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			ONE

			I am in a dream. I am lying on the wet soil, under the light blue sky. There is not a single cloud and the sun shines even brighter than usual. At first, I don’t realize it is a dream, until I turn my head to the left and see a forest. It is deep and goes for miles. The trees are tall and green. I can almost hear the wind whispering on the twigs. But I have never seen a forest. Therefore, this is a dream. An unusual one. Maybe it was made by my unconscious desire of seeing a forest one day. I only read about them.

			I turn my head to the right and see more trees. I must be on a glade. I pay attention to what my other senses are telling me. I notice the sweet smell of flowers. I feel the cold grass in my fingers. Everything is so silent…

			I close my eyes. I want this sensation of peace to last forever. But slowly and steadily, I feel a mysterious vibration in my ears that was not here before. It gradually becomes a sound, a sound that is louder and louder. At first, I don’t recognize it, but when I have to cover my ears, I finally realize what this is.

			It is the sound of reality crashing down on the dream world.

			I am abruptly pulled out from my imaginary Eden and brought back to the real world. I wake up. I stare at the ceiling of my bedroom. The disruptive sound of my alarm clock was the cause of all this. I rub my tired eyes.

			“Why now? I was having a wonderful dream…”

			As I talk, the alarm clock stops and a delicate voice comes from the Delta AI that is standing near the wall:

			“Good morning, Mister Daniel. It is seven o’clock.”

			“Yes, I know,” I say, with a touch of irony. “Thank you, Sarah.”

			Slowly, I find the will to pull myself out of the bed. Once I am up, I open a window and the door of my bedroom. I go straight to the bathroom. After I look myself in the mirror, I realize that I look terrible. My cheeks are red, my grey eyes are tired, my hair is messy, and I feel like I could have stayed in bed for ten more minutes. Another day in my young life.

			After a quick shower, I go back to my bedroom. I choose a pair of blue jeans and a white shirt for today. While I am tying my white shoes, I look again at the Delta AI, who has not left its place.

			“Sarah, what day is it?”

			“It is Wednesday, the twenty-fifth day of May, Mister Daniel.”

			I stand up and go to the kitchen, where I open a cabinet and take out a jar with the label “Breakfast”. I open it and take two red pills, which I swallow, along with a glass of water. And that is it. I had my breakfast.

			Then, I press a button on an intercom which is on the wall and the sound of the radio echoes through the apartment. Through the radio, I can always hear the latest news: crimes, parties, new inventions of the Kellerman Group. On a normal day, I like hearing the radio – it makes me feel less alone. But after a minute, I leave the kitchen and sit on my bed.

			Today is a big day. Not as big and important as Friday will be, but it is an important day nonetheless. Today, I will become a true citizen of Phoenix. I look at my wrist where I will get a special ID code, written with a special permanent ink. This procedure is scheduled for today, at ten o’clock. Until that hour comes, I still have lessons.

			I am sixteen years old. I have been living in this city for as long as I can remember. I was abandoned by my true parents and have no memory about them. Thus, I lived with a foster family until I was fourteen. Those were horrible years. I stayed with a couple who already had a son. They all treated me like trash. I slept in a dusty attic. I can still remember the foul smells of that place. Worse than that, I hardly got any food – if you can call these pills food. 

			One day, I had my revenge. I was alone and free to do whatever I wanted, so I hacked their bank accounts. I stole all their money and fled that house. Since then, I have been living in this small apartment for the last two years. I do not mind living alone. My only company is the Delta AI that runs everything in the apartment. Because its voice resembles a woman, I called her Sarah. Although she is nothing more than a complex assembly of programs, she is one of the only three friends that I have on this world.

			In short words, my life sucks. It is what I think everyday.

			After spending an eternity looking at my shoes, I look at Sarah again.

			“What time is it?”

			“Twenty to eight, Mister Daniel.”

			“Good. I should prepare myself to leave.”

			I lie on the ground to take a red backpack and my laptop from under the bed. I put the laptop inside the backpack. After that, I grab my phone from the bedside table and my headphones from a drawer. I am ready to leave. I go to the door and insert a code on a keypad. The door opens and I leave my apartment to live another day.

			Phoenix has the same story as many other anonymous cities in the world. All started with an event of unknown origin named the Awakening, during which the global network and most technologies that helped the human being crashed. People lost their money and their houses, there was no energy or food. A worldwide anarchy took place, because nobody knew what would be the future of our civilization. 

			And then, in the middle of the chaos, the world leaders found a solution. They gave an important task to multimillionaire corporations which had survived this apocalyptic event: end the pandemonium and rebuild civilization from the ashes, step by step. The Kellerman Group is one of those corporations. Their CEO, Nell Kellerman, came to the city twenty years ago.

