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        I love you, Mom. I’ll miss you forever.
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      I can still feel the weight of the dead child in my arms. The memory of the slackness of his muscles after the last breath rattled out of his chest, lingers in my brain. His sightless eyes continue to stare at me when I am alone, and I know that I will never cease to feel the burden of their gaze.

      I deserve to feel it. It is a stain on my soul I must carry.

      Before all this began, I had no true understanding of the world beyond the border of Prineville, my small town in the Pacific Northwest Basin. Like many others before me, I had accepted life under the control of the Company, though I had secretly harbored dreams of living outside the barbed boundaries. But those were empty fantasies, wispy things with no substance. I know better now.

      My hometown seems like a distant memory these days, clouded in hazy recollections and indistinct feelings. So much has happened that I am at a loss to pick up the pieces and put them into some semblance of order and normalcy. It is as though that period in my life happened to someone else, and all I know is the after—the world of recruitment, training, and killing.

      My journey into the underbelly of my world truly began with my assignment as a Pathfinder. Covert missions led to startling truths as I was thrust deeper into the web encompassing the Drought Mitigation Corporation, or what most of us refer to as the Company or DMC. Then, in the bowels of Renascence, a micro-city within the walls of Brigford, I stumbled upon a secret the Company had kept hidden, evidence of something so profound that to reveal it would shake the very foundations of our society.

      The DMC is creating a new form of human, reared in seclusion and secrecy. This mutation, born out of countless trials and tragic errors, is being bred for a purpose, one that feels foreboding. Like so many others, I assume that I have become one of the expendable, while those cosseted few are provided a world of opulence compared to what lies beyond their safe borders. The remaining masses, undeserving wretches, struggle for the scraps they are given and plod through life in a haze of despaired acceptance.

      However, there is leverage in my knowledge. I have been given an opportunity to reveal what I know and rip away the veil that shrouds the power that controls us. But it has come at a great cost.

      The resistance, those hidden freedom fighters that embody my thirst for truth, offered Springer and me a place within their ranks. It is a bold move, an irrevocable step that will put me on a path against an enemy who will stop at nothing to see me captured and killed. But there have been too many sacrifices to stop now. There is too much that can no longer remain hidden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        What is salvation?

        Is it the hand

        that reaches into

        the dark depths of your soul

        and pulls your humanity

        out of the mire?

        Or is it the swift death

        of a perfidious dream?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      There have been so many half-truths and dodged questions over these many months. Springer keeps a part of himself at a distance, always shielding me from the whole truth. I have acknowledged these omissions without giving in to my resentment, but inside I’ve railed against the knowledge that things have been hidden from me. That time is over. The curtain has lifted, and I am free. 

      No longer will I remain blind to what I have become. While I accept that I allowed myself to be shaped into a weapon, molded by hands that once held me and shared my visions of a better future, I can now use my training for a greater purpose. 

      Springer and I were assigned to monitor and identify rebel factions infiltrating a food processing and storage facility. The purpose was to eliminate all but one. The survivor was to be captured and interrogated. This is not how the assignment ended. No one survived, and it was within this series of events that I finally found the strength to turn my back on all that I had been taught and trained to do. When the moment came for me to decide, the choice had already been made. 

      I have become what I have hunted: a traitor.

      

      Springer and I leave the food processing plant to find a secluded spot outside the perimeter. Driving the Company jeep beyond the compound, under the guise of surveillance, allows us to hide from prying eyes that watch our every move and ears that strain to hear too much. 

      I find the air easier to breathe out here, though I know it’s just an illusion. I may be beyond the patrolled fence, but I am never truly outside of those invisible barriers. My hand absently rubs the microchip embedded under the skin of my inner wrist. The reminder of their omnipresence keeps the fires in my heart burning as we continue on. I need this anger. It builds my strength and hones my purpose. 

