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apos-ta-sy: a total desertion of or departure from one’s religion, principles, party, or cause.



CHAPTER ONE

AUGUST 4, 2045, EARLY AFTERNOON.

The deeper I get into the prairie, the more I realize that what I’ve been told about the wastelands is false. The trees here are green. The crops, tall and heavy with corn. There are no black clouds threatening to drip acid onto my car, no checkpoints full of frothing police ready to execute every onerous code they see fit. I haven’t seen a Blue Coat since Wernthal. God willing, it will stay that way.

An old farmer is hitchwalking down a line of corn. I see him in my rearview mirror as a blotch of spoiled yellow. This is how our world considers the inhabitants of this land. Spoiled and decrepit, not useful. But neither are they considered clever enough to pose a threat. So they enjoy the otherwise restricted bounty of nature. A wide-open sky. Grass. Neon-free, unfettered space. I envy them this, but only so much. We live in different prisons, but in prisons nonetheless. Theirs is made up of memories of the beforetime. Mine, of concrete walls and security checkpoints, of no birdsong and no breeze.

Fewer line boards are posted alongside the roads out here. Just one every few dozen miles instead of the standard one per block. Posters of non-sexually attractive housewives blink as I drive by. Stay Happy, at mile marker 1. Stay Healthy, at mile 32. Remember the Pandemic. Mile marker 78.

Used to be something different. Honor Those Who’ve Fallen, to communicate the whole of it. But the word honor got too many people thinking. The concept sparked a small fire in those of us not quite doused out, and we began to discuss the dishonorable things required of all citizens living here, things that didn’t get printed on line boards. And so in small, quiet ceremony, in the ripping down of a hundred thousand posters, honor had the honor of being our first Red Listed word. We woke the next morning to Safety First and We Don’t Want to Go Back to the Way Things Were, Do We?

The countryside is more beautiful than I remember, even like this. Bales of trash instead of baled-up hay. Abandoned farmhouses dotting the land like weeping sores. I can’t stand to see their burnt or age-worn structures, or their insides seeping out onto the unmowed lawns. I was born in the country, as were my best memories. I won’t desecrate them by noticing these shells of civilization zipping past my car windows. In fact, I’ll go faster. It’s unlikely Blue Coats will pick me up on the way to my break site anyway. They won’t be out patrolling in the heat, in the wastelands where nothing happens. They’ll come later when the Fatherboard sees I’ve gone rogue. It will be the most excitement they’ve had in months.

Maybe they won’t be carrying guns. Not all Blue Coats get them. Most guns are reserved for the brigade lined up outside the National House like dominoes. Tin soldiers in tidy rows, they flash weaponry used to guard President and his cabinet of Ministers. Keep people from considering assassination, keep those who try anyway from achieving their goal. Guns also go to police assigned to specific jobs. Hunting down runners and the quick dispatch of terrorists.

Aside from this ignoble guard, the largely gun-free system has flourished. Fists, elbows, knees, mouths, teeth, the fleshy weapons carried by men, the ones used to inflict more intimate punishments—these broadcast an absolute and terrifying power the business end of a pistol doesn’t match. When a Blue Coat exacts a punishment, scars are left and people see them.

I try not to think about the Blue Coats and what may happen to me if I’m caught. At least I will have finally stood up.

I’ve run in what I wore to the office. A white, long-sleeved linen blouse over a white camisole. A pair of gray tweed pants. Soft leather low-heeled shoes. This would have been so much easier in a T-shirt or a tank top. A pair of jeans, sneakers. From my understanding, the clothes I run in, I stay in for the better part of my training. It might prove stupid, not to have changed, but I’m a Monitor who’s just gotten off Red Watch. They would have noticed the clothes gone from my closet or sitting in a sloppy pile in the trunk of my car. They can break into anything they want in the name of security. My home, my vehicle, my computer, my neck. It’s how they protect us. From whom, I’ve long since stopped asking.

The sun is in full bloom above the cracked country road. Sweat beads on my brow, drops onto my cheek, runs down past my collar. It stings my slate, the silver identification module embedded in our necks almost as soon as we’re out of the womb. It’s barely visible above the skin, with just a line of silvery gray to collect Confederation downloads and provide access to where I am, where I’ve been, what I’ve said.

The slate is made of a material I don’t understand. The first prototypes, like mine, were refitted as an individual grew. Now they grow with us, like my daughter’s. Hers was implanted in her eighteenth month. Most children have theirs put in closer to age two, but she started talking early.

My slate has always itched and when I sweat like this, it feels like an infection. For years I’ve considered cutting it out, but it’s wrapped around the carotid in such a way that it’s impossible to remove without bleeding to death. Removing one’s slate is the number one method of suicide in the Confederation of the Willing. People who are completely sane in the morning are found at their kitchen tables at night, a cup of coffee in their left hand, a paring knife in their right. I can understand this madness. Especially if you’re older and have memories of the beforetime, like the farmers.

Most of us are younger than the event that divides our population. A quarter of us, probably fewer are well into our fifties or sixties, the survivors of a bacterial holocaust the likes of which mankind had never before seen. It took out whole continents. Almost half our nation’s population. I’m one of a very small percentage of children who made it through the Pandemic. I was alive and aware thirty-three years ago and have small memories of freedom.

I roll down the window and adjust the rearview mirror so I can see my face. My cheeks are flush with blood and my gray eyes look older than the rest of me. I have light brown hair that’s too long to be loose. It whips around my face and catches on my eyelashes.

“Goddamnit!” I shout into the wind. We can swear. A small privilege to keep us sane.

I tuck my hair beneath my collar and watch for the green road sign that will tell me I’m almost there. It comes up quick. I almost miss it, just like the note warned:

2050 North Province Rd., three miles southeast of Bond, East Bodland. Look for an old farmhouse, fire took out the barn. One white wall of siding is gone. Looks like your grandparents’ place used to with a long rocked drive and a big oak tree bending the road. Don’t miss the turn. Sign comes up quick on the backside of a hill.

I memorized each word.

