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      I never thought I would be in this position. Standing here, in my own home, knowing and believing in but doubting what I’ve just said, I look upon Leon with the intensity a frightened animal would its prey and try to gauge what he will say.

      Will he help me? I think. Will he not?

      His gaze is wavering, his lips pursed, his jawline tense. It’s as though at any moment he will simply turn and flee—which is why, in one deft move, I step forward and take hold of his arm.

      “Leon,” I say.

      “I thought you were crazy before,” he says, a bitter laugh in his voice and a wild look in his eyes, “but this… this is something else.”

      “You can’t expect me to stay quiet.”

      “Why?” he asks. “Sophia… you have everything you could possibly need. Family. Fame. Fortune. Why… if I were you… and I don’t know why you’re not thinking this… I’d just forget all about everything that’s happened and live your life as you see fit.”

      “I can’t,” I say.

      “But why? That’s what I’m wondering.”

      I think of Cheyenne—her final moments, her utter despair—and I wonder: What did she think before that light fixture came crashing down? Was she mad? Relieved? Thankful that she’d been given another chance? Just what had she thought before the lights had gone off—when, in the blink of an eye, she’d died a true and final death?

      I reach up to press my hand against my face and try my hardest not to tremble.

      Leon blinks. Clarity fills his eyes soon after. “It’s because of her,” he says, “isn’t it?”

      “I—”

      “She betrayed us, Sophia.”

      “And she repented,” I reply. “She helped me save you, Leon. If it wasn’t for her… and what she’d done… I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      “You would’ve won. Got me out. Came back here with me.”

      “But there’s no guarantee.”

      Leon doesn’t say anything. Instead, he exhales a long and breathy sigh, then turns and looks at the doorway. “I need to see my parents,” he says. “I need to let them know that I’m alive.”

      “Do you need me to go with you?”

      He remains silent for several moments, as if he is afraid to speak. His eyes say one thing, his lips another. The trembling of his fingers, however, leads me to believe that I’m not wanted.

      Do you blame him? I think. After everything he’s gone through? After everything he’s suffered?

      No. I don’t. Which is why, in the moments that follow, I sigh and say, “I have to get back to the hospital.”

      “You didn’t tell your brother,” Leon says, “did you?”

      I shake my head. “No. I… I didn’t want him to… to think that⁠—”

      “I understand,” Leon says. He turns toward the door but after a moment pauses. It’s as if he’s been struck by lightning, because as immobile as he is, I’d expect for him to remain there forever—fixed to the earth as a statue made of earth would be. However, after a moment, he lifts his head to face me, then says, “Sophia.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For risking your life. For helping me. For saving me.”

      “Don’t mention it,” I reply.

      “I still think you’re crazy,” he says as he twists the doorknob to open the door, “but I guess you’d have to be to want to go back in there after everything we’ve been through.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I guess you’d have to be.”

      He leaves the apartment with little more than a nod.

      And I, left to stand beneath my own roof, can only watch as the door clicks into place.

      In the moments that follow, I try to determine what, if anything, I should do. Following him would be stupid—bordering on lunacy—and remaining here would not serve me well.

      A few moments later, I realize, with cold and utter certainty, what I must do.

      I have to go back to the hospital.

      I have to face my family.

      

      I hail a cab not long after Leon has left and make my way to the edge of the Sunset Suites to wait alongside the road. Cold on this winter day, but mostly because I am lost and unsure, I seat myself on the sidewalk and try my hardest not to succumb to doubt, but find myself doing just that.

      Can you really go back, I think, after everything you’ve been through?

      There’s no determining if I really could. Considering what all I’ve gone through, and everything I’ve both lost and gained, it seems insane that I would even consider going back, let alone actually plan on doing it. I’d faced so many things, seen so many horrors, and yet…

      Yet…

      A part of me knows that I have to do this—believes, with utter certainty in my heart, that I have to get the truth out there.

      And the only way I’ll do that is with a national audience.

      I mean, the more I think about it, I could probably get some attention with such a statement here in Texas, but what would happen if they tried to suppress my words, especially if the powers that be launched a misinformation campaign against me? The government, and its many doctors, have worked so hard for such a long time to establish that AID-38—or The Bite—is caused by an unknown pathogen. It isn’t like my words couldn’t be skewed and then misinterpreted by the masses as a result.