			By then, Phoenix was almost empty, with groups of people scattered around the urban villages. Nell Kellerman gathered everyone and settled in Central City, the urban village that was the least affected, just north of Salt River. Buildings were rebuilt and new technologies were created to help us.

			As soon as the Kellerman Group came, they revolutionized our knowledge. They started with small inventions – the pills that replaced real food, the ID codes to identify the citizens – and from there, they became more and more ambitious. Artificial intelligent has become abundant. Deltas are very special. They live with humans to help us with our daily tasks. 

			We live without worries. There is a new and wide network of information on which we can find anything. If we want to read a book or the news, search for historic events of the past, buy something, or talk to our friends, we just use the Kellernet. It is this small city’s best friend.

			However, things weren’t over yet. The Kellerman Group went even further with their creations, specially when it came to human biology. They can cure almost every disease, and genetic engineering has evolved exponentially in the last few years.

			Energy was also an important issue. After the Awakening, there was an energy shortage – according to what I’ve read in the Kellernet, nobody worked and there were a lot of riots around the country. There were constant blackouts in the cities. When Nell came to Phoenix, she developed energy resources based on electricity and the power of hydrogen. She has a group of people whose job is researching new and more efficient applications of energy inside the city.

			There are a lot of different jobs and they are all attached to technology. The policemen, the doctors, the lawyers, the teachers… somehow, everyone knows more or less about the various devices that are given to us to solve the problems of our daily life.

			However, hackers are our biggest problem, as in any highly computerized society. Their numbers increase with each passing year, but the authorities have a watchful eye on them. The Kellerman Group also helps. Nell has a team of hard-working people who watch the network everyday to protect it and find the hackers, one by one.

			In short, this city is very close to an utopia – I learned this word on the other day in my classes. Everyone is happy. Technology is our servant, and we are the kings and queens who are sitting on the throne, lazy and free of problems.

			But there is always someone who resists this. There is always someone who can’t seem to fit on this perfect painting of society. I don’t know yet if I am lucky or cursed to be the one who doesn’t fit. I try to hide it as much as possible, but it’s worthless. Maybe there is something wrong with me.

			I once dreamed about leaving the city, but I cannot do it. The Kellerman Group designed a powerful force field to separate us from the outside world, which is ignored by everyone in exchange of this life. The force field can’t be shut down – the energy is controlled through a smart grid inside the HQ. We are all trapped inside Central City, but nobody seems to care.

			I have read a lot about how technology served the human being in the past, and how people were taught to use it in the everyday life, but there were limits. Since the Awakening, all those limits have been shattered. Technology has become the new and most successful drug of this society. Every person is addicted to it, and has permanent contact with it. And worse, it’s impossible to have an overdose. We are all connected and, at the same time, we are all alone in the world…

			At least, in a place like this, there are still people who dream about real things. Like, for example, a forest.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The school where I go is not far from my apartment. It stays in the east side, where the old Sky Harbor Airport once was – some of its structures are still standing. I have been going to this school for the last ten years – at least, my adoptive parents cared about my education. As I come closer to the gate, I notice that Elise is on the other side of the street. She is my second friend. 

			Between people, there is a subtle dress code. We normally wear blue, red, green, grey, white or brown. We can make all sorts of combinations. Elise is different because, unlike any other girl I have ever known, she breaks this code. She buys normal clothes and uses black dye to change them. She has loved the Gothic style since she read about it. It is what makes her unique. I cross the street and she sees me. When I am near her, she smiles.

			“Hi, Daniel.”

			“Hello. You came earlier today.” I look at my wristwatch to see the time. “It’s ten to eight.”

			“Actually, I came earlier on purpose,” says Elise. She comes closer and lowers her voice. “Have you seen the social networks lately?”

			“Not really. I have been busy with other things.”

			“You have to hear this. Apparently, Raymond has been studying five hours a day since last week because he wants to beat you on the final exam.”

			I smile and fold my arms. School wouldn’t be school without Raymond. He’s on the same class as me and Elise. He is a mystery to us. He rarely talks to me and, for some reason, when we really talk, he seems a bit hostile. We are on a constant battle to see who has the better marks. Normally, I always win these battles.

			“Raymond doesn’t give up,” I comment. “Well, he can study as much as he wants. I’ll still have a better mark on the exam.”

			“I knew you would say that.” Elise sighs, with her eyes fixed on the school. “I cannot believe that this is our last year here. I was thinking about it yesterday. I have many memories of this school. And now, we are two days away from the final exam and just a week away from knowing what will be our future.” She looks at me. Her brown eyes seem darker than usual. “How did this happen?”