      Being contacted by a rebel faction—and offered the chance to finally learn the truth—prompted Springer to let down his guard and take me on this journey. I am on the cusp, a precipice as daunting as it is exhilarating. I know he will finally tell me everything that he’s kept hidden, either by request or out of some form of rusty chivalry, and I feel ready now. 

      The miles go by for a few minutes, a blur of brown nothingness. Then Springer pulls off at the end of some road to nowhere, deep in the middle of the dusty landscape. We hop out for a quick stretch before sitting in the dirt. The sun beats down as we lean against a tire, trying to squeeze our bodies under the shade of the jeep’s shadow. For a few minutes, we just sit, breathing in the dry air and looking at the scraggly bushes and twisted trees that dot the land for miles. There is no breeze today, no relief from this arid world. 

      When he’s ready, Springer clears his throat. I sit back and listen as he launches into a complicated account of how we have gotten to this point. “There is only one reason you’re here, Enora, and not stuck in some menial Company job in Prineville.”

      “Okay.” I stretch out each vowel as I say this, taking time to consider what he could mean, but, as before, I know too little to piece it together. “I’m not sure what you mean, though. I was recruited. It happens every year and I was just one of the lucky winners.” It is impossible to mistake my sarcasm.

      Springer shakes his head. “Did your recruitment honestly make sense to you?”

      I think that over for a moment. “No, not really. I mean, drones get selected, and I was some anomaly. But all of that doesn’t really matter now anyway. I’m not going to be their little soldier anymore. Who cares why they selected me. I’m done with it.”

      “Bram.”

      “What about Bram?” My brow crinkles in confusion. 

      “He’s why you were recruited, and he’s the reason you’re here with me right now.”

      “Huh?” I shake my head. Bram isn’t my friend anymore. He’s turned his back on everything we used to love. Back at home, he and I would look at all those power-hungry Sentinels who prowled the border of our town and wish that we were brave enough to rise up and push back at them for all the crap they heaped on plebs like us. And the elites, those special few who always had more than anyone, while people like my family struggled to buy our full water rations. 

      How many times did we dream up a world where roles were reversed so they could feel the thirst and hunger? Bram and I had such dreams, but he murdered them when he turned me into a killer. It is him that I blame for making me a monster. 

      “Enora, think about it. How else could you have been selected? Did you have some aptitude that made you stand out in school? Were your parents Sentinels or employed in high-ranking positions?”

      I just shake my head, unable to formulate an answer as his statement churns through my mind. Bram? Now Springer wants to spin some tale of Bram orchestrating my recruitment from Prineville? I can’t wrap my head around it. But if there is truth in this, then what does that mean?

      His voice interrupts my internal battle. “After Bram was recruited, he moved through the ranks quickly and was placed under the watch of an individual in the intelligence sector. I don’t know the specifics, but Bram began to work for both sides, methodically developing his reputation within the Company while also ensuring that his connections extended to the other side.” 

      Springer pauses, looking at me to gauge my reaction. I’m unable to do anything beyond sitting there, listening to this inconceivable story, so he continues. “You have to appreciate how dangerous this all must have been, and all the while, he kept an eye on you and bided his time until he could get you under his wing. When the recruitment period in Prineville arrived, Bram made his move.”

      I lean back, letting the truth sink in. “Are you telling me that Bram turned me into a monster, intentionally? I’ve killed people, Springer! Children! Their blood is on my hands. That’s not something I can just accept and forget. You don’t walk away from something like that. And now…now you’re telling me that Bram orchestrated it all? That he took me from the only home I’ve known and put me on a path to become what I abhor just so I would see some truth?” I feel a wrenching in my heart, as though it has been torn all over again. 

      “Enora, you have to underst-”

      “No! I don’t have to understand anything more than Bram turning me into a murderer just so I can come to some realization of what he already knew.” I start pacing, my anger flooding my muscles, making me feel feverish. Oh, God. I knew Bram was somehow a part of all of this, but finding out that he’s so coldly moved me around on some insane chessboard of his own design makes me sick. I stop moving when another thought enters my mind. “Could he have stopped Safa from being arrested?”

