna.”

“I know, but then she was upset when I got home and I don’t know why. She wanted me to go, she can’t be mad at me for going or for having fun.”

“Son, I didn’t always understand why my mother did the things she did, or said some of the things she said. I fought with my sister endlessly. As for your mother, I still get in trouble for some mysterious reasons. I don’t understand women and Shawna isn’t a little girl anymore, she’s turning into a woman.”

“So you can’t help me?”

“You and Shawna are close, even for twins. It might be that the natural drifting apart that all siblings face is going to be a lot harder on the two of you.”

“I hope that’s not it.”

––––––––
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SHAWNA KNEW THE KNOCK at the door was her mother and she opened it right away. “Are you okay?” Ina said.

Shawna shook her head and retreated to her bed before the tears overwhelmed her again.

“You seemed fine this afternoon.”

Shawna shrugged but wouldn’t look at her mom.

“I’m worried about you, Shawna.”

“I’m fine.” It was an automatic response and a far cry from the truth. It also did nothing to ease the concern that pulsed off her mother. Shawna sighed. “Okay, I’m not fine, but I will be.”

Her mom sat down on the edge of the bed. “We thought you were maybe worried about the end of the year, about possibly being separated from Ethan permanently.”

“I was, that’s why I pushed him into going to that party. And then he actually went and he had fun. I mean, I didn’t want him to be miserable, it’s just proof of how different we are. Everyone thinks being twins means you’re identical in every way but we’re not. Sure we both have your eyes and Dad’s ears and the same narrow chin and the same ‘elegant’ nose, but we’re not the same! Ethan could be popular if he stopped spending so much time with me. Without him, I’m nothing.”

“That’s not true. You just haven’t found your niche yet. You’ll find something, a hobby or career or something, and everything will just click into place.”

“Or I’ll be socially ostracized my whole life and work at the store stocking shelves.”

“You’re being silly. Maybe something will come of your final exam, some hidden talent or interest.”

“Yeah, maybe.” She wasn’t convinced. 

“You’re too smart to spend your life stocking shelves. Just give it time.”
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Chapter 4
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When Shawna dragged herself to the kitchen the next morning Ethan was already at the table with his bowl of oatmeal. Shawna paused in the doorway, part of her ready to go back to her room. Then the microwave dinged.

“I heard you get up,” he said, “So I made you breakfast. It’s okay, I didn’t snoop.”

“Thanks.” She grabbed the bowl, topped it up with some soy milk, and grabbed a spoon. Sitting across from him she tried to form her thoughts into words, and more importantly, into an apology, while poking at her oatmeal.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I understand. I shouldn’t have yelled. I know you don’t like people yelling.”

Her smile was soft and grateful.

“Do you want to practice your control again today?”

“It’s pointless,” she said. “I’m not like you, my gift doesn’t work the same way, I’ll never control it.”

“You say never a lot. You have to try.”

“No, I don’t. I don’t need to fail at this, okay?”

“Shawna, please.”

She shook her head.

He sighed. “You’re giving up on a normal life.”

“I don’t have a normal life. I’ll never have a normal life.”

“Are you two fighting already?” John said, coming into the kitchen. “And I thought teens slept all day on the weekends.”

“How can I sleep when there are cookies to eat?” Ethan said with a wide grin.

“Those had better last a few days. Okay, I’m off. Remind your mom to pick up milk today. I’ll see you two at supper.” He grabbed the insulated lunch bag off the counter and a moment later the apartment door clicked shut behind him. 

“Did you call Kyra yesterday?”

“After I got home? No.”

“Are you going to call her today?”

“Are you jealous?”

“I’m your sister, not your girlfriend,” she snapped. “I was curious.”

“I was kidding. What’s your problem?”

“Nothing.”

“Fine. I’ll see you later.” He rinsed his bowl, tucked it in the dishwasher, and disappeared. 

Shawna finished her breakfast and retreated to her room. It didn’t take long for her to get bored. She was done her homework and the book she had on the go didn’t hold her interest. Most weekends she and Ethan played video games until their necks ached and they were nearly cross-eyed. Feeling resigned and a little nervous she crept from her room and down the hall. She could hear tires squealing and an upbeat soundtrack so she knew Ethan was racing. She stayed out of sight until she heard the victory jingle signal the end of the race and then she peered around the corner. 

“Want a second player?” she said.

“Sure, sign in.”

At first it was strange. They sat as far apart as the couch would allow and played in silence, their eyes on the screen. Then Ethan hit something just right and his car did a flip. 

“Did you see that?”

“I guess I win this one.”

“Just wait, your wreck is coming.”

When their mom returned from shopping she found them shoulder to shoulder jostling and taunting each other as the cars on the screen whipped around the track. She smiled, just watching them for a moment. Whatever’s wrong can’t be that bad. They’re strong and they’re too close to let an argument keep them apart for long.
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Chapter 5
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Things were back to normal between the twins, and they weren’t. Ethan avoided all mention of training and Shawna didn’t ask any questions about Kyra. Of course she didn’t really need to ask because Kyra had started eating lunch with them every day. 