			“Well, I guess time flies away fast when you are living a life free of worries.” I place my hand on her shoulder. “Whatever happens, we’ll still be friends, even if we are on opposite sides of Central City. And we can talk everyday through the social networks.”

			Elise smiles and places her hand on my shoulder. We stand there, quiet, looking at the school, as if we are ensuring that our friendship will last forever.

			“You two should be in a bedroom.”

			We look to our right. There he is, the boy who talked, with a challenging smile. His name is Ben. He is two years younger than us and he is on the eighth form. He is Elise’s brother, a nerd who also is my third friend in this city. He spends his time reading all sorts of books in the Kellernet.

			“Shut up, Ben,” says Elise. “Go read a book.”

			“I am not in the mood for that. Besides, I was just kidding. You should laugh more often. Specially today, because you are getting your ID codes later, right?”

			“Yes, Ben, thank you for reminding us of those sad thoughts.” Elise sighs again. She looks even sadder. “It just shows that we are about to be full-fledged citizens of this society.”

			“There is more than that,” opposes Ben. “You’ll leave this school soon. That is so cool! I wish I could already be in the tenth form. Our lessons are really boring. I would love to leave school and live a carefree life.”

			Elise and I smile and laugh. Sometimes, Ben is really naive. But his free spirit always makes us forget our own problems. That is why we are friends.

			“When you get to the tenth form, you won’t think like that,” I say. “You are going to look back and realize that you were never as happy as you were while you went to school.” I lower my voice. “Although happiness is a dying concept…”

			As I say these poisonous words, Elise pinches my shoulder. I look at her; her eyes tell me everything. When I look at Ben again, he’s already crossing the street to enter in the school. With luck, he didn’t hear what I said. Elise and I walk in a slow pace.

			“You should be more careful with your opinions, Daniel,” she advises.

			I nod in agreement. But I decide to tease her.

			“And you should follow the dress code.”

			Elise blushes and smiles, without saying anything else. And so, in silence, we cross the gates and enter in the school.

			The education system was also changed by the Kellerman Group. As a student, I must spend ten years of my life in school. We go from first form to tenth, where Elise and I are. Because we are on the last year, we have to do the final exam. This test, depending on our mark, will say where we can get a job in the city. A student who has thirty per cent will probably end in the streets, working as an illegal hacker, who will end in jail. On the other hand, a student who has ninety per cent will probably work along with the Kellerman Group.

			We spend ten years in school to prepare ourselves for this. We learn anything about computers. Most of the time, we talk about programs, operative systems and algorithms, and how to use them to solve various problems of our everyday life. Sometimes, we discuss new technologies and future inventions of the Kellerman Group, which is much more interesting.

			But it can be worth it. On each class of the tenth form, the student who has the best mark on the exam can win an internship and work in the HQ of the Kellerman Group, a huge building of forty floors in the centre of the city. Raymond is studying hard because he wants this internship more than everything in the world. After all, it is the chance of a lifetime.

			Unfortunately for him, I am the best student of our class. I am not modest.

			When it’s ten past eight, the bell rings and I climb the stairs, followed by Elise, to the third floor. We turn left and enter in a hallway. We stop on the second door – the number 314 is painted in white. This is our classroom – we are from Class C of the tenth form. Elise leans against the wall while I sit on the floor.

			“What were you thinking?” asks Elise. “If Ben had heard what you were about to say, he would see you as some sort of revolutionary person.”

			I remain silent. Elise continues:

			“You should be more friendly, Daniel.”

			“I am friendly, Elise. You know that is not the problem.”

			Elise nods in agreement. Indeed, she knows well what the problem is. Elise is the only person who knows that I can’t bend my will. I am a misfit boy. I don’t see things in the same way as my fellow classmates.

			Because I can’t conform, I always avoided people.

			“You know I try to behave normally,” I add.

			“I know, Daniel. And I agree that technology might have taken away some of the true meaning of our relationships. But just because you don’t like this, it doesn’t mean that you have to be a renegade. Find a way to balance both things, like I try to do.”

			I am about to answer, when I notice that Raymond and some other classmates enter in the hallway. He comes with a friendly smile while he talks with his friends. When he comes closer, he looks at me with his black eyes. His smile disappears and his face becomes completely apathetic. I smile, trying to be friendly.

			“Good morning, Raymond.” He sits next to me. “I heard you have been studying. I hope you get a good mark on the exam.”

			Raymond doesn’t seem to have the patience to answer back, but he looks at me with a very serious expression. I doubt anything good is coming.

			“Good is not enough,” he replies with a low voice. “You know what I want.”

