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“Don’t forget about us, Lona.”


“Of course not.”


“If the Path is working it will be easy to forget, because We won’t matter.”


“That’s not true.”


“It is.”


He was right. Lona knew. The Path was a cajoling teacher, a relentless force. “If” the Path is working. The Julian Path was always working. Fenn knew that as well as she did. The “if” was a gift to Lona. A courtesy. What he really meant was: “Don’t feel bad about forgetting. It will happen. It is inevitable. But all will be forgiven between us.”


Fenn reached over to Lona and did the thing that he had done once before. He brushed his fingers against her wrist, over the bones that joined her forearm to her hand. His touch was quick and light and furtive. Maybe he had figured out that this was abnormal behavior, better to be done in secret. This was behavior to be analyzed and diagnosed. Dealt with.


Lona felt a tear trickle from the corner of her eye down the bridge of her nose, mucousy and wet. This was also abnormal behavior. Lona was only supposed to cry in Julian’s world. She was not supposed to cry Off Path.


The bell rang. Lona looked toward the door leading to the bay, and then back at Fenn.


“Go,” he said. When she didn’t, he nudged her arm. “Go,” he said again. “Julian is waiting.”


At her pod, the lights were already dimming. She thought about how amputated it had felt to enter the bay without him. How solitary Fenn had looked in his regulation clothing.


The recording began. It was a balm of a message, an ointment, doing what it was designed to do. It soothed. The Path is for you, it said. The Path is in you.


Lona tried to hold on to Fenn’s face. She owed him that.


You are the Path.


It was impossible. The conversation was already fading. The tears she had just shed were evaporating against her face, dry and tight. A membrane of sadness, a memento of disobedience.


This was as it was supposed to be, the great architecture of Lona’s existence. The life she’d just been living ceased to be important. New colors appeared in front of her eyes, new sounds echoed in her ears. A brassy alarm clock. A lawn mower.


Lona’s pod disappeared, until she was no longer in the bay, but in a familiar bedroom.


Lona was becoming Julian again.
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First, the pool was cold. If it was below sixty-seven degrees, they weren’t supposed to swim. But the thermometer obviously said sixty-five, and the coach hadn’t done anything but assign a satanic warm-up. Then Dan had forgotten he’d offered to drive Julian to school, so Julian was jogging the seven blocks from practice holding his backpack in front of himself like an hors d’oeuvres tray, trying not to crush the paper model inside. Capsaicin, it was called—the molecule that made peppers hot. On the fifth block, his mother called to say that his capsaicin molecule was sitting on the kitchen table. Julian opened his bag. Cheerios.


“Is this going to be a bad day?” the new manager asked, tapping the screen with his fingernail. The control room was a still, gray dark. Two Monitors sat at their desks, a patchwork of scenes running across their computers. Talia clicked on the tiny square now marked with an oily fingerprint, enlarging it and noting the number in the bottom right-hand corner. Then she opened a browser and typed the number into Julianbase.


Then she reminded herself that the new manager’s name rhymed with skeevy, which was helpful.


“Day 6001 is a five-point-four, Mr. Greevey,” she said. “In Path, that means it’s classified as Mildly Downcast, but it’s within the normal range. It’s barely below average, which is six.”


“I know it’s six.”


He sounded testy. New sector managers always sounded testy. Talia wished his testiness was not currently manifested as a greasy whorl pattern on her screen. Talia bet he didn’t know it was six.


“Of course. I’m just saying that we usually only register days that are Moderate-Severe Depressed or worse—anything less than a three.”


“So you’re not going to call a Coping Technician?”


He sounded accusatory. New sector managers always sounded accusatory. The Coping Technicians hated when new managers started even more than Talia did—the worrying, the whining, the stupid rules that the manager would later realize were stupid and try to blame on someone else. CTs had started referring to new managers as FMs. They said it stood for Floor Manager. It stood for Fecal Matter.


The rumor was that this one got the job because he was somebody’s nephew. He was slightly less competent and more execrable than the one before.


“No,” Talia said. “I don’t need to call a CT. Besides, Lona is the one in 6001. On her charts, she scores very high in resilience, which makes it easier for her to cope with anything Julian’s coping with.”


Talia liked Lona. This wasn’t something you said out loud, not unless you wanted to spend a weekend in a remedial Monitor training seminar. It was unwise, the seminar would explain, to “like” any of them, when they were all learning to become the same person. But Talia liked how, when Julian ran, sometimes Lona’s feet moved, too, little twitches like a dog having a dream, which made her long hair come untucked and fall down her arm. There was something endearing about this. Talia also felt a bond with Lona for other reasons, but those reasons were mixed with unease. Those reasons were better ignored.


And then, because Talia could tell that Greevey was the kind of person who worried more when everything seemed fine than when something was wrong, she added: “But you might want to have one on reserve for later this week. Jynd is in 5724, and Julian’s grandfather dies in 5727. That’s always a hard day.”


This pleased him. Greevey gave Talia an important nod. “I’ll arrange that.”


When he left, Talia turned back to her screen. Day 6001 was familiar. She’d monitored it just a few weeks ago, and she actually kind of liked it. It was a five-point-four, but a funny five-point-four—the kind where the things that went wrong could have been accompanied by a pre-recorded laugh track, full of chuckles and polite groans. After Julian realized he’d left the molecule at home, his mother would offer to drive it to him, but there would be a misunderstanding about which entrance they were meeting at. Julian would go to the south entrance, and his mother would go to the west. Later, Julian would misread his sheet music in choir practice and start singing with the girls.


Talia was convinced Julian would not have viewed this day as a five-point-four at all, but as an even six, or maybe six-point-two. The day’s cozy ridiculousness would have amused him, if not immediately, then a few days later, when he mulled it over in his private thoughts. No one had access to his real private thoughts, of course. But Julian’s ability to get over things like forgotten molecules was, after all, part of what had made Julian such a likable selection.


For now, Julian was merely trotting into Mr. Orlando’s Chemistry class and explaining how his pepper model was missing.


“Was it too hot to handle?” Mr. Orlando asked. Bless him, he thought his capsaicin pun was hilarious. The difference between Mr. Orlando and Ms. Shaw, the other Chemistry teacher, was that Mr. Orlando embraced his own dorkiness, which made everyone like him. He wore short-sleeved button-downs that never quite closed over his stomach; his belly button appeared as a triangle of pale flesh like the eye at the top of a pyramid on a dollar bill. He called his belly button “The Seeing Eye.”


“Maybe you are too hot to handle,” Julian said, and everyone laughed. This was the type of thing you couldn’t get away with in Ms. Shaw’s class.