Ethan tried to include Shawna in the conversation, asking her questions and inviting her opinions, but Kyra had little interest in Shawna and Shawna very quickly succumbed to her social anxiety and stopped talking. It hurt to see her sitting hunched over her lunch and it hurt that Kyra didn’t seem to notice. But he was reluctant to turn Kyra away.

I like talking to her, I like spending time with her. Dad said it was okay for us to be different. I’m allowed to have my own fun, my own life. I just wish Shawna didn’t have to suffer.

Classes were wrapping up and over the next several weeks they had more tests, homework, and exams. 

Ms. Rogers sent out their final test marks at the beginning of class. Shawna had an A but her pleasure and relief were drowned out by the reaction of her classmates: disappointment, relief, nervousness, smugness. Ethan barely reacted to his but Shawna was sure he had an A. Over the bubbling of conversation Ms. Rogers said, “If you didn’t get the mark you were hoping for, don’t worry, no one failed this class.”

The room was awash with relief, as if everyone had sighed at once. Shawna had never felt a collective emotion like that before and for a moment the chaos was replaced with a peace so deep she could imagine what it was like not to be gifted. And then the moment passed and the conflicting emotions returned, bombarding her from all sides. 

Ethan was focused completely on Ms. Rogers. Her mind was different today. Usually he sensed her mind wandering, a sign she was bored by her own lectures, or he read lists of dates and names and places. Today her thoughts were flighty, quick, so quick he couldn’t catch them all, he wasn’t sure she could either. The underlying idea was one of upheaval and raw nerves. 

“We only have a few days left so we need to cover some very important information. This week you’ll be finishing all of your classes. I have to have your marks into the system by next Tuesday. On Monday you begin you placement exam.”

That’s it, thought Ethan. The placement exams are making her nervous.

“The exams are done on computers in a different sector of the Complex. You will have a lot of multiple choice questions and some short and long answer questions. You’ll also have agree or disagree questions. The examine generally takes two to four days to complete.”

Kids groaned. “What are they testing us on?”

“Math, History, and some language skills. And they will ask a lot of questions about you. You cannot fail this test.”

“I could fail anything,” said a boy in the back corner.

“Some of the questions will seem silly or boring or pointless, but you have to answer them all and you have to be honest.”

As long as no one asks me if I can read minds I can be completely honest,” Ethan thought. What is it that’s making her nervous? What’s the upheaval? Wait. He raised his hand slowly.

After addressing a half-serious comment from a girl at the front of the room Ms. Rogers spotted his hand. “Yes Ethan.”

He lowered his hand just as slowly. “Why are we writing this exam?” he asked, his eyes locked with hers. 

So they can pick your futures for you. The thought rang out, clear as day and easy to pick out over the hum of the other minds in the room. 

Finally she said, “That’s a good question Ethan. As you all know, some of you will be transferred to other complexes. For the most part the list is already decided, but this exams helps the administration finalize the placements. If you show promise in a specific field of study they will send you to a complex where your talent will be of the most use. Now, we need to over exam protocol and we need to make plans for the ceremony in two weeks. Decorations, choosing a lucky individual to say a few words on behalf of your class, and so forth. There will be twelve classes in our sector and you’ll have your ceremony together and then there will be a dinner just for you thirty and your families. So, who wants to handle decorations? It means designing centre pieces, choosing colours, and going shopping with me one afternoon to pick up all the supplies.”

Hands went up and she wrote down the names. 

“Thank-you. Now everyone needs to pull out their tablets or phones and message me the name of one person, the one person in this class you’d like to see represent us at the ceremony. Go.”

Ethan picked Kyra because he knew she’d like being the centre of attention, especially in front of so many people.

“Okay, let’s take a count.” She called up a class list and the projector came on. As she went through the messages she put a mark next to each of the names. “If you got zero votes you’re off the hook. If you got only one, you’re also free.”

Ethan was surprised to see his name had stayed but he was even more surprised to see Shawna’s name on the list. 

“Text me your votes!”

In the second round Ethan and Kyra had four each and Shawna had five. The next round Ethan was out leaving Shawna with ten votes, Kyra with eight, and the leader, Kayden, with twelve. The next round had Shawna and Kayden tied at fourteen and Kyra down to two. Ethan knew one vote for Kyra was his and he could hear her mind fill with dark thoughts. He didn’t need to turn his gift towards Shawna to know she was panicking. 

“Last vote,” Ms. Rogers said.

Ethan expected the final count to come up sixteen-fourteen, letting Shawna off the hook. Instead it came up twenty-ten, for Shawna.

Shawna was out of her chair so fast she got tangled in her bag and nearly hit the floor. She bolted from the room, ignoring the applause and the laughter. 

Ethan’s hand shot up. “Can I check on her?”

Ms. Rogers nodded. He checked his pace, not wanting to reveal how worried he was by running after her. He tuned into her familiar thought pattern and used that to follow her to a reading nook in the school’s library. She was curled in a ball on the bench, sobbing. 

He sat down next to her. “Shawna.”

“How could this happen? I can’t do this. I can’t. Please. I won’t, I can’t.”

“We’ll just tell Ms. Rogers. I’m sure she’ll understand and she’ll let Kayden do the speech.”