			“Sorry, Raymond. You know that won’t happen. Maybe you should focus on the second place.”

			Then, something unexpected happens. Raymond grabs the collar of my shirt and pulls me towards him. I can feel his breath in my face. Normally, when I tease him, he gets angry, but does nothing. It’s the first time that something like this happens, but I remain calm. I hear his voice whispering in my ear.

			“That internship has to be mine, Daniel. Give up.”

			With this final warning, Raymond stands up and walks away. Then, he resumes his conversation with our classmates, as if nothing happened. I look at Elise; she is just as surprised as me, but she makes a smile. She knows, just like me, that Raymond is being a little stupid. I can’t understand what he is thinking.

			I look to the left and see our teacher – Mister Roger – coming down the hallway. I stand up and take a deep breath. My day of school begins.

			Each lesson has fifty minutes. We start at ten past eight and end at nine o’clock. After that, we have a break of ten minutes. The second lesson lasts until ten o’clock. Today, however, our teacher lets us leave the classroom five minutes earlier, so we can have enough time to get our ID codes. In the entire school, there are two places where we can get them. One is on the ground floor, near the canteen. 

			The other one is a small unused lab on the first floor, where Elise and I go to. We are lucky, because there is only one person waiting. I look at her.

			“This will end quickly.”

			“That’s good. I didn’t want to spend half an hour here.” She pauses, as the door of the lab opens and the next student enters inside. “Daniel, can I ask you something?”

			“That depends on the question.”

			“Well, I…” Suddenly, Elise blushes. She seems embarrassed. “On Saturday, do you want to come to my house?”

			I feel surprised with Elise’s sudden request. I stare at her – her beautiful brown eyes are looking at me, her jet black lips are closed, her face is inexpressive, waiting for an answer. She is talking seriously, which makes me more confused. Although I know Elise since the fifth form, she has never invited me for anything – not even for her birthday.

			“Why are you inviting me?”

			“Friday is our last day of real school,” she explains. “On Monday, we come to know our results and our future. So, before the school ends and we don’t see each other for a while… I would like to go out with you. We can have dinner at my house. What do you think? Are you interested?”

			“Of course, Elise. That sounds fun.” The door of the old lab opens again. “I am the next one. Wish me luck.”

			I enter inside the lab. It is completely white and there is a man writing on a computer. I close the door behind me. The man does not take his eyes of the computer until I sit in a chair next to him. Then, he decides to turn his attention to me. He is wearing a spotless grey suit. His stern beard, along with the two scars on his neck, suggest that this man may have witnessed many things in this world.

			“Good morning,” he greets, breaking the silence. His voice is deep. “My name is Alan. I am the person in charge of the ID codes today. Can you tell me your full name?”

			“Daniel Alexander Simmons.”

			Alan raises a eyebrow and stares at me for almost five seconds before writing my name on the computer. His eyes seem shrouded in mystery.

			“Age and date of birth?”

			“I was born on the twentieth day of March of 2034. I am sixteen years old.”

			“Any known diseases?”

			“No. I’m healthy as an apple.”

			“What about your family? Do you have parents, brothers, cousins?”

			On this question, I hesitate a bit. I don’t want to refer my adoptive parents. I know that, if they ever find me, I will be dead.

			“I don’t have a family,” I answer. “I live alone.”

			“I see.” Alan turns his attention to me and makes a small smile. “If it makes you feel better, you are not the only one. I’ve met other students who, by their own choice, also live alone. Was it your case?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.”

			Alan grabs a syringe with a red liquid. I never liked needles.

			“I am not going to pressure you. I just thought that sharing your afflictions could help you.” Alan inserts the needle on my arm. “This is merely an anaesthetic.” He pushes the plunger and I feel the liquid crossing through my veins. “Getting your code is not a piece of cake. The ink is inside a needle, which I’ll use to write your initials and a ten number code. It’s like a tattoo.”

			“A ten number code?” I ask.

			“Yes. It is given by a random number generator.” Alan straps my left wrist and grabs the needle with the ink. “If you want, you can close your eyes.”

			I do as Alan says and lean back on my chair. Even with the anaesthetic, I feel a slight sting when the needle touches my skin. I try to imagine the forest I was dreaming about this morning. This idea of a paradise far away eases my pain.

			When it is over, I look at my wrist. The ink is dark blue. I see my initials, DAS, and the code under the letters: 3141592653. For some unknown reason, it is an odd combination, as if there is a hidden meaning on those numbers. Alan unstraps my wrist and gives me a pat on the shoulder.

			“Congratulations. You are a citizen of Phoenix. Or, to be more accurate, a citizen of Central City.”