      My mother used to say that it only takes one spark to change the world.

      I know this to be true.

      As the sound of a car rolling down the nearby hill draws my attention, and as I lift my eyes to find that it is none other than the yellow cab I have requested, I push myself to my feet and consider what it is I might say to my father come time I return to my mother’s hospital room, then sigh.

      I don’t even know how many days I’ve been gone.

      Should’ve checked my computer, I think.

      But I don’t question it further.

      Instead, I approach, then slide into the cab.

      I tell the driver to head to the hospital before they even have the chance to speak.

      

      Driving to the hospital is hard enough. Approaching, and then stopping before it, is a form of hell unlike any I could have ever anticipated. With my heart pounding and my stomach in knots, I look out at the impressive winged building and find myself dreading what may occur once I enter.

      “Miss?” the driver asks. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I say before reaching into my pocket and withdrawing the money for the ride. “Keep the change.”

      The driver balks at the sizable tip I’ve left them but doesn’t bother to question me as I exit the vehicle.

      Within moments, they are driving off.

      And I am left to look on in awe and horror.

      Just remember, I think. You did this for Leon. Anything he says can’t negate that.

      “No,” I whisper. “It can’t.”

      I don’t doubt my father will be concerned. The likelihood is that he will be angry. But the fact is: I did it because I made a promise to go back, and for that, I cannot be held in contempt for doing the right thing.

      With that in mind, I walk up the sidewalk, then enter the hospital.

      Given that I have entered through a main entrance rather than an emergency one, there are few people to bother me, let alone look on as I navigate through the many halls toward where my mother currently rests in a sick unit. Relieved on one hand but frightened on another, I keep my pace steady and try not to walk too quickly or too slowly at the same time. Any slight deviation from what will be seen as normal will ultimately cause someone to stop and ask me if I need help, or if something is wrong. And if that happens⁠—

      I shudder.

      If that happens, I don’t know how I’ll be able to face either of my parents, or worse: my little brother.

      Diego.

      His small stature, his bright eyes, his predisposition toward resentment—all strike me in but a moment, causing me to lament everything I’ve ever done for that cruel and twisted game.

      I realize, in but a moment, that I cannot falter, that I cannot shake.

      So, with that in mind, I continue up the hall—and begin to prepare myself for whatever it is I might face.

      I reach the corridor where my mother is housed faster than I can ever imagine. Breathless, now, more than ever, and terrified over the words that will be said, over the emotions that will run rampant, I retrieve a face mask from the rack and make my way down the hall slowly, and with trepidation I know is born of regret.

      To think, my devilish conscience offers, that you could have been here, with her, watching, waiting, hoping for a quick recovery.

      No, I then think. I had to help Leon. I absolutely, one hundred percent had to. There was no way I could’ve gotten out of it, no way I could’ve shirked it off on someone else, especially not Kingsman Online. If I had asked them to do something, they would’ve dismissed me entirely, because it is just as Leon said: Who, in their right mind, would enter that game, knowing the reality of it?

      As I step forward, and as I come to stand at the doorway, I brace myself for whatever is to come, then, slowly, knock.

      A moment passes, then two.

      The doorknob jitters clumsily.

      I frown, reach forward, am about to take hold of it myself.

      Then the door is opening, and Diego is looking out at me.

      “Diego,” I say.

      “You left me,” he says.

      “I know,” I reply. “Let me explain.”

      “Like hell you will,” a voice says.

      I turn my eyes to regard my father in the corner of the room, only to find my nerves hardening at the sight of him.

      He stands, considers my mother—still resting at his side—and asks, “What the hell were you thinking? Where were you?”

      “Does it matter?” I ask.

      “Of course it does!” he says. “You left Diego here by himself!”

      “I thought it would take a day,” I offer.

      “Do you even know how long you’ve been gone?”

      “I—” I start, then stop before I can finish. “I⁠—”

      His eyes pale, and his mouth curls into a frown. “You don’t,” he says, baffled and even more bewildered at that, “do you?”

      “I can explain.”

      “You better start, then.”

      I want to fight back, especially since he is so brazenly asking me to explain myself when he was the one who abandoned us for so long, but I know I can’t. Fighting back, at this point, would do no good, especially since I was the one in the wrong. Who left Diego. Who essentially abandoned him to his own devices yet again.