“No, she won’t. When I didn’t get eliminated in the first round I messaged her my vote and a request to be pulled off the list. She messaged back that she couldn’t.”

“We’ll talk to her. We’ll ...” The bell rang and a moment later the halls filled with kids. “Let’s go get our stuff and ...” He stopped again, his eyes going distant. 

“Ethan? What is it?”

His eyes narrowed. “So that’s it.”

“What?”

“They were messaging each other. The two who nominated you started it and it spread around the class.”

“They told people to vote for me? So the votes don’t count now, right?”

“If we could prove it, maybe. Hold on. There she is.” He took Shawna’s hand. “If Kyra got one of those messages we could prove it and force a revote.”

They found Kyra at her locker talking to another girl in their class. The other girl smiled and said, “Congratulations Shawna.”

It didn’t take any special powers to see and hear the snide smugness in the words and her body language. “I’ll see you later Kyra.”

“Sure Maggie. Hey Ethan, what’s up?”

“Did you get one of those messages about voting for Shawna?”

She looked surprised. “Yeah.” She glanced at Shawna. “But I didn’t vote for her.”

“It’s okay. We want you to show Ms. Rogers so she’ll hold a revote tomorrow. You were in third, maybe you could win if Shawna’s out of the running.”

Her eyes lit up. “Do you think so?”

“I voted for you to the end. Please?”

“Okay. But I have to get home so we have to do this quickly.”

They hurried back to the classroom. Ms. Rogers was at the door, her hand on the light switches. “I was just getting ready to leave. I guess you two want your stuff. Are you okay Shawna?”

It was Ethan who answered. “The vote wasn’t fair. Someone sent a message around the class telling people to vote for Shawna.”

“I got one too,” Kyra said. She held out her phone.

‘Vote for Shawna. It’ll be funny to see that freak make a fool of herself.’

Ms. Rogers frowned. “Did you vote for Shawna?”

“No, I voted for me. And then Kayden.”

“I’m sorry, there’s no way to prove that anyone who voted for Shawna got one of these, or that they listened to them, or that they wouldn’t have voted for Shawna even without the messages. The results are what they are.”

Kyra nodded. “Okay, bye Ethan.”

“Thank-you Kyra.” When she was gone Ethan said, “Shawna doesn’t want to do this, doesn’t that count for anything?”

“I’m sorry Ethan, the results were already sent to the school sector office. I can’t change it now.”

“What if she can’t get up there?”

“I honestly don’t know. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.” She turned to Shawna. “I know you feel you can’t do this, Shawna, but look at it as a challenge. You’ve done class presentations before, just tackle this the same way. While the other kids are working on decorations and programs I’ll help you write your speech. It doesn’t have to be long. You’ll get through this.”

The reassurance and calm that radiated from her wasn’t enough to overwhelm the sheer panic Shawna felt but she nodded anyway.

“Great. I’ll see you two tomorrow.”

Shawna grabbed her tablet and shoved it in her bag, her hands shaking. All her thoughts had focused into a single image: her, standing at that podium, in front of hundreds of people, her speech forgotten, her body frozen, and everyone looking at her, whispering, pointing, laughing. Her panic was so deep, so complete, that she didn’t notice her brother’s anger until they were out of the classroom and halfway down the hallway. He stopped walking and slammed his fist into a locker door. The sound cut through her thoughts and she zeroed in on the burning that surrounded him until it spread to her too.

“Why are you angry? This has nothing to do with you? I’m the one they want to humiliate. I’m the one who will be stuck in that auditorium, overwhelmed by hundreds of emotions, until I freeze up and become the laughing stock of five sectors.”

“Do you think I want that to happen? I didn’t vote for you, Shawna. I tried to undo this. I don’t want them to torment you like this.”

“Well they do, they have for years, they always will. You’ll never change that.”

“You could! Learn to control your gift instead of letting it control you.”

“I can’t.”

“You can. I didn’t get it my first try either. I thought I was going to go crazy before I managed to get control. I had to fight, I had to practice. Why are you so quick to give up?”

“Hey, school’s over, take your fight somewhere else.”

Shawna and Ethan turned. Mr. Omand, the high school math teacher, was standing at his classroom door, a scowl on his dark features. “Go home already.”

“Yes sir,” Ethan said. He reached for Shawna but she’d already turned and started walking away. Curious, Ethan reached back with his mind but all he heard was Mr. Oman marking a test. How long was he listening? What did he hear? Would he know what we were really talking about? How could he? He probably thinks we’re crazy. That’ll make next year difficult for us but our secret is still safe. 

Her brother’s anger had dropped so quickly at Mr. Omand’s appearance that it left her feeling hollow and her own emotions didn’t filter back into the emptiness until they reached the end of the hall. She spent the rest of the walk home blanketed in her own despair.

––––––––
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THERE WAS A MESSAGE from Kyra on Ethan’s phone when he got home. ‘Did you really vote for me?’

‘Yes I did,’ he typed in reply.

‘Why?’ Her response was almost instantaneous. 

He typed, ‘I thought it would help launch your movie star career.’ He set the phone down, figuring another message would come any second, but instead the phone rang. He shook his head but he couldn’t help smiling as he answered.