      I almost fear his answer when I hear his voice softly reply, “No. That was out of his control.”

      I nod jerkily. This is so much to take in. “This makes me hate him.”

      Springer gives me a small smile of understanding. “He knew you would, but he had faith in you and hoped that you would find your way and be able to face the truth of the world you live in.”

      Turning around to face him, I say, “Was it worth the cost? To him, I mean.”

      “This is a war, Enora, and in a war, there are losses on all sides.”

      “That’s so heartless.”

      “I don’t think Bram can afford to consider it any other way.”

      All I can think is that the heartless soldier Springer is describing is not the boy of my childhood. That boy wouldn’t have seen the killing of children as a necessary consequence of this war. “Why didn’t you tell me all of this before?” Inside I keep thinking maybe it would be easier to accept if I knew the rationale behind it. 

      “I couldn’t.” I make a face when he says this. “Enora, you have to understand the risks in all of this. Bram never wanted your life put in danger or for you to see the ugliness of this world, but he also didn’t want you to end up stuck in Prineville, never knowing what it is that you are working for. When you and I began this journey, I had my doubts about your ability to execute this role and potentially see the Company for what it really is, brutal in its control. I wasn’t sure you could handle it, and I didn’t know if you would continue to believe the lie even when faced with the truth.”

      “What truth was I meant to see? That the DMC is not some benevolent power protecting us? Did he want me to see that I’ve believed the lie all my life, like some kind of mindless robot?” I think about those children whose blood is on my hands, and I want to wipe my palms on my slacks in an effort to rid myself of it. But there’s no changing what I’ve been a part of. And Bram brought me to this point. My anger and hurt overwhelm me. 

      “He turned me into a killer!” My eyes fill with tears, and I shake my head to fight them off. “He turned me into a killer just to teach me a lesson. I don’t understand this. He knew me so well, and to put me on this path where the blinders are ripped away with every evil thing I’m a part of is cruel. That’s not how he treated me when we were young. He was always there, looking out for me. Until he was gone.” I turn my face away, focusing on some distant point in the dull landscape.

      “There are some things he can’t protect you from.”

      I know Springer is right, but I fight that knowledge. I sit back down, shifting my legs to rest my head on my knees. “Was I supposed to find out that the Company’s true goal is to make some super-human?”

      Springer shakes his head. “Bram didn’t know about that. No one in the resistance did.”

      “How can that be? I mean, here you are, telling me that I’ve got this pitiless-fairy-godmother type who’s been funneling me along in some awful maze until I find what he’s been hoping I would see! This is so wrong! Why didn’t he just tell me?” 

      “If he had, what would you have done?”

      He’s got me there. Being told something is much less effective than seeing it with your own eyes. But I’ve done so much more than just watch it all happen from the outside. I’ve been the hand that wields the weapon, the hand that pulls the trigger. I hate that Bram wasn’t honest with me, but that emotion pales in comparison to the rage I feel at having been molded into something I am not, rather something I was never meant to be.

      I suddenly feel weighed down by all of this. My hands cup my head as images of Bram and me up on a hill, snuggled together and talking about a future that could never be, are overlaid by blood and cold calculation. This new knowledge hurts.  

      I thought he had become some brainwashed drone who wanted to suck me into this nightmare, hoping that I would become one of them. But this feels worse. “I don’t know what I would’ve done if Bram had told me the truth from the beginning. I just know that I wish there could’ve been a different path he set me on.”

      Springer is quiet for a few moments. “I’m sorry it had to be this way, Enora. But there are so many reasons that he didn’t say anything. On a basic level, he needed you to make your own decisions, to come to your own understanding of your place in all of it.”

      “How did it come to this?” 

      After I say it, I consider where I am. This is not an assignment I am carrying out for the DMC. This is me. I am finally taking a step that was not predetermined by someone else. Bram has indifferently used me as a pawn to further his agenda in his war against the Company, and I cannot set my resentment aside. But I have seen enough of what the DMC has done and is planning to do, understanding what motivated him. In the end, I admit that I would rather know the truth than being stuck believing the lie. 

