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  Part One: The Book




  A




  




  I watched Eliana stroll up the path defiantly, hugging a burlap-wrapped package to her chest. She swiveled her head left and right and as she headed to the front door, behind her. A strange pause, another suspicious look back, and the doorknob turned and she entered seconds later.




  “Hello, Eliana,” I said. “Welcome home.”




  “Thank you, father.” She said nothing more and started down the hall to her room.




  “Eliana, come here please.”




  Her head dropped, and she sighed. “I need to drop my University materials in my room and download a lecture for tomorrow's class.”




  “That's fine,” I said, “but I'm curious about that package in your hands.”




  “It's nothing. Just a University Chip.”




  Why hide a simple University Chip? Each month, the University doles out Chips with that month's lessons. Today was the fourth day into November; the Chips would have already been handed out.




  “I am not a fool, Eliana. Come here.”




  She plopped down on the couch and handed me the package. I hadn't felt burlap in over twenty years, when I had worked on my grandfather's farm. In 2143, conventional farms slowly disappeared to make way for the Bureau of Agriculture and Food. They maintained ten enormous Growing Centers that cultivated the same kind of food as the old farms and these Centers also dispensed the rations. So most anything related to farms fell to the wayside, which included things like tractors, planting, and burlap.




  I slowly unwrapped the package, and when a corner of the contents peeked out, I almost gasped. I pricked my finger against the soft leather corner and closed my eyes. Leather, of course, went only to the rich. The term rich meant something else these days, but it still kind of meant that someone had a lot. If you saw someone wearing anything leather, you knew they were Rich. You also knew that their susceptibility to being a victim of a theft crime increased exponentially. So why would Citizens wear leather in public? To show you were rich. An egotistical status-symbol. People still had a need to showcase their high-level position in society: it had been that way for thousands of years and it would continue with or without my jealousy.




  Pulling the woven fabric back, I saw what I thought it would be: a book. The red leather hardcover book appeared in pristine condition as if someone had taken meticulous care of it. Embossed in gold script was the title and author's name. Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad. A wonderful book. Required reading in school when I was in ninth grade. Now hardly anything is required reading. Besides what the University provided on the Chips, students had no required reading whatsoever. Not even novels since...




  “Where did you get this?” I asked Eliana.




  “I don't want to say.”




  “Whether you want to say or not, you must tell me. We can't have this book in our possession. You, me; not at all.”




  “I know.”




  “Then why do you have it?”




  “I wanted another book.”




  “You can't have another book. You are allowed only one.”




  “I know that too.”




  “But yet you chose to defy the Bureau of Words and Pages?”




  “Isn't it beautiful!” she pleaded. “Look at it! Have you ever seen anything so magnificent?”




  I had to admit that yes, this book sent literary shivers through my body, yearning for just a few minutes alone with it to read the first page. To experience Conrad's words without the threat of someone from Words and Pages sneaking into my house and catching me. I couldn’t do it. The reason Citizens were caught was that someone betrayed them. Most Citizens had the mentality if they couldn't own more than one book, then no one could. I had that attitude, but it was different now that my own daughter tried to sneak another book for herself in this house.




  “If they come here--”




  “Father, we can keep this book. They'll never find it if they come here and do a Sweep.”




  “Eliana, it just isn't possible. You know they do Sweeps of Bureau Officials more often than they do Citizens.” It was true: in the past year, Eliana and I have been Swept seven times. And the Bureau of Words and Pages didn't care about what part of the day it was. Two of the seven times this year, they came in the middle of the night. Three of the times they came when no one was home, but I knew they had been there. I sensed Bureau members had rifled through drawers, under beds, and through the basement in search of their Holy Grail: someone owning a second book.




  “I don't know why you even took that job. You're just a Clerk.” Eliana said Clerk as if it were swear word. The job she referred to so disgustedly was my position at the Bureau of Lights and Flames. We regulated electricity. As a Clerk, I monitored energy consumption throughout the 22nd Commonality. I had to keep tabs on about 1500 Citizens and inform Light and Flame Agents when a Citizen was using more than their allotted power. Besides limiting your book ownership, The United Conglomerate of States also limited the amount of light bulbs and candles you may own. Light bulbs because of the deteriorating power grid and candles because the UCS thinks most Citizens didn't know how to handle fire. Electricity usage was easy to monitor; candles were harder. In the four years I had worked there, I only needed to let the Agents know six times a Citizen used more than their share.




  “That Clerk job allows us to live as we do, Eliana. We eat, have shelter, you go to the University.” My ire wanted to rise and spew from my mouth and turn my face red and my ears hot, but I quashed it quickly. “This book cannot stay here. Where did you get it?”




  “I stole it,” she plainly said.




  I glanced at the book and understood immediately this book had been stolen. The title loomed at me like eyes, saying: Your daughter stole me that much is true. But you know you have the urge to open me. Whether she stole me or not, you want to open me. You want me...Clerk.




  The book deserved affection, and I wanted to be its lover. The weight of the pages felt right in my hands as if Heart of Darkness belonged with me and only me.




  Here's the thing about the Bureau of Words and Pages. If you find, after selecting your first book, another book caught your attention, you had the ability to change it. Like most requests, there were rules. One, you couldn’t request to change a book within five years from the day you picked your first book. Two, if you had changed your book in the past, then you must wait a minimum of ten years before you could do so again. Three, in your lifetime, you could only request to change your book five times. And four, the same book couldn’t be owned by other Citizens in a one-mile radius. It was extremely difficult to get a book changed, and if you actually do the math, the average Citizen could realistically swap their book out three, maybe four times in their life. The time it took to approve the request also had bearing. I had heard one application took four years...and they denied it! Actual acceptances ranged anywhere from 11% to 19 % from the latest figures released a few months ago. The Bureau made it hard, which was why remarkably few people put in an application to change their one book.