“Go.” Mr. Orlando rolled his eyes. “Go get your capsaicin. Come back ready to talk about ion bonding.”


Julian obediently loped toward the school’s south entrance, pausing to glance at his reflection in a hallway trophy case. It was a good year for Julian’s looks. He was tall-ish but not too tall. He was handsome-ish, but not overly handsome. He had long limbs, doe-brown eyes. Right now, his hair was still damp, darker than its normal color. When it dried, it would be nearly the same shade as his skin, giving the impression that if he stood in front of a beige wall, he could blend in.


Julian didn’t look at himself frequently, meaning that those in Path were not often confronted with a mirror image of a face that was not technically theirs. There was discussion, once, about whether Path should be modified so that Pathers saw their own faces when Julian looked in the mirror. It hadn’t gone anywhere. Budget issues, probably.


The red light above Talia’s computer screen began to flash, simultaneously emitting an atonal whistle. Noon. Time for midday rounds. Talia could see the entire Path bay from where she was, but just barely. From the control room, the evenly spaced pods looked like blobby, boulder-sized masses. On floor level, a neat path of footlights, the kind they had in movie theaters, lit an efficient walkway for the Monitors to follow. It was peaceful down in the bay. Once it had been the gymnasium part of a posh health club. The control room had been the welcome desk. The Calisthenics room had been the weight room. The showers had been the showers. Some things don’t change.


There would have been basketball nets then, in the bay. It would have smelled like sweat and shoe leather. Now it smelled dry and electronic, and the only sound was a low whooshing, which was the sound of two hundred machines running. It sounded like breathing. Here in the bay, the boulders came to life.


In the beginning, when Talia first started her job, they used regular dental chairs, tilted back into reclining position. The vinyl stuck to skin, though. Created too many bedsores. Now the chairs were coated with microfiber.


The patrolling was Talia’s favorite part of her job—walking around her assigned Pathers, noting anyone who was growing faster than expected and needed to be fitted with a new pod. She rarely had to touch anyone. That was mostly a CT job—stroking the shoulder of a Pather who was having a particularly traumatic day. The pods could replicate most sensory experiences, but sometimes Pathers responded better to actual human touch. CTs used to be called Touchers before they unionized and decided the title didn’t fully enough represent their skill sets. Not that Talia blamed them. Who would want to be a professional Toucher? The Monitors tried to remember to use the new title, with limited success.


To her right, a big redheaded Pather named Grni was somewhere in the 6300s. Julian was filling out college applications, his father plotting a road trip down to a university in St. Louis. To Talia’s left, a smaller Pather named Dwnd must be in the mid 2000s. Julian had decided the swing set was a pirate ship and was annoyed when his mom didn’t remember to say “Ahoy.” The sound from that pod was tinny; Talia made a note to have it checked. Farther down, a young Pather, barely over 365, wearing his miniature visioneers and supported by a special headrest, played a singsongy game of Pattycake with Julian’s parents while a Coping Technician changed his diaper. The diaper was a problem, but no one had been able to design a better stopgap solution for before young Pathers could go on the bathroom break schedule. Someone would think of something. Path was only eighteen. It was getting better all the time.


Finally, Talia came to Lona. Julian was done with Chemistry, running lightly to English. Lona’s feet twitched in time. One foot bounced off her chair and dangled to the side. Julian’s loping wasn’t effective; he went up and down as much as he went forward. He wasn’t a great runner, Talia thought, but Lona might have been.


Which was a useless thing to think. There had never really been a Lona without Julian.


She lifted Lona’s foot back onto her chair. She might have called a Toucher if it was anyone else, but Lona intrigued her ever since what had happened eleven years ago; and, if she was really being honest with herself, Lona scared her.


Talia finished her rounds and walked back up to the control room. The pods became boulders again. Peaceful boulders, neat rows, safe order, dim light.


“Lona was running again,” she said to the second Monitor, a younger woman with cropped hair who sat in the other desk. Lona’s twitchy feet were famous in the control room. “Also, I think Dwnd’s sound needs to be checked.”


“It’s the new speakers. Supposed to be better, but last week I had to send out two Pathers for eardrum exams. One was the day after Julian lit off all those firecrackers in 4200s, so maybe that was supposed to happen?”


A current debate among Path overseers: If Julian got sick, did that mean the Pather in that day should also be sick? Some argued yes—Pathers were supposed to have a full range of human experiences through Julian, and experiences included damaged eardrums. Others said the Pathers were put in Path to give them better lives than they ever would have had Off Path. How much was pain necessary to the ideal human experience?


“What do you think of the new guy?” Talia asked.


“Kind of an idiot. He made me call a Coping Technician for a stubbed toe today. As if he was actually worried about the toe and not his ass.”


“How did that go?”


“The Toucher can kiss my ass. Did you hear they were all asking for Christmas off? What did they think this job—”


Before she could complete her sentence, a piercing sound rang through the cavernous bay—a horrible, hideous scream. It was much louder than any sound Talia’s computer could make, and louder even than Julian’s yells when he broke his left tibia in 4428 after a failed wheelie off the bicycle ramp. It was a sound that could not have been learned by any Pather through any experience in the Julian Path.


But it was a Pather who was making that terrified sound.


The other Monitor’s fingers flew over the keyboard as she tried to isolate the origin of the scream.


“It’s Ernd, in Quadrant 4.” She panicked. “I don’t know what… It doesn’t make any… Ernd is Off Path.”


There were emergency procedures for this. They were just pretend emergency procedures, though. No one ever expected to have to use them. No one went Off Path without permission, without the soothing mechanisms and dozens of meetings that went into preparing for such an event. Pathers did not go Off Path on their own, and so nobody needed emergency procedures.


But these procedures must have involved the overhead lights coming on, Talia thought, because that’s what was happening. The lights were coming on. The visioneers were lifting, hours before Calisthenics were scheduled to take place.


In Quadrant 1, Lona Sixteen Always was heading into the choir room, watching Nick as he did an impression of the choral director and the way his bottom lip quivered. Lona was picking up Julian’s folder of music from his assigned slot. She was listening to Mr. Santolar’s quivering lip tell them that the concert was in just a week, and don’t make him regret choosing such hard music for high school students. And then—then she wasn’t.


Then she was in the bay with all of the other Pathers from Sector 14, and the shrieking sound she heard had nothing to do with choir music. One person was screaming, and then another, and then, as the visioneers lifted, the whole room filled with the sounds of terror.


Lona felt warm light on her face. Sunbeams streamed in the slender windows that surrounded the top of the bay.