My grandparents’ house was thirty-three years ago and a world away. Their front drive was a white river of rock hewn between mounds of wild prairie grass and the entrance to my favorite place in the world. Dim memories show me a dark-haired father who missed the entrance more than he found it and a blonde-headed mother awkwardly smiling back at me from the passenger seat. According to the government, I was four years old when the Pandemic came wheeling down our drive in a big Confederation truck and took us all away. It was the last time I saw the farm, or my family.

I hit a patch of cobbled earth and bounce in my seat. I’m topping a hundred and twenty miles an hour and can no longer see the ugly residue of crops as a set of rows. They’re now a haze of brown sludge sliding past my windows. The oak tree is ahead. I hit the brakes and turn the wheel toward the rocked drive, holding tight as the car fishtails on the loose gravel. I’m to the house before the dust trail can catch up. My legs are shaking when they hit the ground.

I’m Off Map now. They’ll be sending out a car.

I don’t remember making my way through the uneven earth to the screen door. But then I’m there, my hand on the knob, reading a bright yellow piece of paper that’s been posted to a broken pane of glass.

No trespassing as posted by the Confederation of the Willing and its representative Province of Bodland. This property has been devalued as a residence or place of business and is Off Map for any citizen. Entrance will be noted via your slate and penalties may include 102A, 102B, 217A, and/or 550.

A 550. I think about the punishment hiding behind that number. Jesus. I’d think about getting in my car and lighting out for somewhere less patently dangerous, but this was my assigned place. This was where my recruiter said I’m to meet my trainer. I tear the yellow warning off the door and let it fall out of my hand on the way in. Fuck ’em. The false bravado doesn’t make me feel better. I feel the false part more than the bravado.

The screen door leads to another that opens easily into a kitchen. There’s a round table inside with a couple of chairs, its laminate top barely visible beneath an inch of dust. A gray linoleum counter runs the length of the far wall, separating wooden cabinet doors below and above. Their pine panels have warped and most of them stand ajar, revealing empty interiors. There are no implements. No refrigerator. No glasses to run under the sink that’s sitting beneath a window. I can see other farm buildings through the thick panes. An abandoned corncrib made of cement with a rusting ladder running up one side. An old gasoline tank sitting atop a wooden crèche.

Deeper into the house, the air is so thick with the scent of decaying wood and carpet, I can hardly breathe. I pull my shirt over my nose and push aside cobwebs until I find a room with a bed.

“Oh, God.”

The comforter looks just like the one I slept under at my grandparents’ home, with pink flowers on a striped yellow backing. Except this one is duller, the material browned in large patches by years of unchecked damp. Maybe my recruiter put this here to soften my break. I’ve met him only once. He held me upright in an alley as I cried. I never saw his face. We didn’t speak. I don’t know the man’s name and he knows what comforter I slept under as a child. This is the way it is between the recruiter and the recruited. They study us for years, review the whole of our lives. By the time we meet, they either love us or hate us and we know nothing about them other than what we permit ourselves to imagine. And I have imagined my recruiter irrationally.

Despite my pragmatic nature, I’ve allotted him only the best qualities. Kindness. Humor. Honor. A desire to get to know me from the inside out, the same way I want to learn him. It’s a spiritual ache Pastor would call pornographic. The State would rather us focus on one another’s bodies and forget about the contents of our hearts and minds, but I don’t care. If I am a whore for fantasizing about this man’s character and desiring a more intimate, less desultory connection, I am a whore. The rest is available on any street corner, anytime, for very few credits per act.

I know, in the long run, such fantasies about my recruiter won’t serve me. But, until I meet him and have to deal with the reality of who and what he actually is, they give me something to hope for.

I dump the contents of my pockets onto the bed, taking stock of the room’s small closet. I’ve brought a picture, a roll of tape, and a handkerchief I tie around the knuckles of one hand. It’s completely without function, this red swatch of cotton, save for what it represents and the way it feels. The note suggested bringing something, anything, to help with the pain.

I pull off short segments of the tape and paste the picture to the underside of the closet’s doorframe, a good eighteen inches lower than the ceiling. I lie down beneath it, but there’s not enough light to see the girl’s eyes, so I get up again. Cross the room and yank open the window’s shade. A cloud of dust appears, floating for a few seconds in the bedroom air. Through it comes the first sun this room has seen for over thirty years.

I lie back down, faceup, eyes steady on the girl above me, my feet sticking out into the room. Try to calm myself with memories of my daughter. I think of her at age four. A fair-skinned child with wild, honey-colored hair that became a helmet of springs during bath time. I can see her perfectly. Pink-cheeked, chubby hands batting at the bubbles I’d make by pouring in a capful of dishwashing soap. Then, suddenly, she was nine, then ten, then no longer possessed a round belly or light-colored hair. Bath time was spent with me sitting on the floor talking to her through a pulled curtain, as there were now things to hide. Blushes of womanhood to be kept private.

The fear comes back and thoughts of my daughter are replaced with questions: Will it burn? Will I feel the metal breaking? Will I smell my flesh melting around it? I work my legs to dislodge these thoughts. Almost begin to scream and feel something cool pressing against my forehead.

Oh, Christ.

A wire hanger. I toss it across the room and feel around the closet for any others. Anything metal grounds the current. Pressed against my body, it would have ended this run here and now. I shake it off. Shut my eyes and pray.

God. Make your truth mine. Even my inner voice wavers. It doesn’t sound like the prayer I repeat silently every day. It sounds like something you say when you know you’re going to die. And I might. It’s a possibility.

Two syllables are all the Confederation needs in order to know if I’m trying to say something on the Red List. Then they stop it from coming, wiping away any other words that start with this sound. Either way, I’ll stay physically bound to my slate forever. It will stay put in my neck, working or not. A purposeless organ, like an appendix that shows. If this break works, it will be my daily reminder to be profound—a quality of speech considered sinful. These days, the less said, the better.

All regress begins as address, Pastor says. Meaning there is nothing more dangerous than the spoken word. When we try to articulate words that have been Red Listed, a noise cancellation device disintegrates the product of our voices as the slate shocks us into submission. If warranted, Blue Coats are then sent out to make sure the message was clear. This is what the slate does. It regulates our vocabulary. Contains us. Keeps us from harm. That’s what Pastor says.