      “Did he always know I would turn traitor?”

      “Actually, no. He provided you with assignments that could show you how all of this works, how people are targeted, and how Company control permeates every part of our society. But he had no idea what you’d do with that information.”

      “I bet he had an inkling.”

      “He probably did, but that wasn’t shared with me.” 

      I let out a long breath as I take it all in, all his callous scheming. “So, how does he manage it all? I mean, isn’t it risky for us just to be here right now? How has he kept us under the radar?”

      “He has help from others on the inside. The data from our trackers are constantly monitored and modified as we are on our assignments to hide aspects of what we are doing. Even now, Enora.” 

      I look around us as though I can magically see some guy tucked behind a computer screen, deleting our information as it comes in. It’s a ridiculous picture and so far off from what is likely happening. “How many others are there?”

      He shrugs. “I have no idea. All I do know is that there are rebels tucked away in virtually every branch of the DMC.”

      It’s hard to imagine so many people fighting from the inside. Yet, I can’t help feeling a bit of pride to now be a part of it. As I try to gain a perspective on what this network of resistance might look like, I begin to truly appreciate how dangerous and challenging this all is. Bram is obviously not hacking computer systems and falsifying information to protect us, as that would be too risky. Instead, he must have teams of people who can take on small parts undetected. The risks involved are staggering, but I find it comforting to know that we are not alone in our efforts. 

      And this brings me back to my anger toward Bram. In my heart, I know that he couldn’t have shown me any of this without putting me into my role as Pathfinder, specifically Springer’s Pathfinder. My participation in this is an evil I am meant to accept.

      “How did it all begin for Bram? Did it start back home or only after he was recruited?”

      “I don’t know, Enora. Honestly, I never asked, and I doubt he would tell me anyway. Being ignorant of the inner workings of what he’s doing is a necessary precaution. If you or I were caught and interrogated, the less we know, the better.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, but where does that leave Bram? 

      We sit in silence. 

      Bram’s smart to keep things close and protect everyone he can. That’s the part of him I knew and loved. So I can’t find fault with his purpose, just his means. But if I’m honest, I must acknowledge that there may have been no other way for me to come to this point without having seen and done all that I have. 

      I look back and think about how everything has brought me here, to a group of people who will stand against a power that seems indomitable. Bram used his position to get me out of a town that would’ve eroded my will and swallowed my identity. He threw me into a life that is tainted with experiences I wish I could erase from my mind. Yet he also gave me a chance at another path, one he put before me but left me to choose.

      Bram forced me to experience it all to determine how to use the information I learned. He gave me a small piece of freedom called choice. It is a cold reality that so much in my life has been predetermined, even discovering the truth. I’ve done terrible things to get where I am. But I can hold no lasting resentment toward Bram for directing my path to this point. I do, however, ache to know the potential repercussions of his choices.
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      The next day, having received some communication from Bram, Springer informs me that we have an assignment on the outskirts of the processing plant. I can see from his expression that this is just a ruse, and my heart accelerates at the prospect of making physical contact with 'traitors'. Throughout my life, I have been conditioned to view those rogues outside the town limits as dangerous conspirators, enemies of the country. Even now, I have to be mindful of the flares of warning that surge into my brain. These are part of the lie. I must face the truth now.

      We leave the compound, heading in the opposite direction as yesterday, though the landscape all looks the same to me. Having been provided with some specifics, Springer drives to exact coordinates. We arrive in a small depression and see desolate countryside covered with abandoned buildings. The structures look like broken skeletons. It's disturbingly quiet as we pull to a stop. Nothing moves. There is no breeze, no flap of a curtain in the broken windows, no birdsong or hum of electric motors once ours is shut off. The heart of this place stopped beating long ago. We exit the jeep, and I spend some time just slowly walking through this ghost town, looking for something, anything, that would indicate recent human activity. 

