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      This book is dedicated to God and my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. It’s also dedicated to my family and friends. Without you all, life wouldn’t be nearly as colorful.

      
        
        
        Jeremiah 29

        11 For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope. 

        12 Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will hear you. 

        13 You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart. 
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        First, thanks for picking up my book, I hope you enjoy it. Second, I’m an indie author. While I strive to make my books as error free as I can, and they are often edited more than once, I’m human, and I miss things. I always appreciate extra eyes, so if you see something I missed, please give me a shout. You can email me directly at Author@CBStonebooks.com. I promise if you’re nice, I’m nice. 😉

        Also, if you’re looking for a full reading list of my currently available books, you can find that here: CBStoneBooks.com/Reading-List
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      http://www.CBStoneBooks.com/Subscribe-for-Updates/
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      The world’s changed. I don’t know this because I witnessed the change, or even because I felt it. No. This is all I’ve ever known, but I know it’s changed because I see what’s left behind.

      Destruction.

      Jacob is striding ahead of me, his strong back broad and straight, his steps sure and true. I often imagine he’s balancing the world on those shoulders. His unruly blond hair is brushing past the nape of his neck, and I know his ice blue eyes are laser focused as he makes his way through the rubble. He’s quiet, as am I, every step stealthy because though we know there aren’t any people out here anymore, there are other things.

      Dangerous things. We pick our feet up as we walk and make sure not to kick any of the debris surrounding us on accident. I grimace, eyes scanning the ground looking for anything that might be of value. The pack I carry slung across my shoulder is light at the moment, but I’m hopeful we’ll be able to find something useful today.

      Ahead of me, Jacob stills. He lifts a hand, signaling me to stop, then drops to his knees, crouching. I immediately follow suit, making myself as small and insignificant as I can, so whatever he’s spotted, won’t spot me. After several slow, quiet moments, hearing nothing but the sound of my breath as it clouds the air in front of me, I shuffle closer to Jacob.

      “What is it?” I whisper in a voice quiet enough I don’t think it’ll carry beyond us.

      He inclines his head in the direction in front of us. I squint, eyes searching along the cold terrain for the threat spurring us to crouch down out of sight. At first, I don’t see much beyond the norm. There isn’t anything visible other than the ruins of the Old World city. Then I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. I didn’t notice it before, because its coloring matched the gray landscape around us, but now I see what has us stopped.

      “A cougar,” I mutter. The hairs on the nape of my neck rise and I suppress a shiver.

      The large animal’s gray fur looks mottled, missing patches here and there, striped by burns in others. It looks skinny, no doubt starving as are most things in the Old World. But I don’t need telling to know its teeth work just fine, regardless of its meager appearance.

      And its claws.

      We wait in silence, holding our breath and watching the mangy animal limp and sniff at the air. After a while, it finally decides it’s not going to find food or water in this area and lumbers off.

      We wait a few minutes more for it to disappear from view before we straighten back to full height. I shrug my shoulders as I do, trying to loosen muscles gone tight with nerves. I expel a puff of air, its smokey tendrils drifting off toward the sky like a lazy feather. “Guess it didn’t find anything good out here,” I mumble, then look over at Jacob, unable to hide the relief in my tone or my face. “We got lucky.”

      Jacob looks down at me, a small smile on his face. “Luck has nothing to do with it.” He winks.

      I roll my eyes and start moving, passing him before he takes the chance to start this conversation again. Maybe if I just ignore him, he'll get the hint and won’t start babbling on about fate and what not.

      “Don’t roll your eyes,” he chastises, his voice carrying with it a gentle laughing tone as he follows behind me. “It’s true.”

      Apparently, I am wrong about his babbling. I sigh. It doesn’t matter if I keep walking or not, he’s still going to bring it up.

      “Can’t we just keep moving?” I ask, my voice reflecting irritability as I try to derail the subject. But Jacob isn’t to be sidetracked.

      “We are moving,” he reminds me, laughter still coloring his voice.

      Which is true, we are, but that isn’t the point. I meant just moving, as in no talking to accompany it. I sigh again, the small crease indicating I’m cranky appearing between my brows. But Jacob is Jacob and he’ll keep instigating this conversation—no matter how dangerous it is—because it’s the type of man he is.

      That’s how much he... well, how important it is to him. I frown, a part of me proud he’s so firm in his beliefs, another part worried it will get him in trouble one day.

      “Think about it, Sinna,” he tells me, and I can hear the excitement in his voice. “What were we doing the first time we met?”

      I try not responding. Instead, I scan the area, looking for potential places that might hide things we can use or trade when we get home. It’s the main reason we’re out here anymore anyway, but it isn’t the first reason we came into the ruined city.

      “We were looking for a⁠—”

      “There!” I point ahead of us, not caring I just interrupted him. In the distance, maybe a mile away, there’s a long building, the space of several Old World houses, and it’s about the height of three of them piled on top of one another.

      Jacob looks, bright eyes filled with hope as they search. Too late, I realize how my exclamation must have sounded to him. Sure enough, when he spots the building, his shoulders slump a little in disappointment and he lets out a sigh.

      “—a church,” he finishes. “We were looking for a church.”

      I feel guilty for getting his hopes up. Although we go out mostly now to find Old World items we can trade, Jacob still can’t resist keeping an eye out for that fabled church.

      “There aren’t any left Jacob.” My voice is quiet as I rest a gentle hand on his arm. “They were all destroyed after the War.”

      He only nods. I know he still dares to hope one survived, even though he knows the truth. I’m convinced that’s why, out of everything the Elite has banned since the War, belief is most dangerous in their view.

      You’ll do crazy things for what you believe, even when you know what you’re doing is pointless.

      “Let’s go,” I tell him.

      In perfect sync, we start moving toward the large building. I’m not sure what it is—maybe a school or a prison perhaps. Those are the buildings we find most often, and most of the stuff inside them is deteriorated beyond any recognition or value. But every once in a while we we get lucky and find something good.