  Which was why Citizens often resort to theft.




  Like my daughter.




  “Who did you steal the book from?” I asked. I tried not to show my anger, but it was building slowly, like a mason constructing a cement foundation.




  “Father, please...”




  “This is serious. We have to figure out what we need to do.”




  “We don't need to figure out anything. I'm keeping the book.”




  I stood. “Eliana, if you don't tell me who owns this book, then I will Revoke your University status for two weeks.” I hoped that would cause some sense to muster. Not having University status meant joining the Bureau's workforce. Eliana hated the Bureaus and the UGS. Her goal for attending the University was to get a job there herself or move overseas for citizenship in one of the five other countries. The more parental Revokes on a student's record, the harder it was to do either.




  I was sure Eliana thought I was bluffing. She saw something in my eyes, however. “I got it from my Communication professor.”




  “Mr. Kalson?”




  She nodded. “He shouldn't have left the thing on his desk, tempting me.”




  “You should not have been tempted.”




  “But it's Heart of Darkness!”




  “I don't care if it's the complete works of Shakespeare signed by the Bard himself: you should have left this book alone.”




  Eliana stood, throwing a breathy huff my way. She used to do that as a child when she didn't get her way. I usually gave in because she was my only child, my daughter. Weren't fathers supposed to spoil their daughters? But as she grew, she knew she could get her way by acting like that. So eventually I had to pick and choose when I would give in. I obviously could not give in now.




  “Can we keep it for a little while? A few days?”




  “You know we can't. A Sweep is random. What if they come tonight?” I pointed to Eliana's book, Complete Tales of Edgar Allan Poe, on her shelf on the bookcase. “That is your book. If you want a different book, you can submit an application like any other citizen. You're old enough, and it's been the required amount of time from when you picked the Poe book.”




  “Right,” Eliana said, “and wait years before they approve it.” She stormed down the hallway, paused in front of her room, and whirled around. “If they approve it at all!” The door to her room slammed shut as she disappeared behind it.




  I went to the bedroom door and knocked, expecting her not to answer. After a few seconds, I said, “Eliana, I will return in an hour. I'm going to bring the book back to Mr. Kalson.”




  “Fine,” a meek voice responded.




  I re-wrapped the book in the burlap, ensuring the rope remained tight enough, so the burlap didn't expose any part of the book. Two reasons: one, I didn't need someone accosting me on the street for the book and two, I didn't want one of the Agents to see the book and challenge me about it. That’s all I needed when I was trying to do the right thing and return what Eliana had taken. The temptation proved to great for her, but she loved books. I couldn't fault her for that. Would I or someone else had been able to resist the urge? I couldn't answer since I had never been put in that position, nor did I know anyone who had been put in that position.




  




  




  B




  




  With my coat buttoned, ready to block the chilly, autumn air, I stepped outside and walked down the front path. As I did, I slid the book underneath the coat and peered down. No outline or bulge: I decided to leave it there until I reached Eliana's professor's office.




  The University sat seven blocks from my house. A brisk walk would do me good, to cool down from my anger at Eliana's irresponsible decision. I seethed inside, and despite the fact I wanted to keep the book too, I couldn't allow this precedence to be the norm.




  The first two blocks eased by uneventful. I saw one of our neighbors on the way back from getting her allotment of food. I nodded to her, making a mental note to have Eliana get our ration for the week. I crossed over to the third block.




  Ahead, commotion.




  Three Agents, dressed in their customary dark suits, stood guard in front of a tenement. While I didn't know who lived in this particular building, I did know three Agents waiting outside was not good. All Agents, no matter what department they worked for, wore the same outfits so as not to be distinguishable from one another. That way, if you saw Agents coming, you couldn't figure out which Bureau they were from, whom they were after, and the crime committed. If you committed no crime, then you had nothing to worry about. An archaic way to keep the peace, but in some strange way, it worked.




  I slowed my pace and put my hands in my coat pockets. Through the pocket, I gripped the book so it wouldn't move or fall from my jacket. This would be a most horrible time for it to happen.




  When I approached the Agents, the door to the building burst open, and two more Agents emerged, pulling a third person, who struggled and tried to shake them.




  “Let me go! I never had it!” the man screamed. “You planted it!”




  The two agents tossed the individual towards the other three. A brown-haired Agent clasped the man on the bicep and sternly said, “You are accused of owning a second book, The Dark Tower: The Gunslinger. It has been found underneath your mattress. You are registered to only own All the Pretty Horses.”




  Another Agent noticed me walking by, and I must have been going slower than I thought because that Agent commanded, “Please move along, sir. We are conducting Bureau business.




  I was happy to move along. Me and my *Heart of Darkness* captive. “Thank you, Agent. Be well.”




  “Be well,” he said.




  The accused continued to plead his innocence, and I turned a corner and planted my back against the building. I still heard him, but his voice grew fainter and fainter until he figured out there was no point in proclaiming he had no such book. At that point, all became silent. Non-rhythmic footsteps pounded on the sidewalk as they took the man away.




  The encounter had nothing to do with me, but it still unnerved me. The Agents either performed a random Sweep or they had been tipped off to the extra book residing in the man's home. My opinion was someone had tipped the Bureau of Words and Pages. Sending that many Agents indicated they knew the book was there because who knew how the man could have acted when confronted with the accusation? Better safe than stupid.
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