      There is no fence here, no border to keep anyone out or anyone in. This must have been one of those towns that were gutted when the large absorbed the small, back in the old days when the world went mad. It's an eerie feeling to walk through the empty streets. Layers of dirt cover everything. The buildings that remain lean sideways as though drunk on the desolation of this place. We stop at what must have been the center of town. There is a broken fountain among rusted picnic tables that sit vacant, like the rest of this place. I look over at Springer. 

      He shrugs and says, "I guess we wait."

      I let out a frustrated breath. I'm not sure what I was expecting, but I admit that I did anticipate a form of welcome. Instead, this just feels deflating after having built up the moment of arrival in my mind. After a while, I kick a rock in frustration, stubbing my toe in the process, and spend a couple of minutes hopping around and turning the air blue while Springer just laughs and shakes his head. I scowl at him when the pain begins to subside and limp over to a cement bench that survived the years of neglect. 

      My anger gets the best of me as Springer continues to chuckle. "Yeah, really funny. You're such a hero, standing there laughing at me." I slip my shoe off, and dirt comes spilling out of it.

      This just makes Springer laugh harder until he finally pulls himself together. "No one suggested you play soccer with a rock." Apparently, he's a comedian because this sets off another series of spastic laughs. 

      "You're an ass." I rub my toe and do my best to ignore Springer. 

      The minutes pass, and he joins me on my perch, slinging his arm around me. I elbow him and call it even. It feels good to laugh. It's been so long since we've been in an atmosphere where we could let down our guard. I smile as I think about how it could be once we officially join this contingent of rebels. It's so easy to visualize a future peppered with carefree days. As these visions play out in my imagination, I can picture Bram here with us. It could be like old times.  

      Ten minutes later, we hear a soft rumbling. Turning toward the sound, we watch in fascination as a patch of soil, just outside a large building that is one of the few still standing, splits and folds back, tucking itself under previously unseen rims on the surface. What's left is a large rectangle leading below ground. 

      It seems clear that we were likely being watched the entire time we were waiting. Standing together, Springer and I make our way slowly to the opening, giving each other small looks that communicate our wonder and unease. No one emerges, and we end up standing awkwardly in front of the large manmade hole. It gives me an odd sensation to look into the depths. I give Springer a glance and follow him onto a ladder that is barely visible from our vantage point. We descend into darkness. 

      Guns are trained on me the moment my feet touch bottom. I look over and see that Springer has his hands up, though he's calm, unruffled by the severe looks we're receiving. They are a suspicious lot, these rebels. Their skin is sallow, which only accentuates the gauntness of their features. Food is scarce, as is sunlight. 

      While I stand there, trying to take it all in, a sour stench registers in my brain. My nose wrinkles in distaste as the scent assaults me. The smell is some noxious combination of body odor and human waste. I take a step backward without thinking and bump into the metal ladder. It takes an act of will to regain control and breathe normally. The last thing I want to do is piss these people off. They seem edgy enough already. In the back of my mind comes another thought, viral outbreak. Visions of newscasts plastering warnings about the X3 virus run through my mind. I can't help wondering if there is a mixture of virulent particles in the air as I breathe in the rank staleness. 

      I take a good look at their threadbare clothing in the dim light. The pants and shirts donning each individual are more like a collection of patches than any whole item. I wonder how often the original garments had been worn and passed down before being too tattered. Everything must eventually be relegated to a rag pile. That is obviously where their clothing has come from. 

      Under the shirts are arms that are too skinny and bellies that cave inward in painful thinness. I feel self-conscious standing there in my spotless uniform and well-fed body. My hands drift to my shirt, plucking at the fine fabric. I tell myself my clothes are just a mask. Not long ago, I, too, wore shirts sporting holes and felt pangs of hunger at all hours of the day. I wonder now what I must look like to these people. They must think I'm a drone. 

      "What are your names?" A woman's voice sneers.