Julian spent every spring break visiting his grandparents in Florida, and sometimes they went to Cocoa Beach. Julian belonged to the local parks and rec swim team, and in the summer they practiced outside for ninety minutes every night. Julian had more fresh air than most people of his generation, which was another reason that Julian had been chosen.


And yet, as Lona peered up at the slivers of light piercing in through the top of the gymnasium, she intuitively understood something: This was the first time she had ever seen the sun.
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“We were so scared,” a small girl with dark skin was saying. “It was like the time We locked ourselves in the bathroom when Melissa was babysitting.”


“No,” said an older, wavy-haired boy. “It was like when We had our tonsils out and We woke up and Mom and Dad weren’t in the room.”


“That hasn’t happened to us yet,” the girl protested, annoyed. “We aren’t supposed to tell us.”


Lona flexed the muscles her machine told her to flex and listened to the conversations around her. The Calisthenics hour had been lost to gossip about what had happened in the bay. It—whatever it was—hadn’t lasted more than sixty seconds. Then the visioneers started working again. A few minutes later the room flooded with CTs who walked between pods, gently stroking the arms of two children at the same time. More arrived throughout the afternoon (helicoptered in from neighboring sectors?) and by the beginning of Calisthenics, there was nearly one Coping Technician for every Pather. Stroking arms. Upper arms. The length between the shoulder and the elbow, with steady, even pressure. This was the Toucher’s specialty. Stroking arms and saying “Sh-sh-sh-sh-shhhhhh.”


Lona’s current Coping Technician hadn’t arrived until it—whatever it was—was long over. Now, since Lona’s arms were locked in the bicep/tricep machine, the CT stroked her calf, from the side of her knee down to her ankle. It was an awkward fit, this asthmatic, porky man wedged between the pulleys and levers of her muscle strengthener, but he managed to give it some dignity.


Next to Lona, the older boy apologized to the younger girl for spoiling the news about the tonsillectomy—a clear violation of Path rules. “It’s not that bad,” he said. “We don’t even cry.”


We.


The only pronoun that a Pather used was “We.” It hadn’t been planned that way. Just a natural evolution. When Lona was in her mid-4000s, a graduate student had written her linguistics dissertation about the “unique Pather dialect.” She came for research during Calisthenics, sitting near Lona, down by the calf muscle that the CT was currently comforting.


“Do you find that the first person plural pronoun gives you a greater sense of community?” she had asked, pen poised above her spiral notebook. She had narrow eyes like a bird, and freckles across her forearms and the bridge of her nose. “Or do you feel that it upsets your sense of individuality?”


Lona had stared at her. “We don’t understand what you’re talking about.”


What a stupid question. What pronoun were they supposed to use? “You” was just “Me” yesterday, or would be tomorrow. They were all “We”s, dots at different points along the same line. They were all journeying together.


The only thing “individual” about Lona was her name, and that was a random assignment. The L, the twelfth letter of the alphabet, represented the twelfth month of the year and signified that she had been born in December. The O meant her birth date was the fifteenth. The N stood for her sector, and the A was her quadrant. Her full name was Lona Sixteen Always. “Sixteen” was her year signifier—last year she had been Lona Fifteen—and “Always” was the age of the Julian Path when she entered it. It had been the project’s third year. The first-year Pathers were called Beginnings. The seconds were Accelerates.


Not that this mattered. Lona’s birthday might be December 15, but since her days were synced with Julian’s, the only birthday that mattered was his, which was October 6. Lona’s name was just a way to keep track of things. Wherever she was, someone could hear her name and know exactly where she belonged. The same year the linguistics student had come, six or seven months later, Lona met another December 15 born her year. This Pather’s name was Losk; she was briefly in Sector 14 for reasons Lona never knew.


“You two can chat,” a tiny, pixie-ish Coping Technician had cooed. “You both just had the same day.”


The other girl was taller than Lona. She had pale hair—Lona’s was sandy and rough—and brown eyes that looked like boardwalk fudge from Julian’s vacations. They looked a lot like Julian’s friend Sarafina’s eyes. Lona wondered briefly whether Sarafina had ever noticed the similarity before remembering that Sarafina had never seen Losk’s eyes.


“Well, today was gross,” Losk said.


“It was?” Lona’s reply had a question mark after it, but Losk didn’t hear it.


“When We face-planted in gym and everyone saw and laughed. So awful.”


“They weren’t laughing in a mean way,” Lona said, perplexed. “It was just funny. And then our team won anyway.”


“It wasn’t funny. We wanted to die. And what if We get chosen last for basketball next time?”


“Who cares if We do? We’re the best at swimming anyway, and everyone knows that.”


If Lona got to plan the gym program, there would be no basketball unit. Basketball unit would be banished to a cupboard with all of the other ball sports. Floor hockey could stay. A puck wasn’t really a ball.


“But gym is every day,” Losk protested.


“We don’t even like gym.” Lona was almost laughing now at having to explain this. “It’s the most boring class all day.”


“No it’s not. It’s the only fun thing We ever get to do.”


Losk wasn’t reassured by Lona’s reasoning; in fact, she was getting even more upset. Bright pink spots appeared in the middle of her cheeks.


“We know,” Lona said, not because she agreed, but because this conversation was unsettling and she wanted it to be over. “It wasn’t the best day. Definitely not an eleven.”


That appeased Losk. Her face returned to its normal color. “At least it got better when Seth de-pantsed Curtis,” she said. “Then everyone was laughing at him, not us.”


Lona nodded, but she was uncomfortable with this memory. The other students hadn’t laughed at Curtis the same way they had laughed at Julian. It wasn’t a friendly laugh, but a mean one. Curtis was shy and quiet. He carried an injection kit around in a fanny pack in case he accidentally ate a peanut. When Seth pulled down Curtis’s shorts in the middle of gym class, it hadn’t made Lona feel relieved. It had made her feel sad.


The conversation had ended. Lona was still confused. They were paired together to talk about the events of their day. But they’d had the same events, and they each thought the day was something totally different. It didn’t make sense.


At least on that day she had been able to talk to Fenn.


Her mind unfurled the same series of questions it always did when she thought of him. Where is Fenn? What is he doing now? Does he wonder what I’m doing now? Where is Fenn? What is he doing now? Where is Fenn?


They’d known each other forever. Sometimes people exaggerated when they said that. Julian and Nick hadn’t really been friends “forever,” as Julian’s mom liked to say; they met in first grade. Lona had always known Fenn. In her first clear memory, he was barely in his 2000s, a careful, dark-haired boy who was taking too long at a flexibility machine. Lona saw why: he held a crumpled piece of paper in his hand. Contraband.


“What’s that?” she asked—quietly so no one else would hear.


“It’s our ones and elevens. We’re not supposed to see.”