––––––––
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THERE’S NO WAY OUT of this, Shawna thought. Ethan’s probably right. And I should probably apologize for yelling at him. She pushed away the math review she couldn’t focus on and went to Ethan’s room. She had her hand raised to knock when she heard him say, “No, I’ve listened to them before.” 

Listening a little harder she could hear a female voice. Her chest tightened and she turned away. I did this. I pushed him away and he went.
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Chapter 6
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Monday morning Ethan and Shawna left the apartment without their backpacks. They didn’t need anything for this exam. They went to level 17, a level neither of them had been to before. They met up with most of their class along the way and the usually boisterous group travelled in subdued silence to Sector 48.

A woman in a professional looking blouse and skirt was waiting for them in a lobby area. Behind her receptionists talked on phones at black and silver desks that stood out in stark contrast against the white walls.

She smiled. “Good morning. Please follow me. The receptionist will direct any late-comers to the conference room.”

The conference room was white, most of the complex was white, broken only by a black screen on one wall and an aluminum table in the centre. On the table was a tablet and a plastic bin. When they were all gathered around the table she started speaking again.

“My name is Judy. Your exam will begin shortly. You are not permitted to bring tablets or phones into the exam rooms. You will be served lunch in the exam room. You will each be asked different questions so it doesn’t matter if you talk to each other in the evenings. There is no way to fail this exam. I will take attendance, collect your electronic devices, and then you will be shown to your terminal.”

“How long do we have to be here?”

She turned her smile toward Kayden. “That’s a good question. You must stay until the end of the school day but you are permitted to stay up to one hour longer each day. If on the third or fourth day you complete the exam early you will be permitted to leave early. Are there any other questions? No? All right.” She picked up the tablet and began reading off names. When she reached the end of the list she pulled a pile of plastic bags from the seemingly empty bin on the table and handed them out. “Please place any and all electronic devices in your bag. Write your name on your bag and deposit the bag in the bin on the table.”

There was a lot of shuffling and pushing as they all tried to follow the directions at the same time. They followed Judy to a long hallway lined with numbered doors. “When I call your name please make your way to the lowest available door. Alexander, you’re in number one. Amanda, in two, and so on.”

Ethan was in five. He reached his door just as Judy called Kayden. An alarm sounded and everyone froze. Two men in security uniforms marched down the hall and stopped at room six where Fox stood nervously at the door.

“Please hand over all electronic devices.” The voice was gravelly and stern.

“I did. My phone’s in the bin.”

The man held out a gloved hand. “Please hand over all electronic devices.”

Fox’s shoulders slumped and he pulled a small phone from his back pocket. The security officer took the phone and they walked away.

“Does anyone else have any phones or tablets they would like to store for the day?” Judy said once the alarm stopped its awful wailing. When no one stepped forward she resumed the list with Kyra. Shawna was one of the last called. She didn’t have to walk as far down the narrow, intimidating hallway but she’d already felt the dread of each of her classmates before her made the journey.

The room was small, almost oppressively so. There was a desk and a chair with just enough space to walk completely around it. On the desk was a computer with headphones and a fresh sealed bottle of water. On the screen was a message: ‘Please sit, put on your headphones, and press ‘Enter’ to begin.’

Simple enough directions. Shawna pressed ‘Enter’ and the first question appeared on the screen. She answered math questions for hours. After a particularly long geometry problem the screen went dark. She stared at it for a moment before taking the headphones off. There was a knock at the door and a young woman hurried in. She set a covered tray on the desk and disappeared again.

Down the hall Ethan had just been given an identical tray. He lifted the lid to find a cheese sandwich, a small green-red apple, and a fresh bottle of water. He drained the last quarter of the first bottle and started on the food.

The morning had been easy for him, all history questions, mostly multiple choice. Some of the questions had included video clips from documentaries or the news, which explained why he needed the headphones. He was feeling relaxed, confident even. Out of curiosity he stretched his mind, expecting to encounter the semi-familiar minds of his classmates all clustered nearby, among them his sister, beyond them the office workers, if they were not gone for lunch.

Instead he felt nothing.

Panicked he pushed harder, searching for the beacon that was his sister. He was met with silence. What happened? Where is everyone?

The computer beeped and he jumped in his chair. His heart was racing. He reached for the fresh water bottle and saw his hand was shaking. He gulped down half the bottle. He turned to the screen and read the waiting message. ‘To resume your test please put on your headphones and press the ‘Enter’ key.’

I can’t leave for another three hours. I guess I have no choice. The test must go on. I’ll have to figure this out later. He dragged the water and sandwich over to the keyboard, leaving the apple core behind, put on the headphones, and pressed ‘Enter’. Another history question popped up, but this one was different. Instead of asking for a name of a date or an explanation it asked for his opinion.

‘In January, 2041, after five years underground, the temporary government was restructured to provide better long-term leadership. In your opinion, is the current government structure the most effective for your given situation? If not, explain an alternative system that would benefit your complex.’

Greed, fear, and hatred had sent them down the path to war. That was what Ethan had always been taught, what they’d all been taught. Their current government was one that strove for equality, accountability, and unity between the isolated complexes. Though divided by geography and isolated by the war on the surface they had to work together, all fifty complexes, if any of them were going to survive.