      I find her pointed face a couple of people over. Like the rest, she's got her gun pointed at us, though I sense that she wouldn't be too put out if we made a move, giving her an excuse to fire it. 

      "I'm Springer, and this is Enora. Commander Bram Williams sent us to these coordinates. Sergeant Murdock should be expecting us." 

      "I don't see why your kind would be welcome here." The woman snaps.

      "Back off, Nola," a young man mutters while lowering his weapon. "Trevor, take them to headquarters."

      I look over at the person he's referring to. He appears young, though his face is marred with scars of deep craters across his forehead and cheeks. I wonder at the cause.

      "Follow me," Trevor says in a voice that cracks at the end, reminding me of young boys going through puberty.

      We're led into a subterranean labyrinth. The cement and metal floors, with numerous platforms and ladders, have a musty smell. This mixes with the already nasty odor of this place to create a new, more repellent stink. I'm thankful for the poorly lit passageways. I wouldn't want to look too closely at anything I'm walking on or brushing against. 

      As we walk through the dimly lit tunnels, Springer strikes up a conversation with our escort in an attempt to learn more about this group. "How long have you all been down here?"

      Our guide through this underworld, a teenager from the gangly look of him, turns to Springer and shrugs. "Not sure exactly, but I was born here."

      I can tell this doesn't surprise Springer. He must have assumed as much, but I'm rather appalled to think of children growing up underground, scurrying about like rats. 

      "How many people are here?" Springer asks.

      The boy, because I can't in any way refer to him as a man, cocks his head. "I'd say about fifty. There were about twice as many before the outbreak a couple of years ago, but that took lots of us, most of the adults."

      Only fifty? It's such a small number. My heart sinks with the knowledge that everyone would know the individuals we killed in the food processing plant raid. They were essentially a family. It also means that those killed would've been a big part of this tiny population. Hearing about the viral outbreak also explains why they were so very young. It is a sobering thought, and my mind curls upon itself as I sink into deeper silence, consumed by anger and guilt. 

      By the time we reach an underground juncture, we've easily walked a few hundred feet through the earth. I look up at the web of shafts extending in varying directions, some even deeper into the ground, and wonder at their initial purpose. They look vaguely similar to those in Renascence, but I note many differences too, making me think that this structure was not originally intended as a sewer or water system. So many more metal platforms and ladders lead deeper into this vast system. In my mind, I imagine how far some of the offshoots might lead and whether they end near large towns or cities. 

      Springer and I are shown into a small room and told to wait while our guide jogs away in lanky strides, as only the young do. 

      I look over at Springer. "What do you suppose this place was built for?"

      He glances around the room, likely envisioning the portions we just traversed. "I'm not sure. From the look of the offshoots and rooms like this, it seems like it was some kind of underground bunker." I nod and consider what that idea implies. "In fact, I would wager that this particular section is not even in the heart of this facility."

      If that's true, then it seems that the Company would know about this place and within that thought is a high element of risk. "Wouldn't a bunker like this be known to the Company?"

      "You would think so, but if they knew about it, then this would've been obliterated long ago," he replies with his typical certainty. 

      "I guess you're right. It just seems so unlikely that this would be undiscovered after so many raids."

      "Not necessarily, Enora. The old pipeline you found at the food processing plant wasn't linked to this facility, so this may have also gone under their radar." 

      But it still seems highly unlikely to me, and I can't help the seeds of suspicion from rooting themselves into my subconscious. 

      Our conversation stops once the door opens, admitting what appears to be a high-ranking official. Springer and I jump out of our chairs and watch as a man enters the room with an air of authority. Like the others we've seen, he has pale skin stretched across a face whose cheekbones are painfully prominent. While his uniform is less worn than the others I've seen, he still looks shabby next to us, and this makes me feel like a spotlight is shining on my perfect pants and pressed shirt. 

      His gaze briefly takes us in before extending his hand in welcome. "I'm Sergeant Murdock."