      Personally, I hope it’s a hospital we’re walking toward. Hospitals always hide the good stuff. Drugs, antibiotics, and other medical things most people back home don’t possess and can’t get. A hospital would be best case scenario in my book.

      “Maybe it’s a library,” Jacob muses out loud. His voice is still saddened, but he’s trying to stay lighthearted and act as we always do on our trips into the Old World.

      “A library,” I scoff. “What about a hospital? Hospitals always have the best stuff.” My words escape unthinkingly, echoing my thoughts of moments ago.

      Jacob just shrugs. “Depends on what you’re looking for I guess.”

      I roll my eyes at him again and we fall back into easy silence. Libraries are okay, I admit to myself. I’m not sure I’d ever let on to Jacob though. Books are rare and hard to get your hands on. The only people who can print them anymore is the Elite and most of those are so filled with propaganda (and are flat out boring, if I’m being honest), people just aren’t interested in reading any of them.

      But Old World books are a different breed altogether. They’re filled with adventure, romance, and most dangerous of all (at least according to the Elite), Old World history. There’s a market for such books, albeit a narrow one. First, only people who can and do read want them. That narrows down buyers considerably. Then you need to find people willing to take a risk they’ve gotten their hands on a banned book. The list given out by the Elite containing banned books you can’t read is so long no one’s real positive exactly what’s on it. And to top it all off, you have to find someone who isn’t going to turn you in if you sell them a book.

      I know a few people who fit the profile, but they can’t buy books often and are only on the look out for specific ones, so I don’t much like making book runs.

      Jacob’s looking for a specific book, too. That’s why he’s so interested in the libraries. The thing is, the book he’s looking for is definitely banned. It’s the only one on the list that everyone knows it’s illegal to have.

      Worse than illegal in fact. Having it could land you in Rehabilitation. Or worse.

      Secretly, I hope he never finds the book he’s looking for. I don’t tell him this, but in my heart I hope for it every time we leave the safety of home.

      Please don’t let him find it.

      I’ve been in the lead, but Jacob takes over as we head toward the entrance. I can’t help but feel slightly annoyed at him for putting himself ahead of me. It’s not a jealousy thing. I know it’s about protecting me, his going ahead, but it annoys me no end that he thinks I need protecting.

      Nevertheless, I follow him up concrete steps toward the set of double doors. Jacob pauses right outside them. There’s a couple windows looking into the building, but they’re narrow and dirty, covered in years’ worth of dirt and grime. Inside, it’s impossible to see a thing.

      Jacob glances at me and raises his eyebrows in question. “What do I think?,” he asks me silently.

      I hesitate.

      Being out in the ruins of the Old World is dangerous for a lot of reasons, but the most pressing one right now is we don’t know what’s inside that building. It could house another wild cat like the one we saw earlier, or could be filled with toxic mold, or be ripe with some other unexpected danger.

      When we get inside the building though, it isn’t what either of us thought it would be. It isn’t filled with poisons or dangerous predators—at least, from what we can tell—but it also isn’t quite as exciting as we’d hoped. Instead, it’s a school. For younger kids it looks like. At least that’s what I think, based on the rotted and molding smiley faces plastered on the walls.

      “So much for the hospital,” I mutter, my voice echoing through the long hallway, sounding eerie.

      Jacob shrugs and acts as though it doesn’t matter, but I can tell he’s disappointed, too. He was really hoping for a library. Or a church. I mentally sigh, my innate worry for him rising up again.

      “There might still be something good,” he says with a smile.

      I shake my head at him, amused. “Ever the optimist.”

      Together we walk down the hall, our steps cautious. Debris taking the form of everything from bricks to shoes to scraps of old, shredded clothing litters the ground. We’re treading lightly, because although it doesn’t look like anything is here, we know better than to assume there isn’t. I glance at the doors along either side of the hallway and cringe back, trying to put more distance between them and myself. There are large X’s on some of the them. Both Jacob and I avoid these automatically. There aren’t any history books that talk about the Old World and the Last War much, not in any detail at least, but we have been out here enough times we know exactly what’s behind those doors.

      And I have no desire to see it.

      “Must have been close to one of the bomb sites,” Jacob murmurs, as though afraid to wake the dead. Or maybe he’s just showing respect. “My dad used to say that when the population got exposed to toxins from the bombs, a lot of people suffered. Some decided it was better to just... go out quietly instead.”

      Jacob’s dad has been dead about as long as mine’s been missing. I don’t think they’d been friends or anything, but I think that if they’d gotten to know each other, they would have been. At home, neighbors didn’t like mixing, it was too risky. Anyone could be an Elite hiding out, just waiting to make their move. The only people you can trust are your family members.

      It was a fluke me and Jacob even became friends. And if I’d been older, like I am now, I don’t think it would have happened.

      I glance at him sideways, studying his strong profile as he stares at the X on one of the doors. I’m glad we met when we were kids... even if we can never agree on much of anything.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I mutter, not able to help myself, “Or this was a testing site, just like the Elite always say. How people used each other to test out new drugs, new weapons, not caring what happened to them.”

      Jacob looks back at me casting me a sharp glare. He has always hated the Elite—I do, too, if I’m being honest—and he’s not afraid to say it either. Contradicting something his dad said in favor of something the Elite say... well, if it wasn’t necessarily very nice of me, it was important to do. I lift my chin, my stubborn streak stirring to life as I glare back at him. He forgets sometimes we live in a world with specific rules and breaking them comes with dire consequences.

      Besides, the world we’re standing in right now is ruined. That’s kinda the point. If they hadn’t been awful, cruel people, why is their world obliterated, nothing more than X’s on the doors to mark where their people died?

      “Let’s keep going,” Jacob’s tone is gruff, revealing just a hint of anger, so I keep quiet as I follow him.