He took a deep breath and typed, ‘I believe our current government system is the most effective for our situation and any short comings are the fault of less-than-competent people in positions of power.’ He hit ‘Enter’ and the next question appeared.

Shawna’s mind was spinning after what felt like days of staring at algebra, geometry, and logic problems. She pressed ‘Enter’ hoping her answer was close to correct, dreading what the next question would ask of her.

Instead of a question a message appeared on the screen. ‘Congratulations. You have completed Day 1 of your exam. To continue writing for an additional hour press ‘Enter’ now. Please return to this room at 0800H tomorrow to resume your exam. Please remember that no electronic devices are permitted in the exam rooms.’

Shawna took the headphones off and stretched. She finished her water and placed the empty bottle on the tray with her lunch garbage. The cheese had been a treat, sliced thick and aged so it was strong. Real brick cheese was impossible to come by. Aside from feeling overwhelmed by information she felt relaxed. She went to the door and stepped out.

Most of the other doors were opening too. Her classmates poured into the hallway. After six and a half hours alone the noise of everyone talking and shouting was a little overwhelming. She waited for their emotions to wash over her but there was only her own – a mix of relief and nervous anticipation. She was staring after the crowd, bewildered, when Ethan walked up beside her.

“Do you think anyone stayed?” he said.

She shook her head.

“Let’s grab our phones and get home. I need to talk to you.”

He sounded more than serious. She glanced over at him and his face was grim. “Okay, I’m ready.”

They hung towards the back of the group, which normally would have been fine with Shawna but the shock had worn off and she was curious to experience a crowd without her gift crippling her.

She opened her mouth to suggest maybe talking to Kyra but Ethan looked smaller than usual, as if he had closed in on himself physically as well as mentally. She frowned and tried to read his emotions. The familiar warmth was gone. It dawned on her that this was not just sudden control over her gift but a complete silencing of it.

Is it happening to Ethan too? Is something wrong with us? Did our bodies heal our gifts somehow? How could it happen so suddenly?

Both of their parents were home when they arrived. “How did the exam go?” John said.

“I had six hours of math,” Shawna said. “By the end I was just guessing. Guess it’s a good thing you can’t fail it.”

“Is that what I have to look forward to tomorrow?” Ethan said. “I had history and political issues all day. What’s the point of all this?”

“To test your potential,” John said. “And to test for your interests. I remember they asked my opinion about a lot of things.”

“It’s only a few days,” Ina said. “But it’s important you do your best. It can change the course of your life.”

Ina had grown up in Complex 42 in the former state of Pennsylvania where, according to her, she’d never really fit in. She’d tell anyone who would listen about how that test had changed her life and led her to her one true love. The kids had heard it a hundred times. Before she could launch into the familiar story Ethan said, “Do they ever ask if we want to leave?”

“They didn’t ask me that,” John said. “Not out right.”

“So what do they ask?”

“They’ll ask you about family and they’ll ask you about politics and religion. They ask silly questions about colour and numbers and patterns and shapes. It makes no sense to me but I’ve been told that psychologists worked hard to make the test.”

“But why?” Shawna said. “Wouldn’t it be easier to randomly send us somewhere?”

“It might seem that way but what if they sent a future engineer to a greenhouse complex? They’d have to transport him a second time and running those drones is expensive and dangerous. Cargo is not so bad, cargo has secondary seals so if the drone seal goes most of the cargo is salvageable. Not so much with people. With people, if that seal blows mid-transport ...” he shook his head.

“That hasn’t happened, has it?” Shawna said, eyes wide.

He nodded. “Not often. Only two, no three, trains that I heard of. But other countries, or in the early days, who can say.”

“Enough of this talk,” Ina said. “I’ll make supper.”

“We’re going to study,” Ethan said. He grabbed Shawna’s hand and hurried with her to his bedroom. He turned on some music and started pacing. Shawna just settled on his bed and waited. “Did it happen to you too?”

She nodded.

“How can you be so damn calm about this?”

“I like it. Feeling other people’s emotions was always a pain. My gift wasn’t useful like yours. Don’t you like the quiet?”

“Sure, of course, that’s why I learned to control it in the first place. But now there’s no choice. I can’t hear anything even if I want to. It’s not like I went snooping for secrets, ever. I just let people’s thoughts come to me. I watched for trouble. I kept half an ear on the topic of conversation in nearby groups of teens. I watched for anyone thinking about us. I know who to approach and who to avoid. Now? Nothing. What do I say to people if I don’t know what they expect me to say?”

“You say what you want to say I guess.”

“What if it’s the wrong thing? What if ... what if they laugh at me?”

“The way they laugh at me?”

He looked away. “I don’t like how they treat you. I try to protect you. I’m still afraid of being treated like that. Is that so bad?”

“I don’t want to be laughed at, Ethan. I’ve been waiting years for this. I’m excited and no one can steal that from me. No one can smear their emotions over mine. I want to experience a normal life. Come with me. It could be fun.”

He shook his head.

“You’re supposed to be the brave one Ethan, you always have been. Come on, you talk to Kyra on the phone. Can you really sense her all the way from here?”