This is what I have to do. Make a Red word audible. Repeat it over and over until one of us short-circuits. Just one word that, to me, means everything.

I look into the eyes above me, young and brown, a doe’s eyes in a girl’s face. “I love you.”

A premature tear slips down my cheek. I open my mouth and begin to scream.

“Vera—.” Two syllables escape, then nothing. Nothing but neural fire shooting through my jaws, boiling the fluid in my ears. I keep my eyes on the girl above me.

“        .” The shock is greater, matched by my effort.

My hands have started twitching. I squeeze the one holding the handkerchief. Try again.

“        .”

My head is splitting in two. My face already awash in tears.

“        .”

The feedback splices through my skin and whips down the length of my arms.

“        .”

God help me. I’m getting nowhere. The scent of burning hair is in my nostrils.

“        .”

My eyes blur. My hands have begun to clench and unclench as if I’m convulsing. I may be.

“. . .” It’s something. A tapping sound.

“. . . sssssssssssssssssssssssssssst-t-t-t . . .” The staccato of consonance. Like at the grocery store, when they’re about to announce someone’s lost child has been found.

“Sssssssss . . . ciiiiiit . . . yyyyyy!” The sounds slip through the air and fill the closet. I ignore the blistering heat in my throat and scream louder.

“Ffff . . . cccccccc . . . t-yyyyyyyy!”

“Fffvvvv . . . cccccccciiii . . . t-yyyyyyyy!”

“Vvvvvv . . . cccc . . . tyyyyyyy!” My voice sounds inhuman, like an android short-circuiting.

“Vrrrreeeee . . . rrrrrr . . . ccccccciiiityyy!”

She’s smiling at me now from her perch on the ceiling. Do this, Mommy. Finish this.

I swallow the last of my fear and scream, “VVEERRAAAC-CIIITYY!” It is my voice in full. Raw and ripped—but mine, a voice combined with a cracking, snapping spark. A flash of orange appears beneath my chin. It buckles beneath my jaw.

“VERACITY!” There is no more pain. I whisper, making sure: “Veracity.” It was my daughter’s name. My daughter, called by the name they took from her.

The corners of my closet world fold inward. Veracity reaches down and runs her hands over my face. I fall away. She goes with me. I can smell her, tell how much she’s grown and in not so long a time. She’s over five feet tall now; I’ve seen her like this in my dreams. Her hair is long and thick, her body’s beginning to curve.

God help her, she’s no longer a little girl.



CHAPTER TWO

JUNE 2026.

Our twelfth-grade teacher, Mr. Coombs, is a hulking, prematurely gray-haired man with an unfortunate face. He’s not mean, as his downturned mouth suggests, he’s just spent too many years being worried, and as with so many adults in the Confederation, that feeling got stuck on his features. When Mr. Coombs goes to smile at the Sentient Patrol coming through the classroom door, his lips, unused to the practice, form themselves into a scowl.

At the head of the patrol is Sentient Baumfree. She walks directly to Mr. Coombs, who swallows so hard, his glasses lift off his round cheeks. “I apologize for the intrusion,” she says, motioning the rest of her group into place around the room. “We won’t be long.”

Mr. Coombs sputters, finally getting something out that sounds like “Take your time.”

Sentient Baumfree is well known. She’s a tall woman with bright blue eyes and carrot red hair and has been all over the television. Almost every night, there’s a piece on the news about her work with the Tracking and Data group. She and President have been fine-tuning the Monitoring Department, using Sentients she’s recruited directly out of schools to lead efforts at finding runners—the term used for people who try to leave the system by breaking their slates and disappearing. Where they go is a mystery. We’re told nowhere, as they supposedly never complete their runs, but it’s obviously not true. Why else would Sentient Baumfree be standing in our classroom, scanning each of us as if we were see-through? Recruiting.

The Blue Coats position themselves at either side of the door and in the corners of the room while the others, all of them women, spread out so there’s one every yard around the perimeter. I let my eyes relax and my mind fall into its alternate state and look at these women. Generated from each Sentient is a series of silvery, flickering lines that crisscross the room. They’re making themselves into a net. . . .

The Sentients look us over. Point and demand names. They are here to do an assessment, to see who might qualify for the highest nonmilitary post in the land. Most of us sit up a little higher in our chairs and put on hopeful smiles. Those of us who don’t want to be Monitors sink into our seats and try to focus our thoughts elsewhere. I am one of the latter. I want no part of this program, no matter how great the perks.

“Mary Louise Pembroke.” Sentient Baumfree points at the girl seated next to me.

Mary Louise lets out a squeal but is too excited to move.

Mr. Coombs snaps his fingers and motions for the girl to go stand by the door. “Hop to, Miss Pembroke.”

With a few more squeals, Mary Louise does as ordered. As she passes my desk, I feel her giddy anticipation like a shower of sparks. As she walks past the girl two seats up—Servina Dobbs—the joy that’s turned Mary Louise into a walking firework dissipates. She’s too permeable. Too open to the influence of others, especially those who spend a good part of their day breeding the worst colors. Dark red seeded with bits of black. Deep mustard-brown edged in tones of ochre. I’ve watched Mary Louise’s colors sour in the presence of pernicious energy. As she passes Servina Dobbs, Mary Louise turns the color of boiled lettuce.

Servina Dobbs has been poking her head into the aisle every time Sentient Baumfree passes. She smiles and laughs at nothing, does everything but raise her hand and ask to be considered. I never liked Servina Dobbs. Even after she figured out I was sentient and might, therefore, one day be important.

Sentient Patrol began three or four years ago, nearly as soon as we all stepped foot in high school. Those students who passed their tests were plucked out of senior year and fast-tracked into the Monitoring Department. They were treated as valuable members of government and given the best apartments and largest cars. As soon as Servina Dobbs discovered my abilities, she wanted to know everything. How I saw what I saw. Which colors indicate which conditions. How she could learn to do the same. I explained to her that it was either a part of you or it wasn’t and not something I could teach her. But to this day, if I so much as sneeze, she brings me a box of tissues.