      When we decide the place is safe enough, we split up after finding a map on a wall. Jacob goes to the left toward the library (of course) and I go to the right, heading down the hall toward the nurses office.

      I don’t know if there will be anything there worth scavenging, but I figure it will still be my best bet. I pass at least ten doors with X’s on them, and knowing each one of them holds a room full of bodies elicits an involuntary shiver as I walk. I can’t help it, it just feels creepy. I know they’re nothing but bones, mostly, but sometimes, if the room was sealed up tight... that’s why we never check the rooms anymore. We go where we think there will be the best stuff, look around, and leave as quickly as we can.

      The nurse’s office is toward the back, near the big gymnasium that students used for physical activities.

      Sometimes I wonder what it would have been like to go to a school like this... and then I decide it must have been terrifying. All those other kids, none of whom you could trust, and a teacher at the front telling you what to think.

      I imagine it is a lot like Assembly. We have it every other day in the After World, usually, although less often as we get older. All of us, kids eighteen and under, gather in the courtyard in the middle of town and watch the large glass screen light up. Most of us can’t read, so when the scrolling words travel across the glass there’s a voice that accompanies it. It’s always a bland, toneless man’s voice. He lists off the three main rules that govern the After World.

      Don’t repeat mistakes of the Old World.

      Don’t seek love, don’t engage in war.

      And above all else, don’t Believe.

      There are other things after that, usually. An update on Rehabilitation camps, success stories and sometimes failed escape attempts. Occasionally we get news of political things, but politics are only for the Elite, so no one cares too much about those.

      Most of us are more worried about surviving.

      I reach the nurse’s office to find it’s mostly intact, only a few things obviously searched through. Some places look ransacked already when we get there, making me wonder if there are others who search the ruins like we do, or if people of the Old World were scavengers, too.

      Pulling my bag off my shoulder, I start throwing things that look promising into it. Most of them, I don’t know what they are or what they do, especially since most of the labels look deteriorated, but it doesn’t really matter. People will trade for it anyway.

      I stuff all of it in my bag, as much as I can fit, and I’m about to leave the room when I glance to my right and see something sitting on a desk. It’s covered in a thick layer of dust, but it still catches my eye. I can only make out the words healing and prayer, but that’s enough. My lips tighten, feeling a rush of gladness Jacob isn’t with me.

      I leave as quickly as I can and pretend I never saw the book at all. I meet up with Jacob further down the hall. He’s found some books too—picture books in fact, which are great, because people will be more inclined to buy them since they don’t need a lot of skill as far as reading goes.

      “What did you find?” Jacob asks as we head out.

      “Nothing,” I answer automatically, mind recalling an image of the book I left behind again and again. I remember the words written on it.

      Healing and prayer.

      Eyes grim, I repeat again as we step out of the building to head home, “Nothing.” Thankfully Jacob leaves it at that.
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        * * *

      

      Home is a line of stones that make a short wall that only comes up to about my waist. This wall acts as a border between the After World and the Old World, separating the ruins from our peaceful little town. I can remember asking my dad about it once.

      “Why is it such a short fence?” I was only eight and even then I could see right over top of it.

      My dad looked down at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners and his mouth quirking ever so slightly into a smile.  I remember he always called me Bean. “Because tall fences don’t keep people out like you’d expect Bean. Tall fences let you know they are afraid, which means you have all the power. But a short fence? Well, everyone knows you can get over a short fence easy... so why would you?”

      At eight, this was a pretty big concept for me to grasp. It wasn’t until much later I understood what my dad meant, almost a year after he went missing. I was ten. Standing there at the fence, I remembered our conversation.

      Everyone knows you can get over a short fence.

      And it’s then I realized what he meant. It made me so angry. It made me angry a mere short fence could keep me contained within its walls. And why? Because no one even realized they wanted to leave and go beyond it. No one even realized it was a cage. I hoisted myself on top of it, swung my legs over, and hopped onto the other side, just because I could. I didn’t feel any different though, so I took another step. And then another. And another. Soon, the wall was only a small line in the distance and I could see the ruins of the Old World rising high into the clouds.

      It scared me some, being only ten, and I thought about turning around to go home, but then I saw the little boy in the distance. He was ahead of me, but not far. Where had he come from? I wondered. And not knowing why, I ran toward him as fast as I could, worried if I didn’t, he might disappear completely.

      The boy must have heard me because he turned around as I got closer and I remember he sort of gaped at me a little, a hint of surprise on his face. He looked a couple years older than me, with shaggy blonde hair and piercing blue eyes.

      I stopped several feet from him and we both stared at each other, wide-eyed. It was the boy who offered his hand to me first.

      “My name’s Jacob.”

      I shook his hand that day and we’ve been fast friends ever since. I smile inwardly at that part of the memory. My meeting Jacob that day was one of my favorites in a tragically meager supply of good ones.

      Our packs slung across our shoulders, we reach the town border and hop over the fence, heading back into the territory of Elite Sector Five. That’s our “official” town name. Not the most original in my view, and I sometimes wonder why no one ever came up with something more creative.

      The Elite, when they took over after the war, basically carved up the country, sometimes based on old boundary lines, usually based on new ones. Of the three different Elite groups—the Soldiers, the Politicals, and the Scientists—each group got about five territorial spaces. Scientists got more, but only because they claimed several of the deteriorated Old World sites to use as testing grounds. No one lives there anyway, so the other groups agreed to it.

      We belong to the Soldiers, but they don’t do much with us. Sometimes they come through and ask for volunteers to join the ranks of their army, but it doesn’t happen a lot and when it does, they tend to take the younger people. I’m guessing it’s because soldiers work a lot better when they’re still relatively healthy.

      I’ve always thought it kind of contradictory we have an army and soldiers while one of the Elite’s main big rules is to forgo war. I know better than to ask about it of course, and even if I did, I’m sure they would just tell me there’s no harm in being cautious. Jacob finds the irony amusing though, and I’m inclined to agree.