“No, but that’s different.”

“Why?”

“Kyra’s like you. She’s safe. I know her. I don’t need to read her to know what to say. I don’t read your mind very often.”

“Do you like her?” Shawna asked, her voice taking on a gentle quality.

Ethan looked at his sister, studied her. This was one of those times when he would have cheated, would have peaked. He couldn’t lie to her, not usually, her gift was too good at picking up on the guilt of the deception, but he’d know how to word the answer, or dodge the question completely, if the answer was going to hurt her. Now he had no idea what to say. He knew what the answer was, of course, but watching Shawna, with her wide worried eyes, he just couldn’t hurt her. Too many other people hurt her all the time.

“She’s leaving in a few weeks and I’m not, so it doesn’t matter what I think about her, but she’s a friend. I like talking to her.”

“If she was staying would that change things?”

“She’s not staying so that’s a pointless question.” He knew he sounded defensive and snappish and he didn’t care. He wanted Shawna to stop asking questions before he admitted something hurtful out loud.

Shawna frowned but changed subjects. “What do you think happened?”

“I don’t know. When was the last time you remember feeling other people’s emotions?”

“It was a mess going into the exam. Everyone was worried, scared even.”

“I heard some of that, people saying reassuring things to themselves, or reviewing facts. And then?”

“I walked in my exam room and put on the headphones and they were all sort of there, on the edges and at some point they weren’t. I don’t know.”

“Me too. I was too focused on the exam to try to contact people so I thought I just had it shut down tight. I tried to reach you at lunch and I couldn’t.”

“Was it the rooms?”

“Can’t be. We’re out of there and I still can’t read anyone.”

“Will it come back?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ethan, Shawna, supper is ready.” Ina’s voice cut through the music.

Ethan shut the music off. “We’re coming.”
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Chapter 7
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Shawna was dreaming. She knew it was a dream because there was grass everywhere. She’d only seen grass in photos and paintings, she didn’t know if grass existed outside of the greenhouses anymore. There was grass here though, stiff, unmoving, in a rainbow variety of greens and yellows. She looked up and there was nothing. No ceiling, no lights, no walls. Just light and blue and clear wide open space. She was alone. She’d had this dream before, it always left her dizzy, that much open nothingness. Where was the comfort and closeness of the tunnels? Where did it end? Did it ever end?

A buzzing invaded her dream. It wasn’t her alarm or her phone. It felt more like dream than reality. She’d felt it before and she rose from the dream to waking.

She opened her eyes in the dark of her room. The walls were insulated against the hums and clicks of the ventilation and heating systems. The buzzing from her dream persisted, an angry, irritating sound. She looked up at the ceiling. They didn’t often fight this late.

The realization that she could feel the couple upstairs fighting was slow to dawn on her but when it did she snuggled under her covers, strangely content for all the unrest above her.

She woke with her alarm and dressed quickly. Sure enough a few minutes later Ethan was knocking at her door.

“I’m up.”

He came in. “Is yours back?”

She nodded.

“Mine too. You cannot believe how empty that silence was.”

She thought back to her dream and shivered.

“We have to pay attention today. In case it happens again. It happened to both of us at the same time. It can’t be coincidence. We ...”

“Breakfast! Come on you two, you can’t be late today.”

––––––––
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THE ROOMS WERE EXACTLY as they had been the morning before. The computer was on with the same instructions on the screen. A water bottle waited by the keyboard, beading with condensation. Shawna hesitated in the doorway. She could feel her classmates around her and just down the hall was the beacon of determination that was her brother. The other doors were slamming. She was out of time.

As she moved to the computer she felt fear, nervousness, anxiety, dread, and the occasional thread of confidence. Some were calming down now that they had questions to focus on, others were getting worse.

Her computer beeped and she hurried to it, following the directions on the screen. While the first question loaded she reached for the water bottle, trying to ignore the way her hands shook. The bottle was cool in her hands. She broke the seal and took a long sip. She took a deep breath and looked at the first question. ‘Why did lengthy peace talks and economic negotiations fail to prevent the war?”

That’s a lot more interesting than math. She took another sip of water before setting the bottle down. Before she started typing she turned her attention to the noise that always filled her head. Everyone was still there, worrying and fretting. She set her fingers to the keyboard and began typing.

––––––––
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ETHAN DIDN’T HESITATE to enter his exam room or to close the door but he didn’t go straight to the computer. He made two slow circuits around the room, studying the walls and the desk. Everything was painted white. He could barely make out the cracks between the wall panels. There was no evidence anywhere that the room was being monitored. Except there are sensors in the door frame so we can’t bring phones in. He looked straight up. There was a vent meant to recirculate the air. There could be a camera up there. There could be a camera built into the computer. They’re watching us, they have to be. But that still doesn’t explain what happened to our abilities yesterday. There are security cameras everywhere and that’s never affected us.

The computer beeped and he sat down. He wanted to touch as little as possible. He had to put the headphones on since some of the questions had short videos. Still, he paused and examined the headphones first. He could feel something under the padding but whether they were sensors or just the necessary electronic components he didn’t know. He put them on and hit enter. He reached down the hall with his mind and found Shawna. So far so good.