The Coping Technicians kept track of monthly highs and lows for all of the Pathers. This paper contained all of Fenn’s. His CT must have dropped it; Fenn looked nervous about finding it. The creases in the paper were transparent with his sweat.


“Did We look?”


“We’re not supposed to see,” he said again.


Lona plucked the sheet from his hand. She couldn’t read yet, but she knew her numbers. “We’ll look for Us,” she said, meaning she would look for him.


He said: “We’ll look for each other.”


On the Losk day, he offered reasonable explanations. He always offered reasonable explanations. “Maybe Losk’s sound was malfunctioning,” he suggested when Lona sat next to him in quadriceps. “We remember that day, a little bit. It was sad when everyone laughed at Curtis. Julian is always nice to Curtis.”


He chewed his bottom lip. Lona noticed all the older Pathers did this—some habit Julian picked up in high school. “It must have been Losk’s equipment.”


That didn’t make sense. Part of the reason Calisthenics didn’t happen in the bay was because Monitors used the time to examine the pods for potential repairs. The equipment was meticulously maintained. It never went wrong.


“Besides,” he continued, “confusion like that doesn’t sound like it would be prescribed with the Path.” Fenn was like that, measured and methodical. He would eliminate possibilities, chew through arguments. He never spoke until he had complete sentences. “Path only has negative emotions that have been monitored, or that are there for a reason. Otherwise it would just be like Before, remember?”


Lona shuddered. She didn’t technically remember—none of them did—but she had learned about Before, in one of the presentations that sometimes happened during Calisthenics. Path History. Emotional Well-Being. Proper Calisthenics. In this particular presentation, they learned about Before Path. Before Path, Lona would have been beaten or neglected by parents who had been declared unfit. If she were lucky she might have been put in something called “foster care,” but even that was dangerous. The presenter showed pictures of a shrunken boy locked in a dog cage, staring through the bars with huge eyes. “That’s how the authorities found him,” the presenter said. “That’s where his foster parents kept him. He didn’t know how to read. He spent every day in his own filth. This is what it used to be like, for everyone like you. You have all been given a very special gift.”


That gift was the Path, the man said. That gift was the fact that when these potentially unfit people disobeyed orders not to have children, the children were rescued and put into a life they never would have been able to have. A good education. Proper nutrition. When the Julian Act was passed in Congress, the CT said, people wept with joy.


“Fenn,” Lona said. “What if it was a negative emotion only to Losk?”


“But it was the same day.”


“We know. But what if… remember how Dad is always talking about ‘personality differences’?”


“Steve and I here, we just have a little personality difference,” Fenn mimicked. Julian’s dad never wanted to believe anyone was mean, just that they all had different personalities.


“Right. What if that’s what We have? A personality difference? From Losk?”


Both she and Fenn stopped using their machines. The air around them was silent. Fenn was staring at her. His eyes were green, she noticed, an even greener green than Losk’s were a brown brown. He stared at her with his green eyes, not judging, but like she was speaking in another language and he wanted to understand it.


“We all,” he began. “We all have the same personality. We all have Julian’s personality. It is the ideal personality.”


Lona’s cheeks flushed. Of course. How could they have different personalities when they were the same? “Right,” she said. “That was stupid.”


Before he could respond, a CT with a clipboard walked by. “Rotate!” she barked. “Fenn, abdominals. Lona, shoulders.”


Fenn started in the direction of the ab machines, but went only a few steps before turning and running back to Lona. Touching wasn’t forbidden between Pathers; it didn’t need to be. It never would have occurred to Lona to touch Fenn or anyone else. When he reached her left arm, he extended his fingers and stroked. Stroke, stroke, stroke, just like the Coping Technicians. But on the third stroke he did something they never did. He squeezed. Just a little. Gently. His hand was warm, and she could feel his pulse in his fingertips, faintly, like the heartbeat of a bird. He looked into her eyes and squeezed, before dropping her hand and walking away.


That was the first time he ever touched her.


The second was the last day she ever saw him.


That might have been what started it all.


Lona never met Losk again. She never met anyone with her birthday again. Path had been fixed, probably, to prevent it from happening. Path had also been fixed to prevent her from seeing Fenn.


That wasn’t a fair description. Fenn left when he was supposed to leave, to the new center where all Pathers went at 6570 when Julian turned eighteen. Rumors occasionally floated down, blended with Pather speculation: Julian went to the University of Chicago. Julian spent a summer backpacking in Canada. Julian’s roommate was hilarious.


People had seen Lona and Fenn on the day they said good-bye, the crying and the illicit touch. Grown-ups had seen. Lona heard the whispers. Unexpected. Unfortunate. Re-immersed. Remmersed.


They kept saying that. “Remmersed.”


The whispers stopped when a pinched, hard woman—not even a CT but a Monitor—stopped them. “Have you thought,” she said, not a little exasperated, “that maybe Lona being upset proves that the Path is working? That she’s learned to form human relationships?”


“Maybe you’ll be sent to my Eighteens center,” he’d said hopefully, once, but after the whispers she knew that wouldn’t happen. She would never see Fenn again.


She hadn’t forgotten about him, though. He’d been wrong about that. She thought of him all the time. Because she’d never forgotten about him, she’d also decided never to make another friend like him. Something she didn’t have could not be taken away.


It was better to keep focused, to walk the narrow path, to never stray.
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The Calisthenics room went silent, and after a second Lona understood why. It was Ernd, the Pather who’d screamed, the one whose visioneers first went blank.


Ernd hadn’t been in Calisthenics at all this period—a team of Coping Technicians and Monitors had detained her in the bay. Here she was now, though, allowing herself to be led through the machines to an empty arm stretcher near Lona. Ernd wasn’t someone Lona had noticed much before. Pale, like all of them. Slender. Younger—maybe high 3000s.


Ernd let her forearm be strapped into the machine, then answered everyone’s unspoken question.


“They wanted to know what happened. Exactly what happened. But it was hard to tell them. First, We were at Nick’s house, getting out the garden hose. We were going to spray his sister when she got home.”


“We were studying for an algebra test,” said a female Pather with a button nose.


“We pottied, like a big boy,” a tiny one volunteered.


“We were talking to Grandpa on the phone, about how he would be out of the hospital in no time.”


“We didn’t realize that aluminum foil couldn’t go in the microwave.”


Ernd nodded, solemnly. “We were just making sure there were no kinks in the hose, and then there was… nothing.”


“Nothing,” another Pather repeated, and the word spread through the group.


“Nothing.”


“Nothing.”


“They kept asking us, ‘What did you see?’” Ernd said. “They didn’t understand that there was nothing.”