Sentient Baumfree must see the way Servina’s energies have affected Mary Louise. As soon as the quiet girl makes it to the edge of the room, the Sentient makes a beeline for Servina’s desk.

“Is there something you want to say, young lady?” she asks.

“Servina Dobbs,” Servina introduces herself with a large smile. “Yes, ma’am. I’d like to be tested. Please.”

Sentient Baumfree’s face is stone. I have no sense of what she’s feeling. “How can you be certain you have abilities—”

“Oh, yes, ma’am, I have them!” Servina cuts in, and Mr. Coombs gasps.

“Servina!” he shouts, and the girl goes quiet.

Sentient Baumfree considers her with hooded eyes. “Do you know what happens to young ladies who pretend to be sentient but are not?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Servina says, nodding. “I want to be tested.”

“You know you don’t have to be sentient to become a Monitor, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am. I still want to be tested.”

Sentient Baumfree leans down to look Servina dead in the eye. “I’ll ask again, are you aware of the punitives assigned to individuals who falsely claim to have sentient abilities?”

Servina’s colors fade, but she holds on to her smile. “Yes, ma’am. I want to be tested.”

Sentient Baumfree looks at the girl for a long time. Until Servina breaks off and points her eyes across the room at Mary Louise, who backs into the wall.

“Then line up.”

Servina walks slowly, proud of what she believes is a victory. But I know different and retreat into my self-created somewhere-else by putting up the thickest wall of energy I can muster. It’s dark, the color of wet earth, and, somehow, aqueous. The substance ripples with any wayward thoughts. I have to project myself away from the moment to keep it still. I think about the solitary years of my orphaned youth. About the wastelands, a place rumored to be toxic and the dwelling place of murderers but a place that somehow makes me calm, turns my energy from brown to gold.

I’ve cut myself off from the world and pray the world is, in kind, cut off from me. But sounds are coming from outside my shell. Voices. Sentient Baumfree is asking Mr. Coombs about the others. Then, about me. Tell me about Miss Adams.

Go away. Go away. Go away. Please, go away.

I think about the wastelands as they’ve been taught to us since childhood. Destitute and quiet. I think of the vast, wide parcels of toxic earth topped with clouds, thick and rotten with waste. The only people sanctioned to be in these rural parts of our country are farmers too old and sick to serve in the cities. Formerly valuable men left to wander around the cancerous earth, poking in seeds and then pulling up the resulting plants, which will require a regimen of cleaning before they’re approved for anyone’s table. We’ve been told that time spent in the wastelands can kill us, even short trips. And that the Blue Coats stationed there are the worst kind and worthy of a slow death. These wasteland police have carried out punitives on citizens without having received the authorizing codes. They are men who’ve raped children or killed and eviscerated old ladies not because the slate directed them to, but because they were bored, or angry. The Blue Coats in the wastelands are supposed to be the worst of the worst—men more hazardous than the polluted earth.

“Miss Adams!” A loud voice punches through the oily slick of my cocoon, creating a hole. “Miss Adams!” It’s Mr. Coombs’s voice. He’s slinging it at me from behind his desk. “Are you with us?”

Through a fish-eye view, I see Sentient Baumfree directly in front of me, her lower half bent at a gruesome angle. She’s trying to see where I’ve been and if I’ve yet returned.

“No hiding from me, Miss Adams,” Sentient Baumfree cautions, her voice low. She puts out a hand and, without thinking, I pull away. My fear changes her expression. Makes it soft. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she says, lifting a strand of my dark blonde hair from a shoulder.

I force myself not to jerk away as she leans closer and looks in my face. “Tell me about this one, Mr. Coombs. What’s our Miss Adams been like in class?”

“Miss Adams is a good student,” Mr. Coombs answers. “She gets good grades, doesn’t make any trouble for the others . . .”

“That’s not what I meant.” Sentient Baumfree looks up. Studies something just above my head, something floating over the part in my hair. “Tell me about the other things.”

Mr. Coombs clears his throat. “Yes.” He chortles. “Of course. Well, this year we’ve had one or two . . . uh . . . pre-cognitive moments. I believe that’s what you call them.”

“Yes.” Sentient Baumfree keeps her eyes on the air above and around my head. “That’s correct. Can you tell me about these events?”

“Well, once she knew what assignment I was going to give before I had the opportunity to give it. And she knew that Angela Mullins’s mother had died before the girl knew herself.”

Two aisles over, Angela Mullins shifts in her seat.

“Did she come to you with this information?” the Monitor asks, her eyes still on my colors.

“Yes,” Mr. Coombs grunts. “Harper wanted me to know that a Blue Coat was about to enter the classroom and announce it. She wanted me to pull Angela aside and tell her first.”

To my surprise, Sentient Baumfree breaks her concentration on me and turns to look at Mr. Coombs. “Did you?”

“I’m sorry? Did I what?”

“Did you pull Angela Mullins aside to tell her that her mother had died before it was announced to her by a Blue Coat?”

Mr. Coombs’s cheeks turn red. “Well, no. I mean, I didn’t realize it was credible information—”

“Of course you did.” Sentient Baumfree stands and walks to the front of the room. “Is there anything else you’d like to share about Miss Adams?”

Mr. Coombs nods ferociously, anxious to find his way back into Sentient Baumfree’s good graces. The quick bobbing of his large head seems to knock free some blockage and a torrent of information spills out. “She sees colors. Almost all of the students have told me some story or another . . . it makes them nervous, understandably. I mean, it’s understandable in that she’s able to see something in them that they themselves aren’t able to see . . .”

“Yes. What else?”

“She sees traces of things or people, if you follow. Once she thought there was a dead rat in the girls’ bathroom but it had been removed days earlier . . . and did I mention that once she knew one of our boys was sick? Appendicitis. She was adamant. Wouldn’t shut up about it until we were forced to take him to the nurse. I should also like to mention, he was treated in time.” Mr. Coombs smiles, absently patting both arms. “We saved him. We did.”

Sentient Baumfree nods at one of the Monitors, and without a word, the woman takes me by the hand and leads me to the line.