After every second question he reached out and touched the edge of Shawna’s mind. She was busy. He picked up snippets of her answers, enough to know she was on the History portion of the exam while he slogged through the math questions. 

When his computer shut down for lunch he reached out again. Shawna was still there. This is so strange.

Lunch was spinach salad with croutons, carrots, and cucumbers, and a bottle of water. He sniffed it. The dressing smelled tangy. I’m out of ideas. It can’t be the food because my gift disappeared before lunch yesterday.

––––––––
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SHAWNA HAD BEEN SO caught up in the exam she’d forgotten her brother’s request to use her gift frequently. Only when she took her headphones off for lunch did she notice the blessed silence. It happened again. When? How? Did it happen to Ethan too? Ethan, can you hear me? It happened again.

––––––––
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ETHAN HEARD SHAWNA’S thought and set the water bottle down again. I heard you. It was pointless thinking in her direction, he’d tried so many times he’d lost count and she never heard him. His gift was a one way street. Shawna, I hear you. He couldn’t even send her the warmth and comfort that he desperately wanted her to feel. Frustration overwhelmed him until hot tears pricked his eyes. 

“It’s not fair! Something is wrong here.”

When the computer beeped he was still only halfway through his lunch. He wasn’t hungry anymore. He took the water bottle and sullenly returned to his exam. After every other question he checked on Shawna. The first time she was right where she was supposed to be, clear as a bell. The second it sounded distant, like she wasn’t sure what she was thinking, or like she’d moved across the complex. Given how numb he was beginning to feel, staring at numbers and variables, he wasn’t surprised that her mind felt cloudy. The third time her thoughts were smaller again. The fourth time he tried she was gone. He sat up straighter in his chair and focused. He searched for her. He searched for Kyra. He searched for any mind in the Complex and was met with silence.

How!? Where did they go? What’s happening to me? It was hard to pay attention after that. He wanted to find Shawna and his mind wandered. The silence bothered him. Even when he shut out the actual thoughts of other people he was always aware of them. 

Finally the computer dismissed him for the day. He pushed away from the desk and hurried to Shawna’s room, abandoning his half-finished water on the desk. They’d always been taught to be careful with their belongings and not waste food or drink. Life in the complexes was comfortable but the next shortage was a well-aimed bomb away. Today he didn’t care. The water was easily recycled after all.

Shawna saw him coming and saw the dark look on his face. Either he got every question wrong today or it happened to him too. As soon as he got close she said, “When did you notice?”

“After lunch. You were there at lunch time.”

“Better than me. I lost it mid-morning.”

“Let’s go home,” he practically growled. 

She nodded and followed him towards the lift.

Shawna was getting ready for bed when Ethan knocked and let himself in. “I didn’t say come in,” she said, smiling.

“You’re singing,” he said.

“Only in my head.”

“I know. Is yours back?”

“No. Maybe this time it’s gone for good.”

“What was different today? What did we do different from yesterday? What did I do different from you?”

“I don’t know Ethan. What do you think will happen tomorrow?”

“I don’t know, but stay alert.”
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Chapter 8
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Shawna sat by the computer the third morning. Her hands felt clammy and she wiped them on her pants. Her gift had come back sometime in the night and she could feel the anxiety from the rooms around her. She took a deep breath and put on the headphones. Her mouth was dry. She tried swallowing but it didn’t help. She reached for the water. Today would be the worst. No more academic questions. Now it was time for questions about her. 

I don’t know what to think. What if I disagree with someone important? What if I answer wrong? No one likes who I am. What if the test doesn’t like who I am either?

The first question was so easy she had to laugh. ‘What’s your favourite colour?’

‘Red,’ she typed without hesitation.

The computer proceeded to ask her favourite fruit (apples), her favourite vegetable (carrots), and her favourite dessert (apple pie). Feeling more relaxed she settled back in the chair. 

‘What’s the title of your favourite book?’

That required more thought. Finally she typed, ‘Anything with magic in it, I can’t pick.’

Then the questions switched from favourite things to ‘would you rather’ questions.

‘Cat or dog?’ That was hard, she’d never seen a real one.

‘Late nights or early mornings?’ That was easy, she hated mornings.

And so it went for an hour or more. Then came questions that had her imagine she had her own kids. How much video game time was appropriate? At what age? What about toy guns? At what age do they need a phone? By lunch she was bored. This is dumb! Who cares about smart phones? I wonder what’s for lunch.

After lunch the questions got more interesting and both Ethan and Shawna found themselves engrossed in the exam.

The instructions read: ‘Rate each of the following statements on a scale of one to five with one being strongly disagree/never, three being neutral/sometimes, and five being strongly agree/always.’

‘I make friends easily.’ Shawna answered ‘never’. Ethan paused. It was easy for him to befriend people but he didn’t have a lot of friends. He opted for a ‘neutral’ answer.

‘I have a vivid imagination.’ Both answered strongly agree. Their father’s stories made it fun to imagine life on the surface.

‘I worry about things.’ Ethan entered a ‘3’ for ‘sometimes’ but Shawna answered ‘always’. She took a deep breath and went on with the test.