Lona understood what she meant. For a brief moment, nothing had appeared in her visioneers. Usually, a few minutes before Calisthenics, a low tone would begin in the Pathers’ earpieces, a wavy tone, like the deeper registers of a flute. Over the tone, the soothing voice would say something. The words changed a little sometimes, but were mostly the same:


Good morning, Pather. It is time to step out of your rewarding Path in order to exercise your body. Discipline is virtuous. Compliance is virtuous. Empathy is virtuous. The Path is for you. The Path is in you. You are the Path.


The flute would fade away, and the screen would turn to a pleasant, neutral lilac before lifting from their eyes.


Whatever had happened today had been nothing like that. It had been jarring and sudden—falling into an abyss. Like when the sea kayak tipped over and for a minute We couldn’t get out, someone had said earlier.


But it wasn’t like that, not at all. On all of those occasions—the bathroom locking, the tonsils—the Pathers had never been alone. Even in the sea kayak, when the bubbly water churned so violently that it was impossible to tell which way was up and which was down—even then, they had not been alone.


They had been with Julian. They had been Julian, but also been with him.


Lona knew what made the bay interruption so terrifying. It wasn’t just that the Path stopped. It was that every person in the Path had been left totally and completely alone.


The intercom light on the Calisthenics room flashed. “It is time to return,” the neutral voice said, “to the Path.”


Lona waited as her machine stopped vibrating before lining up for Toiletry, taking a clean set of baggy clothing from the “Girls (Medium)” stack and stepping into a shower stall.


Back inside the bay she walked to her pod, which was designed to mold to all of her muscles and every hair on her head. She was exhausted. Julian hadn’t slept well the night before. He’d stayed up to finish a paper, then watched time pass on his alarm clock.


“Good morning, Pather,” the voice said. “You are about to embark on another fulfilled day in the Path. We apologize”—an apology was new—“for the power outage that earlier caused a disruption on your journey. The problem has been resolved.”


The other reason Lona was exhausted had nothing to do with Julian’s REM cycle. It was that this thing—whatever it was—kept needling at her.


Whatever it was. Why did she keep thinking that? She knew what it was. They just said it was a power outage.


She tried to calm her breathing.


But didn’t that sound a little weird, a power outage? Shouldn’t that have meant that the whole system failed at once, instead of pod by pod? And if it was a power outage, then how was it that the lights all came on and the visioneer hoods lifted? Wouldn’t a power outage have prevented that?


The fade-in to Path was a soft, burnt-orange color that gradually brightened in intensity. The tone accompanying it was a higher pitch than the one before Calisthenics, and reedier. More like an oboe. Lona’s visioneers showed rust, then peach, then the pure color of a ripe tangerine as it faded into Path.


Julian was waking up, getting ready for swim practice, putting in his earbuds as he hunted under piles of laundry for his practice suit.


Ew, not this song, Lona thought. It was one of those songs where a guy who sounded like a girl sang about how sensitive he was. I hate this song. Why don’t you ever listen to better music, Julian?


Wasn’t it odd that they’d never had a power outage before? Nick’s family lived out of town, off the regular power grid, and they had a backup generator, just in case. Shouldn’t there be a backup generator?


When it happened—the power outage, if that’s what they were calling it—the bay erupted in complete chaos.


Something bothered her about that memory. She went over it again in her head. We were screaming. The Path broke and We were all screaming. Except that wasn’t exactly true, was it? Something about that statement was false. I wasn’t screaming. Everyone was screaming but me. I wasn’t screaming because even though I was scared, I liked it.


I.


Not We.


In Path, Julian ate a banana, brushed his teeth with a depleted, gummy tube of Crest. Lona barely noticed any of it. She was too thrown by her own thoughts to register anything happening in Path.


Until something happened in Path that didn’t belong in Path at all.


For a split moment, so quickly she would have missed it if she had blinked, a face filled Lona’s screen. He looked like he was trying to say something, but there was no sound and Lona couldn’t read lips.


His face was thinner. His hair was longer than it had been when she saw him last, or at least longer than she remembered it being, but still the same curls and the same dark color. Still the same green eyes. Still the same serious look in them.


Fenn.
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“What did you tell them?”


“The situation has been contained, Architect.”


“I didn’t ask whether it was ‘contained,’ Greevey. It’s not an oil spill. I asked how you explained it.”


“We told them what you said to tell them. It was a power outage.”


“Did they believe it?”


“Who?”


“The children. Of course.”


“The children are turnips, sir.”


“Careful.”


“I’m sorry, Architect.”


“I’m going to come down tomorrow.”


“You don’t have to worry. I told you the situation is—”


“It is not contained, Greevey. Nothing about what happened yesterday even remotely resembles ‘contained.’ Please don’t use words that you don’t understand. Someone got in.”


“Do you think it was them?”


“Nobody else would understand what effect it would have had to interrupt the Path. It was them.”


“Our system says it looks like they were trying to target one pod.”


“Did they reach that one pod?”


“Eventually they reached all the pods.”


“Figure out who they want. I’ll be there tomorrow.”


“You don’t need to come down, sir. I’ll take care of it. If something else happens, I’ll figure out what made it happen.”


“I do have the other mess to deal with.”


“And I can handle this here.”


“You will tell me about anything—and I mean anything. If a fruit fly wanders into a pod and goes Off Path, I want to hear about it. What has happened here is infinitely bigger than your job, as difficult as that may be to understand.”


“I understand.”


“Fine. That’s all, then.”


“Sir?”


“Yes?”


“One more thing?”


“I’m waiting.”


“Do you think they’ll try again?”


“I think they are trying right now.”
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Don’t panic.


There were explanations. Like, maybe it hadn’t been Fenn on her screen. Maybe she was just thinking about him because of what happened earlier, and then when Julian’s face appeared in the bathroom mirror, she thought it was Fenn.


That was unfeasible, too. She wasn’t supposed to be able to think about other things when she was in Path. She wasn’t supposed to be able, for example, to ignore what the coach was saying about the meet tomorrow, and instead remember what shape Fenn’s lips made, to think about what word he might have been trying to say or why his eyes looked so terrified when he tried to say it.


Doing that would have been impossible. But she was doing it right now. While she’d been thinking about Fenn, Julian had somehow made it to swim practice and was sitting next to Dan on the slippery tile floor.


So one of two things had happened, both of which were impossible. The first was that her brain had fallen Off Path and was now running behind, trying to catch up. The second was that Fenn was in her machine.


He had looked into her eyes. He had opened his mouth, and he had started to tell her something. What was it?


Unlike the earlier interruption, this time the interference had been in her pod alone. No one had screamed. No Coping Technicians had stroked arms. Only Lona had seen Fenn, and she didn’t know why.