			I try to smile, but it is hard. I stand up and go to the door; however, for some reason, I feel the urge to look back at Alan one last time.

			“What makes you think that I have afflictions?” I ask, resuming the talk I was having with Alan.

			“I’ve been here for twenty years, along with the Kellerman Group. I have a trained eye to spot people who might be feeling blue.”

			“I’m just a little depressed. It’s nothing serious.”

			“I understand. Technology makes everything so easy that you may end up feeling that way. It’s a price we have to pay.”

			I nod in agreement, unable to find words. Finally, I leave the lab. I wonder why Alan said those last words, although I have nothing to do with it.

			I have more important things to think about. Like my future.

			Everyday, I have lessons until one o’clock. After that, we have a break of one hour and a half for lunch – although lunch is just two black pills and a glass of water. During this time, most students of the tenth form are studying for the exam. I see laptops on every table. I decide to spend my time talking with Ben. Normally, he talks a lot about the books that he reads on the Kellernet. Sometimes, I try to imagine the feeling of holding a book in my hands. They do not exist any more, except in digital form. It does not feel very real.

			When it’s half past two, we restart our lessons. The program doesn’t change; like in the morning, we keep studying for the final exam. When it’s twenty past four, the bell rings and we can finally go home. I say goodbye to Elise and Ben. While I’m listening to music, I go home in a rather slow pace.

			But my day isn’t over yet. After entering in my apartment, saying hello to Sarah, the AI, and surfing the social networks – where I see that Raymond is really doing everything in his power to beat me – I change my clothes and, at five o’clock, I go out to run. It’s what I do every afternoon. I run to the edge of the force field of Central City – which is one mile away from my house – and then I go back. Two miles, everyday.

			On this edge, there is an archway. The black metal from which it is made and the constant white flickers makes this exit a mystery to me. A mystery that seems impossible to solve. But that only appeals to my hidden sense of adventure.

			Then, I look to the force field itself. It distorts the horizon, making it difficult to see what’s outside of the city. Maybe Nell Kellerman can see it from her office, on the top of the HQ. With luck, after the final exam, I’ll be able to see it with my own eyes.

			When I get back to the apartment, I ask Sarah to lock the door of my house. I spend the rest of my afternoon in my bedroom and I talk with Elise for half an hour. She had some doubts about a few exercises that we had done to study for the exam. I happily help her, because I have nothing to do. I never study for a single test and I always manage to have marks above ninety-five per cent. I never understood why, but I see programs and algorithms as a second language. A language that, after ten years in school, I dominate without any problem.

			After dinner – two yellow pills and a glass of water – I hear the news on the radio. Then, soft music echoes through the apartment, making me fell less alone. I am still thinking about Elise’s words. Sometimes, I wished I could be an ordinary boy. But when I say this to Elise, she always replies in the same way: that there is nothing bad in being different from the rest, because the differences form a much more beautiful world. Unfortunately, the circumstances of our present world killed that idea. 

			I try to forget about the subject before I get too depressed. After a while, I turn off the radio and go to bed. It was a tiresome day. When I go to sleep, I hope I can dream about forests again.

		

	
		
			THREE

			When Friday comes, Sarah wakes me up later, around eight o’clock. Finally, the day of the final exam has arrived. I remember all the details while I take a shower. The test will start at ten o’clock and is supposed to end at one o’clock. However, at half past nine, we have to be in the school. 

			Yesterday, Mister Roger told us that we would do the exam in the second floor, on the classroom 209. Raymond did not threat me again; he seemed to be more distant from me than usual. But I don’t care about that. I want to teach him a lesson. Today I will show him what happens when someone threats Daniel Simmons. I smile when I think about this.

			At eight o’clock, I leave my apartment with my backpack on. Before leaving school yesterday, I promised Elise that I would help her study before the exam started. She needs, at least, a ninety per cent to get a job on a small branch office of the Kellerman Group, where her father also works.

			When I enter in the school, I go straight to the canteen. Elise is already there, with her eyes fixed on her laptop. Somehow, her face seems even more white than usual, and her clothes seem darker. It almost seems like her body is being swallowed by a black hole. I sit down, placing my backpack on the table.

			“Good morning, Elise.”

			“Hi, Daniel.” She does not look at me. “I am doing some exercises here and I can’t remember why we use the program B-6…”

			“You use it to figure out the number of deaths and births in a year and compare them with previous years.” I almost talk like a robot. “It’s used for statistics.”

			“Yes, that was it… what about the algorithm Z-15?”

			“It’s used by teachers to organize the students’ marks.”

			Elise nods in agreement and turns her laptop around.