In fifteen minutes, Sentient Baumfree has chosen seven of us as candidates. Potentials, as we’re called.

“All set, Sentient Baumfree?” Mr. Coombs has brought out his handkerchief and is collecting streams of sweat from his brow.

“Yes, Mr. Coombs.”

We’re gathered into the middle of the others, then marched out the door and down the hall, Sentient Baumfree at our head. I try to get a good look at her colors as she goes, but she’s well veiled. Surrounded in a blue substance I can’t breach.

“That’s enough, Miss Adams,” Sentient Baumfree calls from the front of the line. “None of that until we get to the testing room.”

Outside, there are a dozen black vans lined up and waiting at the curb. Their doors slide back and two armed Blue Coats exit and stand on either side of the openings. We’re loaded up and driven off. Spend thirty awkward moments trying not to fall off our seats as the vans veer in and out of traffic.

Once at our destination, the doors are again thrown open and we’re unloaded into the dark corridors of an underground parking garage. There is an electricity in the air that makes my stomach turn. I look up and down the line created by all us Potentials and see there are others suffering from this barrage of charged atoms. Somewhere beyond the thick concrete walls, there are hundreds, if not thousands, of machines pulsing. I try to get a sense of where they’re located but can’t. It seems they’re everywhere.

I’m in the Geddard Building. The thought must plaster itself all over my body. Other students, the ones who’ve been watching me, go ashen. The Geddard Building is in downtown Wernthal, in the very heart of President’s National House Square. It’s home to thousands of Blue Coats and, beneath them, thousands of redactors. Redactors are the machines that collect everything we say and everything we do. These computers talk directly to the slates implanted in our necks. They record everywhere we go and, via the Red word system, regulate our speech. Redactors keep a collective memory of us as individuals. One of these machines contains my entire life’s history since age six.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Sentient Baumfree calls from the center point of our line. “I’ll be taking you to a series of holding rooms where you will wait to be called. When it’s your turn, you’ll be taken to a testing room. Testing can take from five minutes to a few hours, depending on the Potential. If a Potential is able to demonstrate his or her ability adequately, he or she is moved directly into the Monitoring program. There will be no returning to school or going home. From this moment onward, there is no return to the life you once knew.”

Sentient Baumfree pauses to let the sounds of alarm and surprise pass. None of us knew quite how this worked. Speaking about the Sentient Patrol has always been Red Listed. And since they only recruit from the twelfth grade and no interclass fraternization is allowed, we’ve never met a Potential personally. None of us. They’ve been like The Book of Noah to us. Known in name only. Revered.

Still, the idea that none of us will be returning from this place hits us like a fist. Our faces go pale. Plumes of frantic red explode up and down the line. Just as the panic is about to erupt in a more physical fashion, with vomiting or passing out, Sentient Baumfree puts two fingers to her mouth and whistles.

“Now that I have your attention, let me ask one final question!” She walks down the line and stops in front of Servina, who’s shaking. “If there’s anyone here who has misunderstood the nature of this exercise and would like to exit the line and return to class, please say so now . . .” She steps back and waits patiently for Servina to blink.

Christ. I know Servina well enough to know she’s not going to back down. No matter how afraid she is, or maybe because of it.

I open my mouth to ask permission to speak and Sentient Baumfree aims a pointed finger my way. “No talking, Miss Adams!”

“I’m not leaving!” Servina shouts into the Sentient’s turned ear.

The rest of us are riveted to our spots.

Sentient Baumfree pauses for just a few seconds, then makes a sweeping motion with her arm and the Blue Coats march us forward, hands dangling over their guns. It’s rare for police to be armed. There’s hardly a need given the government’s hold on its citizens. These small cylinders of death don’t seem like they’re capable of killing anyone, though some of them have retained a unique energy from their utilization. Golden coils of spent friction float off the ones that have been fired. They make a strange trail of O’s through which we’re to walk.

After piling onto elevators and traveling up a few floors, we exit into an unmarked hall and are taken to the holding rooms. In mine, there are ten girls and two boys. Sentient Baumfree has disappeared and left us in the care of a young woman named Miss Chalk. Young and pretty, the blonde-haired twentysomething flirts with the boys while announcing the rules about time spent in the testing room.

“No talking. No eating. No drugs.” Miss Chalk pauses to stare at Andrew Lindman, who turns bright red and begins fiddling with the frayed edge of his collar. “No asking when it’s your turn. Your turn comes when Sentient Baumfree comes to collect you.” This she says while smiling at Darnell Jones, who rises from his seat as she walks by.

Miss Chalk sachets slowly back to her desk, tossing the final mandates over a shoulder. “If you want to change seats, do so now, as you will be asked to stay in exactly the same ones for however long as soon as the first person is taken back. You won’t be able to go to the bathroom without an attendant watching, so you probably want to hold it if you can. Oh . . . and no drinks.”

Sentient Baumfree comes for Catherine Bayer first. It’s not ten minutes before the Monitor is back and pointing at Darnell. Catherine is nowhere to be seen. The quickness of it throws us. We don’t know if it’s a good or a bad sign.

“Come on, Mr. Jones,” the Monitor urges him impatiently.

But Darnell can’t seem to move. Our classmate stumbles getting out of his seat. He’s shaken like the rest of us. Wants to know what’s happened to Catherine and what’s about to happen to him. He’s taking too much time to get to Sentient Baumfree, so she comes to him. The Monitor takes Darnell by the arm and the two of them are gone. The rest of us turn and make note of the time on the wall clock: 3:40 p.m.

I feel something strike my back and turn to find Servina’s ponytail holder on the floor next to me. I look back. Servina’s got her eyes on Miss Chalk, who’s not returning her attention.

My classmate points up at the clock, flashes me ten fingers, and shrugs. Why was Catherine’s test only ten minutes?

Servina has panic scrawled all over her. It’s caused her naturally dour colors to bloom into a cloud that envelops the back half of the room. It’s moving of its own accord up the holding room aisles, soaking a good third of the others in a pasty pink drizzle.

I don’t answer and look away.