He would come again, she told herself. If she waited long enough, he would come again. She just needed to focus. Focus.


Coach Armand was saying that the relays for the district meet would be chosen based on the splits from this one. He wanted everyone at the van by four. Was Fenn in some kind of trouble? What did he think she could do from her pod?


“Are you having problems focusing, Lona?”


The voice wasn’t in her pod, it was coming from Off Path. Her visioneers lifted again, for the second unscheduled time in twenty-four hours.


It was a Monitor, standing to Lona’s left. Lona knew her name was Talia, but she didn’t know how she knew.


“Were you having trouble focusing on Coach Armand?” Talia asked again.


Saying no would have been lying. Saying yes would mean admitting there was something wrong with her. In one way or another.


“Yes. I was. We were. We couldn’t hear him.”


There. That felt like a reasonable excuse, especially after what had happened earlier. They would be expecting technical glitches. There was no need to explain that she couldn’t hear him because she was seeing people who were not supposed to be there. Saying that out loud seemed like a bad idea.


A look flickered across Talia’s face. Her skin was tan and drawn tight across her cheekbones in a way that reminded Lona of a hazelnut or round pebble. Not in an unpleasant way—she would be pretty if she were smiling.


Lona remembered why she knew Talia’s name. This was the Monitor from before—the one who made the whispers stop about her and Fenn.


“Your sound levels are reading as normal,” Talia said cautiously. “But it is possible that our equipment is faulty.”


She didn’t sound like she exactly believed Lona. Then again, Lona was lying. Maybe Lona was a bad liar. Maybe lying was something that required a lot of practice. Julian was a bad liar. His mom could always tell; now he barely ever tried.


“Why don’t you come with me? There’s a spare pod in the back of the bay you can use until yours is repaired.”


If she went to a new pod, Fenn would never be able to find her. If she acted like she didn’t want to follow Talia, then the Monitors would know something was wrong. “What about… will it just keep… if We go to a new pod… We don’t want to miss anything.”


“Your Path will stop until we set you up in the new pod. Then it will start again, just where you left off.”


The bay was quiet. She’d never thought about how quiet it would be outside of her pod, or how claustrophobic, like a snowglobe. Talia led her down a dim aisle, surrounded on either side by pods close enough to touch. The Pathers’ faces were placid and inexpressive: mouths slack, limbs loose and limp. As they rounded the corner out of Quadrant 1, Lona accidentally brushed the toe of a tiny Pather. He giggled. Lona looked at the screen in front of his pod, which displayed what he was seeing to the Monitors. Julian was petting a baby chick on a field trip to a farm. That’s what the giggling had been about. Nothing to do with Lona.


If she listened closely, she could hear that the bay had its own sound, a rising and falling, like ocean waves set to a timer.


“How did you know that our sound was malfunctioning?”


“I was alerted. Your brain scan said you were Off Path for a pretty long time.” Talia peered sideways at Lona and waited, giving her a chance to explain what had happened. As if Lona had any idea what had happened. As if she didn’t also want to know.


Talia’s spare pod was in the corner of Quadrant 6. If Lona was permanently reassigned here, she would become Lonf. This pod looked too big. Lona started to climb in anyway, until a sharp voice from above broke her concentration.


“Bring her here,” it said.


Her eyes adjusted to the dark as she searched for the source. First she saw the rickety metal stairway, running adjacent to the back wall. Fire escape, she thought, remembering a trip to New York that Julian went on last year. The stairs looked like a fire escape. The stairway led to a door; the door led to an office of some kind separated from the rest of the bay by a sheet of glass.


“Bring her up,” the man said. If Lona hadn’t known he was talking about her, she would have thought he was talking about a feral cat.


Talia hesitated, as if she’d been hoping she could slide Lona into the pod unobtrusively. Lona wondered if she would say something to the man, but she just gestured to the steps. Lona took them slowly, her soft footwear cludding dully against each metal riser.


“Don’t be afraid,” Talia muttered, as she reached around Lona to open the door at the top.


She hadn’t been. Until Talia told her not to be. Funny that the only time people told you everything was fine was when nothing was.


Inside, the control room was dark, lit only by a few computers. One chair was empty. The only other one was occupied by a man with furry eyebrows, his hair gelled to his head, like a plastic bobble-head doll.


“Do you know why you’re here?” he asked.


Lona looked to Talia for guidance. Talia nodded.


“Our sound—”


“Was fine. Your sound was fine. I checked it myself. What wasn’t fine were your brain rhythms, which should have been synced with Julian’s, but were instead off picking flowers. I need to know how this happened.”


He would have had better luck getting an answer if he hadn’t interrupted her. Not that she had many answers.


“You,” he continued, “are not supposed to be here. Do you understand that?”


“Mr. Greevey, I was taking her to another pod,” Talia said. “While she’s there I’m sure we can figure out what went wrong with hers and fix it.”


Mr. Greevey continued as if Talia hadn’t spoken at all. He stood, folding his arms across his chest, bending down to her eye level. “You don’t belong here, standing in my control room and consorting with my Monitors. But here you are, and here we’re talking with each other, and neither of us is going to leave this room until we figure out how this happened. This morning you were Off Path for ten minutes. Until yesterday, no one had ever been Off Path in Sector 14 for even sixty seconds. You saw what sixty seconds did to everyone in the room.”


She had. She had seen the panic.


“We were scared,” she said, but he waved her off.


She disliked him, disliked the way he leaned over her and breathed. His hair gel smelled like coconut, tropical and cloying.


“I should say,” he continued, “what sixty seconds did to everyone but you. Today when we got back on Path, everyone else’s brains synced even faster than usual. They were happy to be back on Path. But yours didn’t. Yours didn’t settle down at all. At first we thought your mind was just wandering around, damaged from the shock of going Off Path. But that wasn’t what happened, was it?”


“It might have been what happened.”


She wasn’t lying. It might have been what happened. Instead of calming her, the thought worried her. She didn’t want that to be the solution—a technicality, a brain bump. If Fenn hadn’t been in her visioneers, she wouldn’t have known where he was at all.


“But after one minute, your brain rhythms weren’t wandering. They were more active than brain rhythms are ever supposed to be on Path. Do you know what I think? I think your brain rhythms were active because someone was trying to tell you something.”


“Something? What?”


“You tell me. You’re the one the rebels told it to.”


“The rebels?” She almost laughed. They thought some rebel group was trying to contact her. They had no idea it was just Fenn.


Unless they thought that Fenn was part of some guerilla uprising. In which case they would be looking for him. Whatever relief she felt was replaced with terror. She didn’t trust whatever this coconut-scented man would do if they found him.