			“Look at that exercise. I know I have to use the program F-22, and I wrote it all, but I think there is some error…”

			“It’s on the sixth line,” I answer. “The error is there.”

			Elise turns her laptop again. She rewrites the program and sighs, frustrated. I know that the pressure of the exam is affecting her.

			“This is hard,” she mumbles. “I wonder if I’ll be able to have a good mark.” Then, she looks at me. “Have you studied?”

			“You know I don’t study,” I answer.

			“You have a natural talent, Daniel.” Elise smiles. “That is why you always manage to have a better mark than Raymond, who studies everyday.” She turns off the laptop and closes it. “Speaking of him, Carol told me that he studied until midnight. And I bet that he is studying while we speak. I cannot understand why he wants this internship.”

			“Almost everyone wants to work in the Kellerman Group, Elise. Some people are desperate enough to study four hours every day and threat people. But I’m not very worried about Raymond. I’ll beat him again.”

			Elise makes an even bigger smile, while she puts her laptop on her backpack. She leans back on her chair and looks at me.

			“I feel nervous, Daniel. What if I fail?”

			“Don’t focus on failure. Focus on having a good mark.”

			“I feel like I’m about to faint. I know I cannot fail.” She looks around the empty canteen and grabs her backpack. “Why don’t we go outside? I’m tired of being here and I want to get some fresh air.”

			“Sounds like a good idea.” I grab my backpack and stand up. “Let’s go.”

			At half past nine, we are all outside the classroom 209, waiting patiently for our teacher. My eyes are fixed on Raymond, who is looking outside through a window. For the first time, he is completely silent and focused. This is it. All or nothing. And as I think about that, Mister Roger crosses the hallway, greets everyone, and grabs a red card to open the door of the classroom. Slowly, we all enter inside.

			In each classroom, there is a small desk for each student. We sit down and take out our laptops, while our teacher closes the door. Then, he begins the boring explanation about the test.

			“The test has one hundred questions,” says Mister Roger. “You’ll get one point for each correct answer. All your laptops will be connected to the classroom’s computer. If you try to cheat, I will know. Then, your test will be cancelled, you’ll have a zero, and your life will be completely ruined. Think carefully about that. Remember that you have three hours to do the entire exam. You won’t be allowed to leave if you finish earlier. When you finish the exam, you’ll send it to the school’s mainframe.” Mister Roger looks at his wristwatch. “We still have twenty minutes. Do you have any last doubts?”

			A few people raise their hands. And so, Mister Roger spends the following minutes answering the questions of my nervous classmates. Even Elise asks a question. I feel more worried about her than about myself. I want her to succeed. And I know that she has enough determination to have an excellent mark on this test.

			When it is ten o’clock, the final exam begins.

			It is half past midday when I send my exam to the school’s mainframe. I look at my hands. They are red and sweaty. The test was easy, but there were a lot of traps in the questions. It takes a trained eye to find them all. I give a look around the classroom. Raymond is absolutely focused on the screen of his laptop. He seems close to finish. Elise seems calm, against all odds. Just before ten o’clock, she seemed very close to faint. She had said that herself.

			As for my other classmates, I can see all types of emotions on their faces; they are calm; they are nervous; they are thoughtful; they are desperate. And their time is slipping away.

			When it’s one o’clock, everyone has already sent their exams to the school’s mainframe. Mister Roger says goodbye to us all and we leave the classroom. That is it. For us, the school has ended. And on Monday, we will know our future. 

			As I enter in the hallway, I feel like Elise two days before. I have many memories of these ten years. The first day I went to school. The day I met Elise. The day I met Ben. And I also remember the day I met Raymond – I thought that we could be good friends, but I was wrong.

			Everything is about to change, I think. It is an idea filled with happiness and sadness.

			I feel a hand on my shoulder. Elise is next to me, with a smile.

			“How was the test?” she asks.

			“Interesting. I think I did it without any flaws. What about you?”

			“I had doubts on four questions. And I don’t know if I answered correctly in other three. Nevertheless, I think I’ll have a very good mark.”

			We turn left and climb down the stairs. After getting to the ground floor, we cross a hallway and pass through the main lobby to get outside. The sun is high on the blue sky. It is a really hot day, but there is also a fresh breeze passing by.

			“Everything is settled for tomorrow, right?” asks Elise.

			“I wanted to talk with you about it. I’ll go to your house to have dinner, but that takes less than five minutes. Do you have anything else planned?”

			“Well…” Elise blushes. “I was thinking that we could go to the cinema.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

			Elise’s face is now even more red. I laugh.

			“Maybe Ben was right,” I say. “We should get a bedroom.”

			“Daniel!” She takes two steps forward. “Don’t say that again!”