      Official town name aside, most of us who live here just call it the Gate. I don’t know where we picked up that name, but Jacob says it’s because we’re right at the very edge of the After World. I think people just got tired of calling it Elite Sector Five. Kind of a mouthful.

      “I think we did pretty well today,” Jacob says quietly as we head toward the courtyard in the middle of town. “I think we’ve got some things people will truly like.”

      He glances into his bag as we walk, examining several books he decided were in good enough condition to take with us. When I notice what he’s doing, I grab at his bag to close it, eyes darting to and fro, nerves frayed, to see if anyone is watching.

      Of course, no one is. In fact, there isn’t a soul in sight. Thankfully. I squeeze my eyes shut briefly, trying hard not to be aggravated with his bent for putting himself at risk.

      “Hey,” Jacob objects. “I was just looking.” All the same, he leaves his bag closed and refrains from digging around in it, if only to keep me satisfied. My steps slow as I realize all of a sudden just how empty the town is.

      “Jacob?” I say quietly, stopping and looking around at the mostly deserted area. There are small buildings that serve as homes, a couple of places that act as warehouses for incoming and outgoing goods, and a few others that are diners and health centers.

      All but one of the health centers have closed signs displayed on the doors. I am hoping to sell some of my haul to the one that remains, because I know they need it, but I also know they won’t pay the best price. Which is why I’ll save some of the stuff for the higher bidders later.

      “What is it?” Jacob asks, noticing me looking around and slowing to a stop too.

      The sidewalks are completely empty, as are the roads. The roads are never driven by vehicles, except on rare occasions when the Elite come to town with their large trucks, so people use them to walk just as much as the sidewalks. Right now though, there is no one walking or driving.

      “Where is everyone?”

      It isn’t until I say it that he starts noticing it too. I can see him looking around, a frown forming on his face. We both turn opposite directions, eyes scanning the empty sidewalks and roadways.

      I hear him say “I don’t know,” just as we come full circle.

      Our eyes must see the tracks in the snow on the pavement at the exact same time, because when we glance back up and look at each other, the words come out in unison:

      “Selection.”
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      I hitch my pack up and start running as soon as the words are out of our mouths. Jacob is a fraction of a second ahead of me. If we get called for Selection and we’re not there, we’ll be in more trouble than either of us want to deal with. That’s the worst of it for me. For Jacob, the stakes are a heck of a lot higher.

      I run until my legs ache and my lungs burn despite the frigid cold air, both Jacob and I desperate to get to the courtyard in the middle of the Gate before Selection happens. In the distance, I can see it. As soon as I do, I know we’re right. There’s a huge crowd in the courtyard and if I had to guess, most, if not all of the town has convened.

      Everything is quiet as we reach the edge of the crowd. I skid to an unsteady stop just before entering it, but Jacob is ready to dive forward. I leap and grab his arm to stop him.

      “Wait!” I hiss.

      He shakes off my grasp, but nods and doesn’t run forward. He’s breathing hard, we both are, and sweating despite the cold. “I have to find her,” he manages to get out between deep breaths, blue gaze locking with mine, now dark with worry.

      I nod, understanding immediately. “I know, but we can’t just dive into a quiet crowd like that. We’ll attract too much attention.”

      He knows I’m right and I know he doesn’t like it, but it is what it is. Biting my lip, both our gazes turn back to the crowd, and sure enough, mine immediately pick out the handful of guards in rotation. They aren’t efficient enough—or maybe they just don’t care enough—to tally up who is and isn’t here prior to Selection, so they just post guards to watch for stragglers sneaking in, or people who try to break out of the crowd early.

      Both types of course, automatically get taken during Selection. I haven’t been taken during a Selection for a while, almost a year now, but some people get taken every single time. It all depends on the type of life you lead.

      “We need to get in there,” Jacob says to me in a hushed voice, pressing close against me with his breath right at my ear so only I will hear.

      A shiver makes its way down my body, but I shake it off. Now is not the time to deal with stupid things like that. I shift my feet, body thrumming with impatience.

      “We will,” I whisper, just as quiet. “Wait for that guard to pass, and we’ll slide in between that woman with the brown coat and the man with the holes in his hat.” I discreetly point with my chin so he can see who I’m talking about.

      There is a lot of space between the two, maybe enough for two people to make it in unnoticed. I hope so, anyway. Jacob finds who I’m talking about with his eyes, judging the distance, then nods.

      “Alright,” he says back.

      I watch the guard as he moves around the yard, checking to make sure no one is dipping out early. Thankfully, it means he’s not looking too hard at the people trying to get in. When he rounds the next corner, I not so gently nudge Jacob with my elbow and we make a run for it.

      Moving as quiet as we can, we dash into the yard, squeezing between brown coat woman and holey hat man.

      The woman gives each of us in turn the dirtiest look ever, while holey man pointedly refuses to acknowledge our existence. Both are just forms of self-preservation, so I don’t take it too hard. I know it’s hard to trust people around here and were our roles reversed, I certainly wouldn’t trust us either.

      I just hope that’s as far as things go. The last thing either of us need is a tattler.

      It appears we’re all settled though and in the clear. Just in time, too, because the guard has come around again on a pass right by us. We wait, patient and quiet, before beginning to push through the people again.

      The crowd is thick, but there are several pathways that come and go. These pathways are for the Selectors to walk so they can search for specific people. Townsfolk tend to be fanatical about avoiding them. Even though it’d be much more simple to cut through the throng by using them, no one is ever exactly keen to make their way down one. It’s kind of like waving your hands in the air begging Selectors to come over and talk to you. Instead, Jacob and I try to shove gently through the crowd, not enough to make huge ripples, but enough for us to get through them. We try to stay together, but there are a lot of people. As I follow behind, several people start to get between me and him. I shove around them, trying to keep up, but before I know it, I’ve already lost him in the crowd. I sigh, stopping for a minute to look around, trying to peer around the shoulders of those in front of me.