      Springer and I take turns clasping his cool grip before Murdock indicates that we should return to our seats. He pulls a chair up in front of us and sits back before saying, "I want to thank you both for agreeing to meet with me. I understand the risk you are taking and will make this brief." He looks at Springer and me for confirmation and continues. "As you are now aware, we have been in contact with Commander Williams for quite some time. This is the only reason why you find yourselves among us. The commander has done a great deal on our behalf, though his most recent actions have put us at a severe disadvantage."

      I want to cringe when he says this, all too aware that Springer and I have killed more people than this tiny group can afford to lose in this small faction of fifty. But, I don't know what to say and settle for a quiet, "Yes, sir."

      He looks sternly at me, and I want to squirm. "It is a huge loss. But in this war, there are many losses. Without Commander Williams' assistance and others like him, we would find our efforts completely obstructed, leading to even greater damage to the resistance. I have asked you here because we have been made aware of intel from one of your assignments. If what Commander Williams says is true, this information could be a catalyst for our work."

      Springer sits forward, elbows resting on his knees. "I can assure you, sergeant, that what we discovered could have a profound impact on your supporters and those who are blind to the truth."

      Murdock smiles thinly. "That is good to hear. While I am eager for the full report, I have been informed that Commander Guire would like to be in attendance when you both review the data you gathered from Renascence."

      I'm a bit surprised by the idea of delaying, and I admit that I'm also disappointed. I have held onto this secret for what feels like ages, and the urge to open my mouth and let it out is nearly overwhelming. But I manage to clamp down on the impulse and sit in quiet obedience. 

      Springer, ever the diplomat, responds to this news. "We understand, sir, and look forward to the opportunity to explain our findings to you and the commander."

      Murdock inclines his head in appreciation and then turns to me. "I understand that you, Enora, were the one to discover our access point to the food processing facility. However, the outcome of that particular operation is not one I had anticipated. What can you tell me about that?"

      His question takes me off-guard. I hadn't expected to be asked about what occurred, what we did, and it makes me squirm to have to talk about something that affected everyone in this dark place. My throat feels dry. It always does, but now I feel my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth, and I struggle to scare up enough spit to swallow and clear it. When I compose myself, I launch into a brief recounting of the events of that night and the subsequent video analysis that led to my discovery of the abandoned underground system outside the perimeter of the facility. Throughout my explanation, Murdock sits back and listens without emotion, aside from a brief flicker of pain and anger when I gloss over the deaths of those who had infiltrated the food storage room. When I finish my retelling, the room is enveloped in silence. I look away from Murdock's gaze and focus on the floor, waiting for him to break the stillness.

      Finally, he says, "It seems that we were not as careful as we should have been." I neither agree nor disagree, feeling like his statement is laced with accusation. "And the video footage?"

      "It has been erased, sir."

      Murdock nods in approval before stating, "I assume that you can return to the Company in your former capacity."

      Springer responds quickly. "Yes, sir. Our roles are intact. We can return to our base once we indicate that this assignment is complete." 

      I can tell that Murdock is pleased we will continue our roles and thereby act as informants. "Then you will be our eyes and ears as we move forward with our operations. And I trust that your movements from this point forward will not result in further losses on our side." 

      The warning is clear. While Bram has been doing his part to fight for the rebels, Murdock cannot run the risk of losing more people. In a place of a mere fifty individuals, the losses they experienced must seem astronomical. It can't be easy to keep this band going, and I feel incredible remorse for the impact we've had. This is just another example of how Bram's cold calculation has left blood on my hands. This group of fighters has only been able to survive by infiltrating food facilities with the help of people on the inside like Bram. But for me to fully understand the evil of the Company, we were tasked with killing some of the very people we want to join. I wonder if everyone here knows what we did. I think they must. Do they understand that we had no knowledge of the hands manipulating our way to those killing grounds? 

      There is no need to ask of our willingness to be part of this, just our promise that we will do what we can to minimize casualties. It feels like a promise I can keep, but I've been deceived before. 