‘I love large parties.’ They both answered no, but Shawna’s was a ‘one’ for never and Ethan’s was a ‘two’ for almost never.

‘I believe in the importance of art.’ Do video games count as art? Ethan wondered. He decided on a neutral answer. Shawna, however, answered with a ‘five’. Art to her was a visual representation of emotion. Art set her at peace, what little art she had access to anyways.

‘I get angry easily.’ Shawna entered another ‘five’ without hesitation. Ethan debated between and ‘three’ and a ‘four’ and finally decided on the ‘three’. 

‘I take charge.’ Shawna hit the ‘one’. Ethan thought, It’s easy for me to take charge, but I don’t often do it, before also entering a ‘one’.

‘I experience my emotions intensely.’ Another ‘five’ for Shawna and another ‘three’ for Ethan.

‘I often feel blue.’ They both answered with a ‘five’ this time, which would have surprised Shawna who thought Ethan would most likely put in a ‘three’ or even lower.

‘I like to keep busy.’

‘I prefer routines and schedules.’

‘I am easily intimidated.’

‘I love excitement and surprises.’

‘I like solving problems.’

‘I panic easily.’

‘I trust others.’

Some were easy.

‘Social gatherings exhaust me.’ They both answered high on this one.

Some were awkward.

‘I would never cheat on a test.’ Who is going to answer with a one on this one? Shawna thought, putting in the expected answer of ‘five’ while rolling her eyes.

‘I dislike being the centre of attention.’ I’d much rather be left alone, Ethan thought, entering a ‘four’. I bet Kyra entered a ‘one’ on this one. She loves attention.

And still more questions until Shawna and Ethan were having trouble focusing. They could hardly remember the questions that had come before anymore. They spent less time internally debating answers and just hit anything. 

‘I get chores done right away.’

‘I rush to finish my homework the night before it’s due.’

‘I like a wide variety of music.’

‘I fear the worst.’

‘I dislike myself.’

‘I am afraid of doing the wrong thing.’

‘I love to read challenging material.’

‘I keep my promises.’

‘I am comfortable in large groups.’

‘I give a lot of compliments.’

‘I value cooperation over competition.’

‘I seldom daydream.’

‘I answer emails promptly because I hate clutter in my inbox.’

‘I am nervous before big events.’

‘I misplace my belongings.’

‘When I am sad I seek the company of others.’

‘I am easily distracted.’

‘When I am angry I have little self-control.’

‘I talk back to my parents.’ Not if I want to live, Ethan thought. He entered a ‘one’ in response and pressed the enter key.

For a moment the screen stayed blank and then more text appeared on the screen.

‘Thank-you for participating in this test. Your answers are now being reviewed. Please report to the front to retrieve any electronic devices and have a nice day.’

“Am I done?” Ethan said to the empty room. He waited. The message on the computer didn’t change. He reached out with his gift but felt nothing but oppressive emptiness. He sighed. Whatever was happening to his gift was connected, somehow, to this test. He hadn’t figured it out yet and if the test was over he supposed he never would. He grabbed the water bottle from beside the keyboard and walked out. 

A few other kids were coming out of their test rooms or walking down the hallway or hanging around the main corridor waiting for friends. Ethan stepped out. He instinctively reached for the other minds around him before he remembered that his gift was gone yet again. He hesitated, hovering on the edge of the group, feeling completely cut off. A hand on his elbow made him jump.

Shawna was standing next to him, frowning. “Again?” she said.

He nodded.

“I guessed as much. You didn’t hear me calling you. And it’s not often I can sneak up on you.”

“Where’s Kyra?”

“She left a few minutes ago with a group of girls. You’re one of the last ones. You must have been doing some serious soul searching in there.”

His eyes were darting about the group from face to face. “I guess so.”

“Okay. Let’s go home. Come on.” Shawna tugged him in the direction of the lifts and he went along willingly, eager to get away from the chatter of his classmates.

They were alone in the lift. “What did you think of the exam today? I was really focused and I just flew through the questions.”

He shrugged. “I answered a lot with ‘three’.”

“That’s not such a bad thing, is it? Besides, like you said, you’re not on the list, so who really cares.”

“What about you? When did you notice yours was gone?”

“Oh, mine’s not gone.”

“What?”

“It’s not gone. That’s why I dragged you to the lift. You were panicking. I could feel it.”

He leaned against the lift wall. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Is that your water from the test room?” she said, pointing to his hand.

He lifted the mostly empty bottle and shook it. “Yeah, why?”

“There was water in the room each day, remember? I didn’t think anything of it. I drank a lot of water the last two days but I was so into the questions today that I didn’t touch mine.”

“You don’t think ...” The lift dinged and the door slid open. 

“Later,” she said. They stepped out into the crowded main corridor.

Their father was in his comfortable chair reading something on his tablet when they came in. He set it down. “How did the exam go?”

“Fine,” Ethan said.

“Good,” Shawna said.

“Just fine?” John said. “Are you still feeling nervous about it?”

“How could they know if we were telling the truth on any of those questions? Do I like parties? Do I worry about things? Who cares? What was the point of answering all those questions?”
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