			I run away before Elise can get me. She stands in the same place, furious.

			“Come back here! We haven’t finished talking yet!”

			“See you tomorrow, Elise!” I scream, while laughing and running.

			Elise also lives in an apartment, along with Ben and her father, Rick. Her house is on the Sixteenth Street, a few minutes away from my own apartment. In the afternoon, before going to her house, I decide to go to the mall, near the centre, for a leisurely walk. I buy a white jacket and a new pair of jeans. They cost forty kellers – that is the name of our electronic currency, in honour of the Kellerman Group.

			After that, I go straight to the Sixteenth Street. It is half past seven when I stop by the door of the building where she lives and I press the buzzer of the third floor. A few seconds later, the door opens and I enter inside. I take an elevator to go up.

			When the metal doors open, I find the open door of Elise’s apartment. She is waiting by the doorstep. I fix my eyes on her. She is… different. I was so used to see Elise with her Gothic style. But tonight, she is wearing a white dress and her lips are red like blood. Her hair is tied back in a ponytail. It is unreal.

			“You look pretty tonight,” I say, as I enter inside.

			“You’re not bad yourself.” Elise closes the door. “My father and my brother already had dinner and went for a stroll. I am going to prepare the pills and then we leave. The cinema is fifteen minutes away and our film starts at ten past eight. Now, come with me.”

			I follow her to the kitchen. She opens a cabinet and takes a jar of yellow pills, from where she takes four. She gives me two, along with a glass of water. We swallow the pills and drink water. Our dinner takes less than a minute. She smiles at me.

			“Come. The cinema is waiting for us.”

			After the sunset, the city looks more beautiful. The darkness of the sky contrasts with the big neon lights of the streets and buildings, the night clubs, the cinemas and the screens that you can see on some of the taller buildings. During the day, the streets seem to be numb, but when the sun leaves, they become a vibrant place, full of life. I always go to the cinema once a month, but I go alone. As I explain that to Elise along the way, she looks at me, surprised.

			“Are you serious? This is the first time you go to the cinema with someone?”

			“Yes, Elise. Why are you so shocked?”

			“I’m not shocked,” she replies. “I just think it is weird.”

			“Listen, Elise. I don’t mind going to the cinema alone or having just two friends in a school of a thousand students. I’m used to live like this.” I smile and look at her. “But it’s always good to go out with a girl.”

			Elise smiles too. But after that, she stares at me seriously.

			“Daniel, we are here as friends.”

			“I know that,” I reply. “I was just teasing you.”

			“I can’t deny that you and me, after all these years, have a certain chemistry. But I value our friendship, and I don’t want to ruin it. Besides… I like another boy.”

			“Really? Who?”

			“You don’t know him,” replies Elise. “He’s not from our school.”

			I do not feel sad. I had always seen Elise as my best friend, and nothing else. Even if I loved her, I doubt I would have the patience to be in a serious relationship. So, I make a small smile.

			“At least, we’ll always have our friendship,” I say.

			“That will never change, Daniel.”

			The cinema is right on the end of the street. The Red Theatre – that is its name. We buy two tickets for a film of terror. The films that we see in the cinema were all made before the Awakening. Every two weeks, the Red Theatre changes the films that are on exhibition.

			During the night, we laugh and scream while seeing the film, which lasts for two hours. After it ends, we leave the Red Theatre. While I am taking Elise to her house, strolling through the vivid streets of the city, we talk about our favourite parts of the film. When we enter in the Sixteenth Street, Elise stops and says:

			“I can go home from here.” She smiles. “This was a fun night.”

			“I agree. We should do this more often.” I scratch my head, embarrassed. “Well, I guess I’ll see you on Monday.”

			“On Monday. To know what will be our future.” Elise gives me a kiss on the cheek. “Good night, Daniel.”

			I stay in the same spot, like a statue, as Elise walks under the neon lights of her street. When she is out of sight, alone in the night, I walk back to the Twenty-Fourth Street. I enter inside the number seventeen, where I live, and I go to the elevator, but it is not working. I have to use the staircase. I take off my jacket while I climb the stairs. When I get to my apartment’s door, I stop abruptly, with my eyes stuck on the floor, and a expression of surprise slowly replacing my tired look.

			There is a white box next to my door.

			I look around, feeling that someone may be watching me. I grab the box. It is quite light, there is no name on it, but there are some numbers. This is quite unusual – could it have been a mistake? I am not expecting a package. The box does not give me any clues, but I cannot leave it here. I enter inside my apartment, locking the door behind me.

			I place the box in my kitchen and stare at it for a few seconds. My curious spirit wants to know what is inside. But I doubt this box is for me, so I should leave it alone. I have to ask my neighbours about this to see if anyone is waiting for a package.