Miss Chalk puts down her electronic notepad and sets her big blue eyes on Servina. “And no signing or using gestures, either. Last warning. There won’t be another.”

6:55 p.m. Sentient Baumfree walks through the door and takes a seat in one of the chairs. She looks from Servina to me then back again, focusing the second time round on our arms and our faces, which are covered in a nervous sweat.

It’s been three hours of pure hell. The holding room is nearly bare. Aside from Miss Chalk, Servina and I are the only ones left. We’ve watched all of our colleagues be called up and disappear. There have been distant shouts and, once, a scream. But no idea of who’s made it and who hasn’t.

I sneak a look over at Servina, who’s gone pale and has a hand full of fingers set against her teeth, then back at Sentient Baumfree. The Monitor seems as desperate for this to be over as Servina. Her eyes go back and forth a few times, as if she’s deciding which one of us to deal with first.

“Miss Chalk?” Sentient Baumfree calls.

The girl perks up from her slouch. “Yes, ma’am?”

“I’ll be taking Miss Adams back now. You can process Miss Dobbs from here.”

The news falls hard on Miss Chalk’s face. She opens her mouth to say something and the Monitor holds up a finger.

“Now, please.”

Servina tries to stand but can’t and falls right back into her seat. “What’s happening?” she asks quietly.

Sentient Baumfree motions for me to follow her and begins to leave the room.

“What’s happening!” Servina’s crying now. She’s found her legs. Has made it halfway to the door before stumbling over a chair and landing, facedown, on the floor.

Miss Chalk presses a button affixed to the hallway wall and speaks low into its mesh face: “Removal, please. Holding room B.”

“Let’s go.” Sentient Baumfree takes my arm and pulls me away.

I roll my shoulder and slide out of her grasp. “What’s going to happen to Servina?”

Behind us, Servina is making a slight moaning sound. Maybe she’s been hurt, cracked a tooth on the floor. Or maybe she finally realizes high school is over and a whole new set of rules now apply.

“Let’s go, Miss Adams.” Sentient Baumfree is using an ominous tone. She’s giving me a warning not to ask again. So I don’t.

Before we can get very far, a group of Blue Coats comes into the holding room. Sentient Baumfree rushes me through a door that leads to a brand-new hall. She gets the door shut just as my schoolmate’s screams catch up. The testing room is small. It’s just large enough for a desk with one chair on either side. On the left wall is a large television screen, and on the right, a mirrored window nearly as long and wide as the plaster expanse. I’m claustrophobic, don’t like any space like this where I can’t easily move around, or get out.

“You okay?” Sentient Baumfree looks down at her electronic notepad and makes some notes about my moist face.

“Fine.” I wipe myself dry with a sleeve.

The woman makes a signal with one hand and a blinking cursor appears on the large monitor over her head. “Please state your name,” she says. On the screen the same words appear almost as fast as she speaks them.

“Harper Adams.” Harper Adams. I barely get them out before the words appear, already transcribed.

The cursor blinks impatiently over Sentient Baumfree’s red hair. It’s hard not to watch.

“Miss Adams, at what age did you first notice your abilities?”

I shrug. The cursor continues its pulsing.

“A verbal answer, please.”

“I don’t remember a time when I didn’t see colors.”

“So the colors were the first thing you experienced?”

I’m confused. “It’s hard to say.”

Sentient Baumfree puts two fingers on either side of her temples and rubs. “Try, please. And we’re on a clock here, Miss Adams.” She looks at the silvered window and the man I feel behind it. He’s fatigued, like the Sentient. Wants to hurry it up, add one or two good finds to their roster and get going. The feeling I get from both of them is that they’ve been at this all day and it’s not been a very promising return on their efforts.

“I was always able to see people’s colors, though it sometimes comes and goes.”

“Why?”

I shrug. “Stress, I guess. Sometimes if I’m too close to a person, I get confused. What I want to see gets in the way of what’s there, if you know what I mean.”

Sentient Baumfree nearly smiles, then remembers herself. Covers her mouth with a hand. “Auras,” she says. “The colors you see are called auras. Moving on, are you able to read people’s minds?”

“No.”

Sentient Baumfree leans forward and looks at me hard. “Sure?”

“I can sometimes tell what a person is feeling, but I don’t know what they’re thinking.”

“Never?”

I think of Lucille and of our “incident” in Mr. Mitchell’s class. “Sometimes I can see things written in their energy. But this seems to happen only with other Sentients.”

“How about astral travel—”

“Excuse me,” the man’s voice erupts over some hidden intercom. “Sentient Baumfree, this Potential wouldn’t know that term. A term that’s about to be Red Listed, I might add.”

Sentient Baumfree leans back and rubs at her eyes. When she leans forward again, her mascara is smeared. “Have you ever felt like you’ve been out of your body when you were sleeping? Or maybe even when you weren’t sleeping? When you were awake.”

I think about the one time it did happen. I was out on my grandparents’ farm, swinging on the front porch. One minute I was playing with a cattail retrieved from the pond, and the next I was flying over our pastureland. One of our cows had died. I could see her stillborn calf sticking out, half born. When I came back to myself, I ran and got my father. He found the cow with her stillborn calf exactly where I’d said.

“Once,” I answer. It never happened again.

The Monitor makes a notation on her notebook and continues. “Have you foretold events before they’ve happened?”

“Not really.”

“Not really? What’s that mean?”

I shrug. “I’ve had nightmares.”

“And they come true?”

I look away from the Monitor’s makeup-smeared eyes and study the door. “I dreamt that the Pandemic took away my family.” And then it happened. But I don’t need to tell her that. The redactor in the basement, and anyone else with enough clearance, already know.

“Okay, Harper, just a few more questions before we proceed to the tests. Are you able to see traces of a person once they’ve left?”

“Yes.” This isn’t uncommon. Sometimes, I’ll walk into a room so thick with the residue of someone’s colors, I’ll forget they’re not physically there any longer and ask them some question that never gets answered.

“What about objects? Are you able to see objects as clearly as people?”

“It depends. If they’ve been used enough. If they’re important.”