      As I search around trying to land eyes on Jacob, I hear the Elite speaking overhead. It’s only the big screen, saying the same thing it always says about the three rules upon which our society is built. The Elite who are actually here are in the crowd combing through the denizens gathered, targeting certain people, kids mostly, to take during Selection and send to Trial. Most of it, I tune out, still focused on finding Jacob. There isn’t anything new about it I haven’t experienced many times before.

      It isn’t until the crowd parts several people away from me that I pay attention to what’s going on again. One of the Elite is eyeballing the crowd and Selects a young girl with blonde hair. For a moment, I panic, an image of Samantha Moore, Jacob’s little sister popping into my head. But then the girl turns around and I can see her face.

      It’s not her.

      I let out a breath, relief pouring through me, but it may be too soon. I finally spot Jacob again, just in time to see him break free of the crowd and leap in the direction of the young girl, sheer panic on his face. My mouth opens on a small gasp, fear clenching in my belly. I know the same thought is crossing his mind as what crossed mine, that she was definitely little Samantha being Selected for Trial.

      I  freeze, wanting to yell out to him that it isn’t her, to not do anything stupid, but it’s too late. I squeeze my eyes shut hard, before opening them again, futilely hoping I’m dreaming. No, not a dream. Jacob’s already there, yanking her away from the Elite who has chosen her. When he pulls her away, I can see him freeze. He’s seen her face now, too, and realizes who she is. Slowly, he releases the girl and straightens up. The Selector stares at him suspiciously. I’m almost vibrating as I watch, lifting a hand to my mouth and biting down on one knuckle, hard.

      “What’s your name?” I hear the man ask.

      I wish fervently Jacob will lie, but I know he won’t.

      “Jacob Moore,” he answers after only a moment’s hesitation.

      “And what is your connection to this little girl?” The man continues, gesturing to the girl. “She has been Selected for Trials... and it appears you were attempting to stop that.”

      The accusation stings even from where I stand. The space surrounding the Elite and Jacob expands, no one wanting to stand next to either of the men everyone’s attention is now riveted to.

      Jacob’s eyes never waver from the man. “I wasn’t. I only thought she was someone I knew. I wanted to wish her...”

      Don’t say luck, don’t say luck, I think urgently. Luck is almost as bad as superstition and superstition is just a hop skip and a jump away from religion and Believing.

      “... a safe trip and tell her I would see her when she returned,” Jacob continues, his words smooth and without falter.

      I heave a relieved sigh when he finishes, feeling a faint tickle of admiration for his quick thinking under pressure. Surely they wouldn’t find anything wrong with that statement, right? Unless, of course, they just didn’t believe it. Clenching my hands into fists at my sides, I wait, watching.

      The man continues to scrutinize Jacob for several more tense moments, then gives him a frosty smile. “I see. Very well Jacob Moore. Now, if you’ll step aside and allow me to continue?”

      Jacob obliges, sidestepping so the man can pass him, while dragging the little girl along behind him. It took a while, but eventually the crowd came back together, allowing Jacob and I to finally reunite without arousing any suspicions.

      I feel faint with relief, and then start shaking with anger. “What were you thinking?” I demand, eyes hot and flashing as they lock with Jacob’s.

      He shoves his hands into his pockets, jaw tight. He shrugs. “You saw her. She looked just like Sammy.”

      I run a frustrated hand through my light brown hair, shoving a lock out of my eyes. “I know who she looked like, but stealing her away from a Selector wasn’t going to do her any favors you know. It’ll only make them look at her—and you—closer.”

      He lets out a sigh, shoulders slumping. “I know,” he mumbles, tiredness oozing from his tone. “But I couldn’t just let them... there’s no way she could pass Trial.”

      A man to our right gives us a curious look, as if maybe he’s been listening to our conversation this whole time. It makes me nervous so I nudge Jacob.

      “This isn’t the place to be talking about this.”

      I see him out of the corner of my eye nod in agreement. “I know. We’ll talk later.”

      I want to shake my head and yell at him some more, maybe even shake him, but the man looking at us has me spooked. Jacob has already had enough attention for the day, I definitely don’t want to attract more. I clench my jaw, feeling mutinous, but keeping my mouth shut.
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      It’s been a month since the last Selection. The people taken for Trials, kids mostly, have already come back. Everyone passed this time, which is good, but I still worry about that day in the courtyard. Jacob got a lot of attention and even though he’s already eighteen, it’s not beyond the realm of impossible for him be Selected for Trials again. I just know he wouldn’t pass Trials if he was Selected again. He just wouldn’t. He’s not that good of a liar.

      He’s mostly worried about Samantha though, while I worry more about him. Kids are adaptable and I’m fairly certain Samantha would be okay. She might be retaught, but Sammy is only nine. Things would go a lot easier for her if she were sent to Rehabilitation than they would for Jacob. She would learn pretty quickly to forget everything he taught her.

      But Jacob? I just don’t think he’s capable of forgetting God. And if I’m being 100% honest, I’m not sure I’d even want him to. It’d change who he is too much. He wouldn’t be “my” Jacob any longer if his beliefs were eradicated. Even if I do think his stubbornness puts him in unnecessary danger.

      I grimace inwardly, shoving thoughts of Jacob’s crazy stubbornness aside. He drives me nuts sometimes with how stubborn he is, so I find it best not to dwell on it much.

      We’re out scavenging again today. It’s early in the morning, and there’s a low mist hanging in the air, so it’s damp and cold. Winter’s in full swing now and makes everything a lot harder. In a few more weeks, we won’t even be able to go out into the Old World city, there will be so much snow.

      The little wall surrounding the Gate will wind up completely covered and even if we managed to make the hike to the Old World city successfully, we’d have a hard time finding our way back out again. When snow comes down hard like that, everything looks the same. Makes it super easy to get lost, and lost around here usually means you wind up dead.