			I leave the kitchen and enter in my bedroom, trying to forget about this odd incident. I change my clothes to go to sleep. I feel tired, but it was a fun night. I’ll miss being with Elise everyday, like we did in school, but we will still see each other. 

			It is an unbreakable promise.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			When Monday finally comes, I feel extremely nervous. This is the day that will define everything in my life: my path, my future, my relationships. Once again, I wake up at seven o’clock with the same annoying alarm clock. At half past eight, every student of the tenth form has to be in the school’s auditorium, where the headmaster, John Walker, will make a speech and tell us our marks. However, we also have the honour of seeing a very important person.

			Nell Kellerman.

			Somehow, that makes more nervous than knowing my mark. I only saw Nell Kellerman one time, three years ago. A very odd person. She came along with two policemen, with a long blue jacket, glasses that covered the true identity of her eyes and a hat that hid a part of her red hair. I cannot say if she is nice or evil, but she is mysterious. No one can deny it.

			At eight o’clock, before leaving the apartment, I look myself in the mirror. I can see a touch of fear and anxiety in my eyes. But, at the same time, I can see a glimmer of triumph. A glimmer that will soon turn into a wild fire as soon as Raymond finds out that all his efforts to beat me meant nothing.

			I open the door of the apartment while saying goodbye to Sarah. I climb down the stairs – the elevator is still not working, because it has a malfunction – and I go outside. Unlike many Mondays, I do not have my backpack, my laptop, or my headphones. It is the end of a cycle and the beginning of another. This new cycle will be better than the last one. I can feel it.

			The school has its doors wide open. I cross them and enter in the main lobby, which is empty. I turn left to enter in a hallway that will take me to the back of the building, where the auditorium is. 

			With each step and each passing second, I notice that the silence is slowly fading away with the voices of students talking and laughing. I turn right on the end of the hallway and find the open metal doors of the auditorium, watched by two security guards in blue uniforms.

			Inside, the space is almost full. It has ten rows of fifteen chairs. Besides all the students – almost one hundred – all the teachers are also here. I can see Mister Roger in the second row. Then, my eyes find Elise, with an empty chair next to her – probably for me. I enter inside and go to the sixth row, where she is. I pass by four students before I can sit next to Elise. Today, she looks like the Elise I have known during all these years in school.

			“Looks like I showed up on time,” I say, with a smile. “How are you?”

			“Nervous.” She looks at her wristwatch. “The headmaster should be here soon.”

			I examine the front rows. And in the third one, like an omen of disaster, I see Raymond looking at me. His face is completely red, as if he is about to explode. His eyes are fixed on me and seem thirsty for blood. But after a while, he looks somewhere else. That makes me feel safer.

			Finally, all the noise ceases, as the students look silently at the metal doors; our headmaster has just crossed them. His bald head is shining with the white lights. He wears a grey suit with a red tie, and he strokes his white moustache while climbing to the podium. Along with him is Nell Kellerman. She has no glasses or hats today. She just wears a red suit and nothing else. All of us wait to hear the words of our headmaster.

			“Good morning to all the students that stand here in this auditorium.” Mister Walker makes a short pause. “Today is your last day in this school. Today, each and every one of you will know what is your future on our society.” Another pause. “I haven’t changed my speech in twenty years. Normally, I say that some of you will have a position on the high levels of our society, like the Kellerman Group and its various branch offices, spread over the city…”

			I look at Elise. I hope she gets a job on one of those offices.

			“…and some of you won’t have an useful place on the city. However, I am proud to say that, this year, our ninety-seven students of the tenth form managed to get marks above fifty per cent and, as such, you’ll all have a chance to get a job.”



OEBPS/image/1.jpg
COLLECTION

JOURNEYS THROUGH FICTION

T
CHIADO





OEBPS/font/Calibri-Light.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/3.jpg
MicueL Graga

AZURE GATEWAY

b
CHIADO





OEBPS/font/Calibri.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/BookAntiqua-Bold.TTF


OEBPS/image/2.jpg
Aok is more o an b 15 3n el et o el ¥
e wpten word. T s e ercsries, kewesn s nd resders, -
by Chisdo Pushing every dy prdusng sschkock3s ¥ ¢ e 5
ls, i scsrdance wih Femando Pessons mae it 31 it you 3
A
et s i o srrs st i ok s £ b g ofyour e,

CHIADO CHIADO

CHIADO

CHIADO CHIADO
B gt

0205 gac rscionsios






OEBPS/image/capa.jpg
Miguel Graca

Azure
Gateway

CHIADO