      As Murdock briefly outlines the next stages in our collaboration, I experience a strange sensation running through my body. I have felt pulled in various directions by unseen forces that have controlled my actions for so long. Now, I feel the strings of my marionette body cut, one piece at a time. 

      Snip…snip…snip. 

      Returning to the food-processing center following our meeting is a tense time. I keep looking over my shoulder as we make our way through the building, thinking that at any moment, I will see a troop of guards bearing down on us. But Springer was right. Our deception is undiscovered. I know that it is Bram we have to thank for that.

      To wrap up our assignment, we fabricate documents indicating that the individuals who were eliminated were a small, family group living in the tunnels just outside the perimeter of the compound. In my report, I cite multiple breaches of food storage over a period of time, lending credibility to our work. In reality, these raids have happened on a steady basis to feed the group of rebels living outside DMC control. As I think about this, it makes me wonder how they will continue to survive.

      Springer detonates a gas bomb in the shafts that would kill any living thing that may have remained hidden to reinforce our lie. Of course, we had planned this with Murdock prior to our return to ensure that no one would be in that underground system. I feel some measure of relief when the head of security at the plant thanks us and submits a report to our commander, Bram, indicating that we have found and eradicated a rebel force. As we leave the compound, I look back at the structure and marvel at how it could look the same as when we entered, yet now everything is different.
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      The success of my recent assignments has finally paid off. On our return to the training center, I find myself given quarters in Springer's housing unit. Of course, I know Bram's hand was in this decision and that he expects me to use my newfound autonomy to my advantage. But I relish the comfort and seclusion as I stretch out on my new bed for the first time, staring up at the ceiling and replaying the many events that have brought me to this point. So much has happened. So much has changed. I have changed. 

      As memories flip through my brain like snippets of video, Safa's face enters my mind, and I freeze the image, holding onto it. Where is Safa? Is she still alive? And if she is, is she whole? I want to ask Bram about her. He must be able to use his contacts to find out her whereabouts or if she lives. But part of me is afraid to ask. I may not like the answer.

      Having been granted increased communication privileges, I place a video call to my parents that evening. It's good to see their faces when the call goes through. They look fit and healthy, unlike my childhood memories when they were gaunt and disillusioned. 

      "Enora!" They exclaim when they see my face.

      "Hi, Mom. Hey, Dad. It's so good to see you both. How are you?"  

      "Oh, honey, we're doing so well these days! You know, ever since your recruitment, we've been able to do so much more, and it has made our life here much easier." 

      I can see the effect their new status has had in every smoothed line of their faces. "I'm so glad to hear that, Mom. You both look really good!" They turn and look at each other and chuckle. I don't recall the last time I saw either of them laugh. 

      "Do you know that your dad and I have even been able to buy some new clothes? Do you remember ever being able to do that when you lived here?"

      "No, I can't say that I do. All of my clothing always looked worn the day we brought it home. I know how you feel, though. It's how I felt when I got my uniform. Before then, I'd never had anything too nice."

      "And you look so grown up, Enora." My mom's voice loses some of its distinctness as she prattles on about this and that. My mind drifts.

      Listening to their chatter illustrates how my position within the DMC has impacted their lives in ways I hadn't foreseen. It gives me pause as I think about the repercussions of my recent contact with the resistance. Won't the Company go after them if I am found out? Will they be considered traitors by default?

      I've been half-listening until I hear my dad ask, "Honey, are you okay?"

      "Huh? What do you mean?" 

      "You just seem distracted and worried about something. Is everything all right over there?" Of the two of them, it's always been my dad who is most in tune with me. It hurts a little to lie to him, but I know I can say nothing to explain my feelings. This call, any call, to them is being watched. 

      I try to smile. "I'm just exhausted. There's been a lot of work lately, and I just got back from a long assignment. I need a good night's sleep, that's all." 

      To alleviate his worry, I add, "Hey, I got moved up into better quarters. I've got my own room now, and the food is amazing. I get so much food and water that I've got extra at each meal. Can you imagine?"
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