The Monitor thinks about this and nods. “Are you able to hear other people’s thoughts? I don’t mean reading their minds, now, I mean actually hearing their thoughts. It’s called telepathy.”

“No. Can others do this?”

To my surprise, the Monitor answers easily, “No. Not a one. But we don’t know how these abilities might be shifting over time. So, with an advanced candidate, we add a few lines of inquiry to the mix.”

Advanced candidate. My heart sinks.

“May I ask you a question, Sentient Baumfree?”

The woman nods yes.

“Why am I like this? Why are you like this?”

She looks thoughtfully over my face, as if searching for an answer somewhere on my features. “I don’t know, Harper. People like us have been around for a long time. Even the Confederation Bible speaks of people who were given the gift of sentience. In the beforetime, they called us psychics or intuitives . . .”

“Isabella . . .” the man from behind the mirror barks, and the Monitor closes up.

She sets coupled hands on the table between us and proceeds in a more formal tone. “Now, we’re going to do a few tests . . .”

They’re simple. First Sentient Baumfree asks me the identity of the man behind the clouded mirror. I tell her he’s a Manager, is in his midthirties, and has a sore right foot. He’s sprained it, or maybe even broken it. I can tell by the pulsing explosions of violet-red that cup the area every time his heart beats. The core of his wound is so tender, the colors there extend right through the wall.

I explain to Sentient Baumfree that this is what I get mostly—a person’s position, their age, their physical health. Sometimes feelings, too. The Monitor then asks me if I can tell her what three objects are sitting on the desk in front of the man in the other room. They’re easy—a gun, a knife, and a stuffed bunny. Each of the three has been either well used or well loved, and the energy that envelops them creates for me a form made out of color.

Next, people are brought in the room and I’m asked to read their colors, presumably to make sure I’m able to identify them in a standardized way. Then there are card readings and Monitor readings and a set of challenges having to do with audio files and how I’m able to apply my abilities to a nonvisual format.

Having passed those tests, I’m asked to review a real, bona fide Monitoring file. Up on the screen, the dialogue appears as a set of vertical lines. It’s a conversation between a man and a woman. The husband is telling the wife that he wants to get out of the city. He’s good and goddamned tired of the Confederation of the Willing and believes what he’s heard, that The Book of Noah is real . . .

I jump out of my seat and back into the wall behind me, my ears covered with both hands. “I’m not supposed to hear this!”

Sentient Baumfree comes after me with softly waving arms. “It’s okay, Harper! You’ve been approved for this part of the test . . .”

Recent events are too fresh in my mind. I shut my eyes and repeat, “I’m not supposed to hear this!”

Tenderly, the Monitor takes hold of my hands.

“I know what you saw,” she whispers. “It was an unfortunate event, Harper. But you’ve been cleared now to have access to such terms as The Book of Noah. You will not be punished for witnessing it.”

Just six months ago, a few hundred people were lined up against a wide gray building and killed for one of two offenses. The first crime, Falsely Bearing His Name, refers to speaking the term The Book of Noah. And the second, Bearing Silent Witness, to the crime of having heard someone else speak The Book of Noah and not turning that person in to the authorities. Those in the second category were largely family members of those who’d actually uttered the Red Listed term. Mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, husbands and wives. They struggled to hold hands as they were pushed into place. Blew kisses to one another. Stared at one another’s faces, no matter how many times they were instructed to watch Press Secretary Johnson. One man broke free from his ordained position and ran full-force toward a woman a few people away. Warnings were called out but the man didn’t stop. He was shot in the head and fell into the woman’s arms. She was shot just as she caught him.

While these sinners were being ushered into place against the wall, twelve hundred students at my school, aged fifteen to eighteen, were ushered into a gymnasium. Up on the screen, the criminals’ confused faces shone pale. We watched them from the bleachers and the gym floors. When Press Secretary read their codes, impossible numbers such as 550 and 917, we turned to one another with question-mark faces. Murder by being shot? And what about the ones who didn’t die from their wounds? Would it really be death by beheading? We looked around at our teachers, who would not return our stares.

On the screen, Press Secretary Johnson explained that the government had allowed enough loose talk of our founding father. We’d been warned for months, hadn’t we? The end of discussion on this topic had been mandated and that date had been tacked up to every free board and wall. Commercials ran morning and night indicating the final day on which loose talk of our founder would result in anything other than a 550. Notes had gone out to each and every mailbox. Schools were asked to hold seminars to educate the youth.

That date had been yesterday. And today, Press Secretary Johnson said with a smile, today is the beginning of a new era. One with no more loose talk.

That loose talk was fully represented by the term The Book of Noah. The Book of Noah referenced a text supposedly written by our founding father but meant to collapse the very government he’d built. I’d heard stories about this book from as long ago as my childhood. Over the years, talk of it came and went but the whispers were always the same. The Book of Noah would reveal every lie and every truth. Having read it, we’d be too filled with knowledge to ever again be content with the easier path of ignorance.

“How many more ways are there to educate those who don’t want to be educated?” Press Secretary Johnson shouted. “Should we have taken these people’s tongues? Should we have taken the frontal lobes of their brains? Think about what’s happening here today not as a punitive sentence for the sinners standing here, but, rather, as the final warning for those of you watching! Loose talk of the man who created the slate, through which we learned the fine art of peace, will not be tolerated!” Press Secretary Johnson shakes his bald head in disgust and his loose jowls shook.

I didn’t watch the execution. I’d pulled my colors over my eyes and gone away. And now Sentient Baumfree is pulling my hands away from my ears, telling me I’m supposed to be a part of this system.

“Harper, you’ve passed the tests already. Do you understand?”

“No,” I answer. Despite myself, a tear has slipped free. “I don’t understand.”

“You’re a Monitor now. You’ll begin as a novice with a heightened clearance, but one of these days, I predict you’ll be one of our top Monitors. It will take years, maybe even decades of development, but one day, I think you’re going to become something quite unique.” Sentient Baumfree smiles and leans in to whisper, “You just might change the world, Harper, if you don’t let the world change you first.”



CHAPTER THREE

AUGUST 4, 2045. LATE AFTERNOON.