      With a sigh, I turn to face Diego and say, “Stay here.”

      “But—” he starts.

      I shake my head, then turn my eyes on my father. “Come with me,” I say.

      He looks at me for a moment, as if unable to fathom what I’ve just asked. Before he can speak, though, I turn and make my way toward, and then open, the door.

      In the hall outside my mother’s room, he turns to face me and asks, “What’s going on? Why the hell were you gone?”

      “Do you want the long version,” I say, “or the short version?”

      “What’re you⁠—”

      I don’t bother to let him speak. Rather, I lift my hand to stop him, then turn my head to look up and down the hall before leaning forward and saying, “It all started with a game.”

      “A game?” he asks.

      “Yeah. A game. A game called Dystopia.”

      “Why are you⁠—”

      “Can you please listen?”

      He purses his lips, nods, then says, “Yeah. Okay. I’m listening.”

      And so I begin my story—detailing first the rolling blackout that occurred across the lower part of the suburbs, then the meeting with the strange man from Kingsman Online. The words flow from my lips like water, rushing forth as if they are a tide, and though I want nothing more than to keep myself from overwhelming him, I cannot stop. Each moment is told in brutal, honest detail and punctuated by my frustration over not being able to help my mother, my brother, myself.

      When it comes time for me to tell him about the Portal Pod, he moves to stop me. But I, once again, stop him.

      “They… injected us with something,” I say, struggling to recall the terrifying memory even though it is still as fresh as weeping blood, “something that rendered us unconscious and sent our minds into the most horrific environment I can ever imagine.”

      “Was this⁠—”

      “The game?” I ask. “Yeah. It… it was.”

      He stares at me for several moments. He likely thinks I’m joking, but as he leans forward, I bare my neck to allow him to examine it, and hear his sharp inhale even though my eyes are turned toward the far edge of the hall.

      “Sophia,” he whispers.

      “They… made us fight as if we were actually alive,” I say, “actually participating in the battle royale. There were monsters… and people… and non-player characters who lived and breathed and ate and drank just like the rest of us. We were winning, Dad—we were actually winning—and though I wanted so desperately to get out, I knew I couldn’t do it unless I won.”

      “So you played,” he says.

      “Yes,” I reply. “I played their wicked game.”

      “And… you won. That’s how you’re able to pay for all of this.”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      “Then why did you go back?”

      “Because the person I took into the game with me got trapped.”

      My father remains silent for several moments. It is obvious he is digesting what I have just said, and yet, I don’t know what he’ll say, what he’ll do, how he’ll act. The truth is always stranger than the fiction of it all; and though I want to say that I recalled our harrowing experience well enough, I am no storyteller and could not fake any part of it if I tried.

      When my father finally does speak, it’s to say, “So… you made it out a second time.”

      “Yes.”

      “With your friend?”

      “Yes. With my friend.”

      “Were you alone in there?”

      “I—”

      Would he believe me? I think. Would he believe that the girl who tried to kill me helped me in the end?

      I don’t know, and for that reason, I simply say, “I had help. From people inside and outside the game.”

      “I… don’t understand.”

      “It’s too complicated to explain,” I offer, once more glancing down both sides of the hall. “Besides—I don’t think we should talk about it anymore, at least, not here.”

      “Then where?” he asks. “You need to tell me what’s going on, Sophia. I know you’re keeping something from me.”

      I am. That much is true. That much he knows is true. But I cannot speak of the devilish intent of the government here, in the confined space that is this hospital. Surely they have cameras everywhere—watching, listening, analyzing. The technology has become so great that computers can pick out faces in crowds, and if they picked me out, then listened…

      I shake my head.

      “No,” is all I can say.

      Then I turn and make my way back into the room.

      My father is at my heels instantly, opening his mouth to speak. However, when Diego draws forward from my mother’s side and comes to step before me, he purses his lips and sighs.

      “Sophie,” Diego says.

      “Yeah?” I reply.

      “You went back. Didn’t you?”

      “I did,” I say and reach forward to take hold of his arms.

      He shies away from me, recoiling as if I am a predator and he my prey, but doesn’t retreat. Rather, he lifts his eyes to face me—and though sparkling in their innocence, and radiant in their curiosity, there is a frigid disposition to them, as if he is angry and confused at the same time.