“We don’t know anything,” she insisted again, her voice cracking. “We don’t know why We went Off Path, but We bet it was just what you said—our brain was reacting to what happened yesterday. We swear. That’s it. We didn’t see anything.”


The man was silent. It was a purposeful quiet, designed to make her get nervous and start talking to fill the space. It wouldn’t work. No one was more accustomed to staying silent than a Pather. Lona used the time to look around the room. Let him think she was bored. Let him think she was stupid. Better than him thinking Fenn was a criminal.


The Monitor desks were neat, each with a few personal effects. On one desk, a picture of two young blond children climbing a tree, another of a dark-haired Middle Eastern family celebrating a holiday. Of course—the Monitors must share desks, for multiple shifts. Just because the Pathers lived here didn’t mean the workers would. In the center was a pamphlet for some sort of expo. New levels in comfort technology, it said, over a photo of a pod that looked sleeker than the ones in Sector 14. You’ll want to take one home for yourself!


Eventually Greevey spoke again, louder than before. As she suspected, he was the one who couldn’t handle silence. “Before I came here, I managed a computer factory. When computers are broken, you run a diagnostic and it tells you exactly what’s wrong, and you fix it. It doesn’t lie to you.”


“We’re not lying.”


“If one of the pieces is broken, you find out which one it is, and you throw it out.”


To Lona’s right, Talia’s jaw was clenched.


“Of course, we don’t throw out Pathers here.” A bead of sweat or coconut oil trickled from his head. It was wrong for him to smell like a luau.


He crossed his arms again. When he spoke the next time, it was to Talia. “Take her to be remmersed,” he said.


That word again.


“Sir, what?” Talia sounded shocked.


“The remmerser. I—we—can’t afford to take any chances.”


“Are you sure you have the authority to—”


“To make decisions for the sector I have been hired to run?”


“Mr. Greevey, there’s no evidence that she’s lying. Even if someone was trying to contact her, how could she have known it was going to happen? How could she be part of some conspiracy? She’s been in this room every day of her life.”


He was already shuffling papers on a desk, though, and neatly placing them into a briefcase.


“All the more reason. It will make her a less desirable target for anyone who may be trying to reach her. Her mind is broken. It needs to be fixed. So we take her to be remmersed.”


He said it like it was a mathematical formula—after carrying all of the ones, there was only a single remaining solution. “There’s a transport van available outside. You can take her yourself. Unless, of course, you feel it’s a job more suited to a Coping Technician.”


“I can take her.” Talia turned to Lona. “I can take you.” She gestured for Lona to follow her out of a door near the rear of the control room. Lona looked back toward the window overlooking the bay, the only home her physical body had ever known, but all she saw were Mr. Greevey’s eyes, disappearing into jolly slits as he smiled. He waved in farewell.


“Good-bye, Lona. Don’t be afraid. It won’t hurt a bit.”
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The van Talia led her to had a logo on it—the back of a small child’s head, facing a sun that was either rising or setting. It was long and white, parked in the far corner of a small garage attached to the building. Talia unlocked it with her key fob, opening the passenger door by hand, watching Lona as she climbed inside.


“Don’t forget to buckle—”


“What is ‘remmersed’?”


Talia raised one eyebrow, gave her a level stare.


“Your seat belt.”


“But what is—”


“It might be too loose. The last person in that seat was a Monitor who’s a lot bigger than you.”


Talia adjusted the rearview mirror and turned the keys in the ignition. For a moment Lona was distracted by the sensations of being inside the van. The leather seat was too hot. It was never too hot in Path. Even when Julian said, “Mo-o-om, why can’t we let the air run before getting in the car, it’s like a freaking oven in here?” the seat had never been too hot for Lona. The Path must have regulated it.


As they backed out of their parking spot, Lona craned her neck to see through the windshield. All she saw was darkness. The windshield was blacked out—all of her windows were. She couldn’t see anything beyond the interior of the van.


“We can’t see out the windows over here,” she said.


“No. You can’t.”


“But you can.”


“Or I’m driving blind.”


“Is your half of the window tinted differently than this half? Is it something you did to our eyes or something you did to the van?”


She used Path speak deliberately. She’d already slipped once in front of Talia, back in the bay. Talia sighed, debating whether to answer the question.


“It’s the van. The light refracts differently on the driver’s side. It’s for your protection.”


It must not be a perfect system. Talia drove with her nose inches from the windshield so she could see through the limited viewing space.


“Our protection? Or all of our protection? Have other Pathers ridden in this car?”


Talia engaged a turn signal and Lona felt her body swoop to the side of the van. Movements felt so much bigger Off Path. She clutched the side of the door.


“I suppose it doesn’t matter,” Talia muttered.


“What?”


“I was talking to myself.”


“What were you saying?”


“If I tell you things, I suppose it doesn’t matter at this point. Other Pathers have ridden in this van, but not while they’re Off Path.”


“How are We on Path in here?”


“Sometimes even Pathers get sick and need to go to the doctor. We mix a sedative in with their nutrient tube, and take them in the van.” She nodded toward the rear compartment, which was separated from the front by a black curtain. “There’s a pod in the back.”


Talia paused then, deciding whether to say something, waiting to see if Lona said something first.


“Lona. You have been in this car before.”


Whatever Lona expected her to say, it wasn’t that.


“When?”


“You were little. Your eyes were weak—nearsighted. They fixed them. I drove you to the hospital and back.”


Lona searched her memory for car trips, hospital visits, eyedrops, Jell-O on a paper tray—anything that sounded like part of that narrative. Once she thought she had something, or at least a wisp of something. She was sitting in a hospital bed. She was drinking something neon yellow. The door to her room opened. Julian’s mom walked in and said he could have sherbet, if he wanted, for his throat. So it wasn’t Lona’s memory after all.


“Did We drink Gatorade?” she asked anyway.


“Gator—” Talia wrinkled her forehead. “No, you wouldn’t have had Gatorade.”


“Did We talk about all of this then? Did We ask the same questions?”


“You were supposed to be asleep,” Talia non-answered.


“But… We weren’t?”


“The sedative wasn’t heavy enough. On the way back from your surgery, I heard you through the curtain, talking in your sleep. Crying, actually. You were crying for your mom. I had a picture of Julian’s mom in the van. Just in case a Pather woke up and got scared. It’s all planned—you were five, so she was the right age for five. There are appropriate pictures of Julian’s parents for every age. But when I showed it to you, you started crying harder. You said, ‘Not that one.’”


“Not that picture?”