      Jacob has been strangely quiet all morning. We move mostly in silence, our movements easy and practically in tandem. We’re just so used to working together it’s like we’re one person sometimes. But today, whenever I look over at him, he’s got a frown on his face. That’s uncharacteristic of him. He’s always the upbeat one, the ever hopeful one. I’m always the pessimist. Or realist as I prefer to call it. It worries me he’s so stoic this morning though.

      Our boots press through the soft new snow, creating firm indents with each step, the crunching and squeaking the only sounds to be heard out here. I keep trying to think of something to say to him, feeling a need to engage, to wake up the regular old Jacob, “my” Jacob, but I can’t think of anything. When we’ve made it about a mile outside of the Gate, he stops.

      After only a couple of paces, I realize he’s not walking with me anymore. Stopping too, I turn back to look at him quizzically.

      “Jacob?” I ask, hesitant. He’s been so weird all morning.

      He stares at me for a long moment. There’s something in his eyes, a flicker of something important, but I can’t read it, can’t decipher what it means.

      “We’ve been friends a long time, right Sinna?” he asks finally, his voice low.

      I wrinkle my brow, wondering where he’s going with this. “Yeah, of course,” I answer without hesitation. “We’ve been friends for years now.” I take a step back toward him, watching his familiar face as some unknown emotion flickers across it, and my brow creases even more.

      He nods, clearly mulling over something hard in his head. “And you trust me, right?”

      Trust? Did I trust Jacob? Yes, of course I did. There isn’t a lot of trust between denizens of the Gate, but Jacob and I share a special connection. We understand each other and instinctively we both know we would never betray one another. “Yes,” I answer after a moment. “Jacob, what’s this all about exactly?”

      “I—” he starts, but something makes him stop. He looks around, eyes restless as they roam the woods around us, his brow now creasing too, except his is creasing with worry, not confusion.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      He steps closer to me, and puts his fingertips to my lips to quiet me. His fingers are warm, despite the coldness of the day and I can feel his touch spark a tingling sensation against my lips. Rosy warmth rushes my cheeks and I fall silent immediately.

      After a moment where both of us stand there in silence, in utter stillness, he finally pulls his hand back, index finger grazing along my lip caressingly before falling away, and shakes his head. My breath hitches, I’m still struck by the tender touch.

      “Not here,” he murmurs. His blue eyes search out my amber ones, alight with something I can’t quite name, and holds them. “Will you meet me tonight?”

      Without even thinking, I nod my head. His blue eyes are deep and dark, not like the dreary gray of winter around us, but more like a vivid summer’s sky. Warm, inviting. They’ve always managed to captivate me, even when nothing else could.

      “The Gravestones,” he whispers, so quiet I can barely hear him. “Midnight.”

      I find myself unconsciously leaning forward to hear him better.

      Jacob’s lips tilt in a slight smile. Almost absently, he reaches out and pushes back a strand of sandy brown hair from my face. “We don’t need to be out today,” he tells me.

      What?

      The strangeness of what he says startles me out of the hypnotic haze his eyes seemed to draw me into, and I take a step back. The small smile on his face drops as does his hand.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask. “We’re not going to get many more chances out here before the snow gets bad. We need to find as much as we can now⁠—”

      He just gives a firm shake of his head and starts walking backwards. “We don’t need to be out today,” he says again, just as cryptic as the first time. He turns away and begins to head back toward the Gate.

      I stand staring after him a long moment, my expression incredulous. What is wrong with him today. I want him to tell me, but know I won’t ask him. Mostly, because I think he won’t answer. I frown, hoping instead he’ll explain tonight, when we meet at the Gravestones, but the hope doesn’t make me feel any better.

      I glance over my shoulder at the towering ruins of the Old World. Part of me wants to go plowing on anyway, despite what he says. Or maybe because of it. I don’t like being told what I can and can’t do, especially from Jacob. We get enough of that from the Elite.

      Ultimately, I just sigh and shake my head. There’s no point in going out alone, it’s too dangerous. I spin around and start walking back fast, catching up to Jacob as quick as I can.

      I’ll get answers tonight, I promise myself. My eyes spark, my own stubbornness rearing its resolute head. Definitely tonight.
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      Later, after darkness falls, I hurriedly dress as warm as I can. Home is a long house with two floors, each lined with beds that have only a few feet between them. It’s a Girl’s Home, a place for all the girls who don’t have parents anymore. I ended up here after my dad went missing and my mother died in the madhouse down the street.

      There are maybe twenty of us here in the older dormitories, ten on each floor. There’s two other wings of the building, one for the younger girls and one for the babies and nursemaids who take care of them.

      The girls are all asleep tonight, as far as I can tell, and I’m grateful. Getting dressed warm enough to go outside in the middle of the night would be kind of hard to explain, and frankly, I don’t trust any of these girls not to say anything to the Matron.

      The Matron watches us and runs the Girl’s Home. She’s not all that interested in us for the most part, but she’s a stickler for rules. If any of us get caught breaking them, it’s an immediate report and Selection for Trials.

      I’m not worried about passing Trials though. I haven’t failed yet. Still, that doesn’t mean I want to deal with them. Besides, even if I pass Trials, there would still be repercussions for breaking the rules.

      Thoughts of this are enough to make me extra quiet as I get dressed tonight.

      I curl a thick gray scarf around my neck twice and grab the wool cap I wear when it starts to get especially cold. I pull it over my hair, giving it a firm tug and glance around once more to make sure no one’s awake. The coast looks clear, so I snag my boots in hand and carry them as I tiptoe toward the door.

      It’s not until I’ve nearly made it to the door that I see movement out of the corner of my eye. It startles me enough I drop my boots and curse under my breath as they hit the floor with a dull thunk.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and freeze, waiting. I don’t hear anything, so I open them and glance around the dark room. None of the girls seem to have woken up... except for one girl is sitting up in the corner bed nearest the door. It’s Miriam, a small girl with ash blonde hair and wool gray eyes. She’s staring at me in the darkness.