      All I can say, while looking at him, is, “I’m sorry.”

      “Why did you go back?” he asks, tears budding in his eyes. “Why’d you have to go and play the game again?”

      “I didn’t want to,” I reply. “But, Leon, he—he was stuck in the game.”

      “How?” the little boy asks.

      “It’s hard to explain, D. I… I don’t think you’d understand.”

      “Why?”

      “Because… I⁠—”

      He turns his head away from me, then stalks toward the couch.

      “Diego?” I ask.

      He doesn’t respond.

      “D?” I ask once more. “Please… don’t be mad at me.”

      But he doesn’t speak.

      Rather, he makes his way to the simple fold-out couch, collapses atop it, then buries his face in the pillow and begins to cry.

      My father’s hand falling upon my shoulder instantly makes me cringe.

      “I’ll go get us something to eat,” he says, staring past me to look at my mother.

      “How long has she been asleep?” I ask.

      “Since you left,” he replies.

      Then, a moment later, he is slipping out of the room—and leaving me in charge of the situation once more.

      With my little brother refusing to speak to me, and a mother who is essentially comatose, I can do nothing more but make my way to the chair at her bedside, then settle down within it.

      I want nothing more than for this day to be over. For everything to be the same as it was before.

      But I know it can’t. Won’t.

      No.

      This mistake—this cruel, callous, but necessary error of human judgment—will cost me more than I could’ve ever imagined.

      I can only pray that I’ll survive the outcome.
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      We eat hot food. Drink cold drinks. Sit silently and listen to the sound of my mother’s heartbeat monitor and the various other machinery she is connected to. Like a human symphony, her body is a work of art—always moving, constantly responding. What few nurses come in to check on her do little to reassure me of her state.

      Will she be all right? I asked at one point.

      To which the only reply I received was, We can’t be for sure.

      Now, in the late hours of the evening, I sit up, restless and unable to sleep. My father has since collapsed atop the cot the nurses rolled in for him, and Diego, he is sleeping soundly, blissfully unaware of the circumstances surrounding him.

      And me?

      I am left to suffer this cruel and twisted sleeplessness, this terrible apprehension, this undeniable sense of foreboding. It is, without a doubt, the worst feeling of all.

      As I sit and listen to the sound of the various instruments attached to my mother beep and whir and stir, I try, with little success, to allow myself some peace of mind, but find that nothing comes.

      To think of what I’ve gone through—what I am going through—only to return to an existence such as this—it’s hellish: a nightmare made real.

      Even more nightmarish than Dystopia? I think.

      Yes. Even more nightmarish than Dystopia. Because at least there—in that place, in that world—I could tell the difference between what was real and what was fake. Here, though, and now…

      It’s hard to determine.

      With a sigh, and with the last of my emotional energy gone, I rise, then stride toward the pull-out couch.

      I settle down and tuck myself in beside Diego without knowing whether or not I will sleep tonight.

      Something tells me I won’t.

      

      I dream.

      But it is not of Dystopia—of monsters, murder, and mayhem.

      No.

      It is of the real world—and a place I have grown all-too-familiar with.

      I am standing in the middle of my mother’s hospital room. The light is bright, my eyes are down, the machines are silent, but my heart is not. Though a part of me wants to believe that this is a dream that I could never imagine having, another part knows that it is one that has threatened to come since the beginning of it all.

      I can’t bear to think of it.

      But I am forced to by the cruelty of my mind.

      In the dream, there are people before me—all strangers, all in hospital scrubs. One is a woman who wears a white lab coat, another a young man who in blue frowns as he looks down at my mother. There is an undeniable tension, and a pragmatic motion about them that leads me to believe that this is something they have dealt with before. However, there is also a silence, one that bleeds ever so soundly over into the chaos within my mind.

      “Is she ready?” the young man in the blue nursing scrubs says.

      “She has to be,” the doctor replied.

      Has to be? For what?

      They turn to face me; and it is at this moment that I realize that all the machines hooked up to my mother have been turned off. There is no longer the hiss of the breathing tubes, the beep of the oxygen detector, the thump of the heart rate monitor.

      It settles in before I can truly begin to understand it.