“That must have been what you meant. Later I realized that must have been it. But at the time… at the time I thought you meant something else.” Talia shook her head. “Anyway. It did help us realize that we didn’t have the right cocktail for you. If you woke up in the van, you could have woken up in Path. We adjusted your dosages and everything has been fine since.”


Until today, Lona mentally inserted. “For the eye surgery? For the eye surgery, you used the pod in the back?”


“Yes. When I took you for your eye surgery, I transported you in the pod.”


“Why didn’t you use it today?


“Because. It doesn’t matter for you today. You are going to be remmersed.” Remmersed. Remmersed. It was a nonsense word that controlled Lona’s fate.


“Talia,” she said softly. It was the first time she had used Talia’s name. She saw Talia stiffen at the sound. “What is ‘remmersed’? I need to know what is going to happen to me.” Talia had risked something to answer Lona’s questions, and Lona would risk something in return. Unprotected by the plural “We,” she felt vulnerable, exposing a piece of herself that no one had seen since Fenn left almost a year ago. “What is ‘remmersed’?” she asked again. “Please.”


“It’s…” Talia took in a deep breath and exhaled, slowly, but when she spoke again, it was with the same brusqueness that she’d used for everything else.


“The most crucial thing to know is that you’ll still have everything important. Your family. Your school, and friends, and swimming. All of that will still be there.”


“What won’t be there?”


“The unimportant stuff. The stuff that happens Off Path.”


“Oh.” The air whooshed out of her lungs. The car dashboard was swimming. She blinked. “Oh,” she said again.


Julian’s mom was a surgeon, and sometimes she came home with horrible stories. There were these conjoined twins once, toddlers, who had their own hearts but shared other vital organs—a liver, maybe, or part of an intestine. Doctors decided when they were born that separating them would be too dangerous. The twins learned to do things together; they could pedal a tricycle, each with one leg. But when they got older, it turned out that leaving them together was also dangerous. The way the blood flowed through their shared body meant one twin wasn’t getting enough of the blood to her heart, while the other twin’s kidney was failing. The family chose the operation. One of the twins died. It was always a possibility. They had to choose what they chose anyway. If they hadn’t, both twins would have died. The weaker twin was sacrificed.


Being remmersed meant killing the weaker twin. It meant no longer having anything to do with being Lona. So that’s why Talia was telling her things. It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t remember any of it later.


“Do you have to do it a lot? Remmerse?” She managed to stop the dashboard from swimming by staring at the air-conditioning button. Her voice sounded like a scream to her, but maybe that was only in her head. Talia responded as if she didn’t notice.


“Not a total remmersion. For babies sometimes, but not often when you’re this old. Usually it’s adjustments. Smaller modifications, like what we did after your eye surgery. This is special. It re-immerses your mind. In cases like this, if you’ve gone too far off-track, it helps the Path work better for you.”


“The Path is in you,” Lona said automatically.


“What?”


“It’s something they say to us. You know. The Path is for you. The Path is in you. You are the Path. The Path is you. Because the more We can dedicate ourselves to the Path, the better our lives will be.”


In response, Talia reached over and turned on the radio, flipping channels until she reached a guy with a tender, emo voice. It was the same singer Julian had been listening to as he got dressed earlier that morning.


“You like this, right?” Before Lona could respond, Talia turned up the volume. “Julian’s favorite in the early 6000s. Let’s listen to music until we get there.”


Lona still couldn’t see out the windows, but she could feel the van slow to a stop. Talia turned off the ignition.


“Is this the hospital?”


“It’s the remmersion center. It’s just for Pathers—when you need readjustments. It’s in a strip mall. Next to a Chinese restaurant.”


This was something that the Monitors and CTs probably joked about. A strip mall.


The older kids in Julian’s high school, the ones who had off-campus privileges, they liked to hang out at a strip mall. It had a Chinese restaurant, too. Plus a nail salon, a sandwich place, and a bowling alley. Two-for-one deal: Pedicure and Mind Erasing.


Talia peered through the windshield. “There’s supposed to be someone waiting here. They usually come to the van.”


She scanned the car interior, looking for something—a phone?—and then patted the pockets of her shirt. Empty.


“Shit,” she said.


This was not a word used often in Path.


“Wait here,” Talia decided. “And I’ll bring out someone to escort you in.”


“Is it too far to walk?”


“It’s against protocol.”


“Protocol?” The protocol before you remmerse my brain?


“I’m going to take the keys. I’m going to find someone. You cannot move. You must wait for me, okay? Okay?”


Lona could hear her footsteps walking away for a few seconds, and then she could hear nothing.


She thought about screaming. She thought about calling for help. She thought about all of the times that Julian had played Karate Houdini in the backyard, a game where the famous magician got a black belt so that he could be an escape artist and a crime fighter. You have to hold me tighter, he would say to Dad or Melissa or whoever was playing the game with him. You have to hold me as tight as you can, so I can chop free. She thought about chopping Talia in the head and running… running where? Into the Chinese restaurant and ordering some lo mein?


Where would she go? She didn’t know how to get back to the bay, and she couldn’t go there even if she did. She might be able to find a telephone, but she wouldn’t have known who to call. Nick? Mr. Orlando? Was she even in the right city? If she called them, what would she say? “Hi, Nick? You don’t know me, but you are my best friend. Can you come and pick me up?”


Why would she even want to run?


She thought of the boy in the dog cage. Foster care. Maybe foster care was right outside. Maybe that’s why Talia had told her to stay there.


But what if there was nothing outside but the sun? What if she could get out of this van and run? Lona looked at her feet. Her shoes were thin-soled and flexible, made for sitting, but looked capable of running. What if, after they remmersed her, she went back to Path and she thought that basketball was a good day, and that it was funny when other people teased Curtis?


There had been no power outage. There had been no electrical failure. They could be lying about other things, too.


Lona heard traffic behind the van. That’s where the road was—a busy street, judging by the short intervals between cars. That’s where she would run. She would get to the street, and she would keep going. She unbuckled her seat belt. She reached for the door. Just as her fingers were inches from the lock, it popped up on its own.


The door exploded open and two hands reached in.


“Hold her—” A male voice. “If you don’t hold her still, then you’re not going to get the needle—don’t let her hurt herself!”


She tried to shake herself free, but only managed to flip herself around. The grip tightened. Now one arm was across her chest like a metal brace, pressing her against a person who was tall and broad. She reached up with her left arm, which was a little less trapped than the right, and felt something soft. Hair. She pulled down, hard, and the mouth on the face below the hair said, “Ow,” so she pulled harder. The mouth grunted. A spray of spit flew from the mouth and landed on her eyebrow. She bucked her head back, aiming for the person’s chin and making contact with something in the general face area that was hard enough to make her own head hurt.
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