      “Sinna?” she asks, her voice quiet, head tilting to the side as she studies me.

      “Shhh!” I hush instantly, looking around to see if anyone else has woken up. No one has, so I put a finger up against my lip to let Miriam know I need her to remain quiet.

      She looks around, realizing all the other girls are asleep. Lowering her voice to a barely audible whisper, she asks me, “Where are you going?”

      I purse my lips, cursing myself for not making it out of there before someone noticed. I debate the pros and cons of telling her a lie versus telling her the truth. If it had been one of the other girls, someone like Jezebel, I wouldn’t even hesitate. Automatically, I would lie.

      These girls have all been here so long they wouldn’t know something like trust or community if it was right in front of their faces. But Miriam is different. She had only just arrived at the Girl’s Home a few months ago after her mother had been taken away for Trials.

      She still held hope her mother would come back for her and I didn’t have the heart to tell her otherwise.

      It’s probably stupid. In fact, I know it’s stupid, but I decide to tell her the truth.

      “I’m going to the Gravestones,” I whisper.

      She studies my face. “Why? It’s nearly midnight.” Her eyes dart to the window across the room. It’s been covered by a thick wool blanket in an ineffectual attempt to keep out the cold of winter. “Plus it’s got to be freezing outside. Can’t this wait until morning?”

      I shake my head. “No. I’ve got to meet...” I hesitate. I don’t know why, I don’t think Miriam will tell anyone about tonight, but still. It doesn’t mean I want to go tossing names around. Especially Jacob’s. He’s starting to get a reputation and it’s definitely not a good thing. “... someone,” I finish lamely.

      She stares at me a moment longer, then shakes her head. Curling herself back into her covers, she lays down. As I start to leave again, she says, “Take the front door. The Matron always guards the back one this late.”

      Surprised she knows things like that and grateful she doesn’t appear interested in turning me in, I rush out of the room as quick and quiet as I can. When I’m down the hall and down the stairs, I finally put my boots on, lacing them tight.

      I hesitate when I reach the front door. Now that I’m here, I realize how risky it is to trust Miriam’s advice. She could be trying to set me up, wanting me to get caught. But then, why not just sound the alarm before I even left the room? And how would she of all the girls here know anything about the Matron’s patrols?

      Glancing down at the watch I’ve tied around my wrist, I decide to risk it. It’s creeping up on midnight and I need to get across town to the Gravestones before Jacob decides I’m not coming.

      Taking a deep breath, I open the front door slowly, wincing each time it creaks and groans. A frigid blast of air hits me as the door cracks open further, eliciting a strangled gasp, goosebumps popping up along my flesh. Steeling myself as best I can, I dive out into the cold night, carefully shutting the door behind me.

      Miriam was right, it’s freezing outside. At least it’s still. That single blast of cold air through the door seems to be the only wind out tonight and for that I’m grateful.

      With a final glance behind me to make sure no one’s watching, I tramp off into the snow and darkness of night. The snow’s deep, nearly up to my knees. There must have been a storm tonight while we were all sleeping. I’m glad it hit before I started for the Gravestones, but the fresh snow makes it slow going.

      The courtyard, where Selection is held, is only a few blocks from here. I know the way so well I don’t worry about getting lost. I travel the distance quickly despite the snow. All the while, I can’t keep my mind from wondering what the heck is going on.

      Why does Jacob want to meet at midnight? It’s risky to go to the ruins, but not this risky. No one expects people to run off into the destruction of the Old World—why would they? But there are patrols to keep watch for people at night here in the Gate. I’ve been lucky enough not to see any and I think most of them no doubt are shacked up in their guard huts, huddled around a coal fire to keep warm instead of out looking for the unlikely wanderer. Even so, this is more danger than either of us have put ourselves in before.

      Why would he risk it?

      I continue to ponder as I plow on, the effort of getting through the deep snow at least helping to keep me warm. I reach the courtyard in record time. Although the official use is for the Selection process, the courtyard also serves as our market place. Since it’s winter, there aren’t all that many people who set up booths right now, since the smart thing to do is stay inside out of the cold, and most have already stocked up for the hardest months. Even so, I know come morning several people will still set up their little booths and try to sell what they can before people stop going out altogether.

      It’s because they can’t afford to stay inside, I know, but then not many of us can. Even stockpiling for winter isn’t a guarantee.

      I stomp through the snow, my boots completely buried in it as I walk half a block past the courtyard. Staring out into the darkness, I can just make out the sharp points of the black gates and the spindly dead trees that mark the Gravestones.

      After a few more long, cold minutes of walking, I finally reach my destination. In front of me a long row of black iron gates rise up in stark contrast to the powder white surrounding them. The iron is rusted now but they’ve been here since before the After World.

      My dad used to tell me stories about why the gates were here, why they were important. I did myself the favor of pushing those stories out of my head so I never had problems with the Elite—like Jacob—but standing in front of the gates now, I can’t help but remember.

      Before the After World, people were buried beneath the earth with stones erected to honor their memory. These places were considered hallowed ground then, where the bodies of good people were placed to rest, so their souls could reach the next world. They don’t mean much of anything nowadays though. Here, just like everywhere else in the country, when someone dies, their body is burned. And of course, everyone knows there’s no such thing as a next world.

      The idea of hallowed ground is merely an old superstition and being superstitious today is against the law.

      Besides, what’s so special about a place where a bunch of bodies laid to rot in the ground? I shove a macabre vision rotting flesh out of my head, resisting the urge to shudder. Maybe it made sense back when there were Believers, but not anymore. There isn’t anything to believe anymore. And I’m not going to waste my time looking for something to believe in either.