      My mother… she is dead.

      And there is absolutely nothing I can do about it.

      I startle, then open my eyes to find that we are in the pale hours of a gray winter morning. With light being cast from the bedside window, I am able to see my mother in full—and that, unlike in my dream, she is still very much alive, albeit comatose as she has been since shortly after our arrival.

      My eyes remain fixed on her for several moments—at least, until movement stirs before her bed.

      I shift my gaze. See my father sitting beside her.

      He doesn’t notice me, though. Rather, he has taken to gazing upon my mother’s somber countenance, her barely moving form. A sigh paints his lips in a frown, and though I want to believe that he is thinking well of her, another part wonders if that is truly the case.

      Wouldn’t all his problems disappear if she were to pass away?

      No, I think. You can’t think of that. Not now. Not ever.

      Still, the thought is paralyzing and causes sickly venom to rush through my veins.

      It would be easier for him if she were to pass on—because in the end, he knows that I would be the one left behind: who would, by virtue of dignity and love, foster and take care of Diego, who he would otherwise see as a burden. I mean, truth be told, it isn’t as if I can’t take care of Diego. My earnings from Dystopia could put me through higher education and take care of both me and my brother for years on end. But would my father really turn his back on us now? After everything?

      I frown.

      Something is keeping him here. Whether it’s the idea of rekindling a relationship with his children or the money I’ve earned I can’t be for certain, but at the same time, I know I can’t dwell on it, at least not now.

      Exhaling, I push myself forward.

      My father lifts his eyes to face me. “You’re awake,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I reply, not bothering to look at him directly. “I am.”

      He remains silent. Several moments pass like this—with me sitting, him staring. I consider the clock over the door, find that it is barely even eight o’clock, and contemplate lying back down, especially since Diego’s asleep.

      However, my father speaks before I can consider doing that. “I wanted to talk to you,” he says.

      “About?” I ask.

      He inclines his head toward my mother—an act that is so subtle that at first I barely notice what he’s doing. When he juts his chin at her again, though, it clicks, and like pieces to a puzzle they fall together, snapping into place with eager insistence.

      He’s taking my warning seriously.

      Why wouldn’t he, though? I question. It isn’t like there hasn’t been cases like mine before.

      The government has found all manner of people through artificial intelligence—from missing children, to serial killers, to everything in between. The idea that my words could flag a computer system somewhere isn’t unbelievable, especially considering how this technology was used in the past.

      Frowning, I slide my legs over the couch to face him. “I don’t want to leave,” I say.

      “We wouldn’t have to go far,” he replies. “Just to the road, or maybe a little ways beyond it.”

      “I mean… I don’t want to leave…” I look down at Diego.

      “There’s a children’s center here, Sophia. Diego could wait there.”

      “You don’t understand,” I say. “His eyes⁠—”

      “I was here, Sophia. I know how he was.” The last few words feel barbed.

      I’m not sure what to say, how to feel, or even how to respond. Because of that, I simply sigh and say, “Yeah. I’m not in the position to say anything.”

      “So will you talk to me?”

      “I suppose I don’t really have a choice in the matter,” I reply, then turn my head to look at Diego. I press a hand to his shoulder, then shake him and say, “Hey, D.”

      My little brother’s eyes wink open soon after. “Sophie?” he asks.

      “Me and Dad are gonna go get us something to eat. Is it okay if we take you to the children’s center here in the hospital so you can play while you wait for us to come back?”

      “Can’t I go with you?” he asks.

      I’m just about to open my mouth to speak when my father cuts in. “No, Diego,” he says. “It’s too cold outside.”

      “But—” my brother starts.

      “I don’t want you getting sick.”

      “Please?” my little brother asks.

      My father is unrelenting, however, and simply says, “No. You can’t come.”

      The pout that frames his lips is enough to make me sigh. “Okay,” he grumbles.

      It takes less than a minute for me to rouse, get Diego into his shoes, then take his hand and lead him out of the room. My father follows behind shortly thereafter.

      In all, it takes us five minutes to locate the children’s center, and even less for Diego’s attention to be piqued. Populated even at this hour of the morning, children of all ages and sizes run amok, chasing one another or playing with toys. My little brother’s eyes sparkle at the sight. I can barely keep him from rushing forward.
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