When I wake up, it’s early night. The moon is low in the sky, sitting atop the corn like a single head on a thousand scarecrows. It highlights the smooth edges of the far wall, travels up toward the ceiling, crosses the room, and falls on me, still on the closet floor. I grab hold of the doorknob and pull myself up. It’s not the moon. Headlights are coming quick down the drive. Wheels are turning up loose gravel and making gritty, barking sounds that hurt my head. The room twists and bends and I have to lie back down again. Only when I lie flat does my stomach stop pitching.

A car door slams shut. Another car door after. Two of them. And me laid out flat, unable to move. They didn’t mention this part. I wonder how many of us are caught almost as soon as we’ve broken just because we have to lie still. If I’d known how incapacitated I’d be, I’d have screamed myself free down by the creek.

“Tore the sign down . . .” It’s a man’s voice, a Blue Coat. He’s standing at the front door, looking at the strips of tape where the notice used to be.

I put my hands up on the closet walls and push myself into the room. The effort makes my head spin.

“You want me to go in?” His voice is shrill in its excitement. He’s thinking about a few moments from now when they’ll find me. About what numbers he’ll get to call and what things he’ll get to do. So many Blue Coats are like this. Deranged. All their humanity lost. Mr. Weigland calls it a hazard of the job, as if there’s nothing to be done about it. As if these men aren’t responsible for their actions.

“No. You go check out her car.” The second man’s voice sounds bored. There is no sense of urgency, nothing to tell me he relishes this part of his job.

I use my legs to push myself toward the bed. If I can stand the motion and keep from throwing up, I might be able to make it under the box springs, under the oversize comforter exactly like the one my grandmother let me pick out.

“Come on, Gage. You got the last one.”

“Fuck you,” the bored man says. He’s standing at the screen door. I can hear the whine of the hinge, the squeak it makes when pulled open too quickly.

The men’s feet are heavy on the wood floor. Each clunk of their hard-soled shoes, loud. They swallow up the sounds I’m making as I scoot toward the space beneath the old bed. Every exertion brings bile up into my throat, but by the time their feet stop in the kitchen, I’m halfway there.

“Skinner, if I have to tell you to go out to the car one more time . . .”

“What? What are you going to do?” The Blue Coat named Skinner is walking around in circles. “You’re not my superior.”

“Am until October.”

“Fuck October!”

The other man doesn’t respond. I imagine him to be tall with a face set in a permanent frown. He scares me more than the petulant one. The quiet ones are usually worse.

Skinner’s stomping feet conjure an image of a narrow man with a pointy goatee and an upturned jaw. “You know that was a bullshit call!”

“Doesn’t matter.” The quiet man is pacing back and forth. I can’t tell which way he’s going. Maybe into the room above the kitchen, the one hiding behind a door and a set of corner stairs, or maybe toward me.

I lift my head and feel the room tilt violently. I throw up into my mouth, press my hands to my lips. They’re only two rooms away.

“Goddamnit, Gage!” Skinner is yelling up the corner stairwell. “Let me at least check out the bedrooms!”

I can barely make out Gage’s response. “You really think she’s going to be waiting for you in the bedroom?”

“Oh, she’s waiting.” Skinner laughs but there’s nothing like humor in it.

I stop listening. With great effort, I kick out a leg and wag it back and forth, clearing off as much of the dust as I can before pushing myself under the bed. It’s a wasted effort. I’ve left them a direct trail.

“She’s not going to be in the house!” Gage has come down from the room above the kitchen. His voice is much closer, much stronger. “Now get out there and check her goddamned car!” For a big man, he’s light on his feet. He’s already all the way across the first floor, just outside my door.

“If she’s not here, why are we checking the house?” Skinner has moved up next to him. “She broke three hours ago!”

“Exactly my point.”

“Exactly my point. It was three hours ago, John! Just three hours ago!” Skinner is right in front of Gage. I can see the man’s shoes from under the bed, five feet beyond my own. As I’d imagined, he has short, narrow feet. “Nobody breaks slate and runs that fast!”

Gage grunts and pushes the man away. “She was a Monitor, Jingo. You think she wouldn’t know what’s coming?”

“From what I’ve heard, running isn’t high on their priority list for at least twenty-four hours.”

Gage’s voice shifts, affects disdain. “Why are you so hot for this? What’s going on with you?”

Skinner shifts from one foot to the other. Takes a cautious breath. “You think I need help. Don’t you? You think I need fucking help!”

“I think all of us need help. It’s the nature of the job.”

Softer and with the hesitation of embarrassment, Skinner continues. “I think about it all the time,” he says, stepping left foot right, right foot left. “501A. 501B. 458. 482. Christ, man.” Skinner is on the verge of crying. Shift, shift, shift. I imagine one of his fists knotted up and stuck in his mouth. “I dream about it, even. I wake up and all I want to do is go out and bust somebody just so I can call a number on them, you know?”

“You want my opinion, you were doing exactly what you were supposed to do to that girl. It was a Book of Noah infraction, for Christ’s sake! What if that kind of talk started up again?” Gage’s voice gets louder as his indignation grows. “You were charged by the Confederation of the Willing to deliver those numbers! It’s what we do to keep the peace! Think about it! What would it be like if the average citizen got the idea that that kind of talk was a possibility? It would be chaos! If bullshit like what happened with that girl didn’t happen once in a while . . .” He stops. Shrugs. I can see his trouser cuffs lift. “Who knows?”

Skinner exhales. “Yeah.”

“Now, you get what I’m saying?”

“Yeah.” Skinner clears his throat. “But how can we do these things during the day and then go home at night and, I don’t know . . . be normal? You know? How do you turn it off?”

“You get the hell out when you’re told. That’s how. You listen to the cop on patrol with you.” Gage’s tone has changed. It’s become almost soothing. “Go see that girl you like. Ezra.”

“I don’t know . . .”

“I got this. Go.”

Skinner hovers quietly for a moment, then pushes through the squeaky front door and starts his car. But he doesn’t drive away. Instead, he turns off his car and sits there inside. I wonder if the Blue Coat named Gage has even noticed. I doubt it. He’s just come into the room.
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