      A frown starts to pull at my lips. Jacob likes to say I’m a pessimist but I prefer realist. I think what you see is what you get and this is the lot we’re stuck with. This world is all we’ve got, and today is all that matters. Hoping and believing in anything else is a waste of time and effort—not to mention incredibly dangerous. But Jacob still remains ever hopeful. Which would be okay, if only his hopes weren’t so pinned and centered on things involving superstition. My frown deepens.

      Since the After World, it’s against the law to Believe. At least to Believe in the sense of believing in a higher power, like God. We can believe someone is telling the truth, or lying of course. We can believe it’s going to rain tonight or might be sunny tomorrow. We can believe there will be more food tomorrow than there was today. As long as there is a concrete reason for us to believe something, belief is considered okay.

      But to just Believe? Like Believe in something bigger than ourselves? Or in something invisible like God? That’s the worst kind of law breaking. Do not Believe in that which is not there. I can hear the lifeless intonation of the Elite law reader in my head. Do not Believe in that which is not there is a direct quote from one of the Elite law books. Every other Sunday, the laws are recited to us by the law readers. Three main ones mostly, and other minor ones, too. But the ‘do not Believe’ law? That’s a real big one.

      We’ve all grown up governed by the Elite’s laws and I try to make a point of not questioning them too deeply. I know they’re in place to combat the disease of the mind we’re told destroyed things before the After World came into existence. The disease called God. Now we know better and know there is no God.

      Regardless, it’s usually not difficult for me to follow most of the laws laid out by the Elite. Well, with going into the Old World to hunt being the exception I suppose. As far as the law for not Believing? It’s almost never a problem, despite memories of my father’s lectures and Jacob’s constant search for a church in the ruins of the Old World.

      It’s only some days... some days, when things are worse than normal, when there’s no food and the Girl’s Home is freezing and I remember my mother going crazy before she died, my dad being taken away for Trials and never coming home... well, I suppose somewhere deep down I'd like to believe God exists then. Mostly because I’d really like to think He’d do something to help us.

      But he doesn’t, not that I can tell. Not since the war at any rate. What sort of God allows places like Rehabilitation and a regime like the Elite to exist, to dictate our every move?

      If God were so great, he’d do something. But he hasn’t. At best, we’re forgotten. The funny thing is, that’s the strongest evidence I have that He doesn’t exist. Because if He did, things just wouldn’t be like they are today.

      Shaking my head, I try to dislodge my crazy musings and fervently hope Jacob comes to his senses before I lose him forever.

      The gates aren’t locked, though at one point they must have been. These days, anyone can walk right through them. Most people don’t, though. They say it’s because it’s out of the way and no one comes over here, but secretly I think it’s some of that lingering superstition, and no one wants to admit it.

      Either way, I slip between the gates easily and enter the Gravestones, trying hard not to feel creeped out.

      I move as quick as I can between the rows of marble stones, keeping my eyes resolutely focused on the snow beneath my feet. I hate looking at their blank slates, knowing there are dead bodies buried beneath them. There used to be inscriptions written on them I think, but whatever may have been there has long since worn away. Yet another reminder that nothing lasts forever and hallowed things are only myths.

      When I reach the large tree rising up in the middle of the Gravestones, I pause, eyes probing into the darkness around me. If Jacob’s going to meet me here, this is where he would be. The tree marks the exact middle of this place and has been here even longer than the Gravestones.

      Moving to stand right beneath the tree, I wait, staring off into the dark night. I fold my arms across my chest, both to hold in as much warmth as I can and because, if I admit it, I’m actually a little scared of being here by myself.

      Suppressing yet another shiver, I remind myself there’s nothing to be afraid of and that Jacob will be here soon.

      I wait anxiously for several more minutes, glancing around and jumping every time I hear something move or wriggle in the brush. It’s never Jacob though, just the rustle of some animal. After a while, I check my watch, my heart sinking lower and lower as seconds and minutes tick by. It’s already fifteen after and I begin to realize he isn’t coming.

      Frowning, my stomach feels like it’s in knots as I start getting nervous. Why isn’t he here? How come he didn’t make it? Did something happen to him? Did he get caught trying to get out or did he just fall asleep and forget he asked me to meet him here?

      Impatient, I curb my wayward thoughts. I highly doubt that last one. If Jacob isn’t here, it’s because something has happened. He would never just not show up unless he literally can’t show up.

      Wary now of my surroundings, I come to a decision and start making my way back toward the front gate of the Gravestones again, unconsciously chewing my bottom lip as I trudge through the darkness, trying my best to keep my imagination under control. Every shadow suddenly looks like a patrol guard about to nab me for being out past curfew.

      No one stops me, though.

      I make it to the courtyard before I see it. A white van that marks the Elite idles outside a small shack all but falling apart, not unlike its neighbors. In fact, it looks just like every other building in the area. This one is important to me though. I suck in a breath, eyes widening.

      Instantly, I duck behind the wall of a nearby building. Cautiously, I peek around the corner to look at the van. Gasping, I bring a hand up, covering my mouth. I see two men dragging a tall male figure out of the house. Squeezing my eyes shut, I shake my head hard and then open them again, certain I’m seeing things.

      “No,” I whisper.

      I hope I’m wrong. It’s a different house, it’s along the wrong street, it’s... but I know I’m not wrong. Leaping into action before I can reconsider, I dart out from behind the corner of the building and start running toward the van, snow flying out beneath my feet with every step.

      They’ve got Jacob. I know they’ve got Jacob!

      By the time I reach the house, skidding and sliding to a stop in the street, the van is already gone, nothing but tail lights getting smaller and smaller in the dark. I watch until they disappear into nothing, breathing hard, eyes wet with unshed tears. I rush toward the house and burst through the door, a sob caught in my throat as all my worst fears for Jacob crystallize in my mind.

      “Jacob!” I call out, as loud as I dare. “Samantha?”

      But the small house is empty, the silence palpable.
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